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Preface

....

Standing before the clutch of reporters gathered outside his home on East Thirty-Fifth Street on March 1, 1892, the Reverend Doctor Charles H. Parkhurst was clearly incensed. He was also rendered silent, a new state of affairs for the minister. Two weeks earlier he had delivered the most politically explosive sermon in New York history, denouncing the men who ran the city—the whole bunch of them—as “a lying, perjured, rum soaked, and libidinous lot.” Parkhurst’s most controversial charge targeted District Attorney DeLancey Nicoll and a police captain for failing to prosecute the notorious Billy McGlory, who ran a brothel in the guise of a hotel on East Fourteenth Street. McGlory, the only criminal actually named in the sermon, embodied politically protected vice.

An equally enraged DA Nicoll had denounced Parkhurst’s charges as intemperate ravings, and he threatened a libel suit unless the minister either substantiated or withdrew them. There was no middle ground. On February 23, Nicoll brought Parkhurst before the grand jury, where the minister was asked to give any specific evidence he had about criminal acts or the district attorney’s negligence in prosecuting Billy McGlory. He could offer none.

The grand jury presentment found the minister’s charges so sweeping and general that “no cognizance could be taken of them.” On the specific issue of the DA’s allegedly lenient treatment of McGlory, the grand jury vindicated Nicoll and found that Parkhurst had no evidence upon which to base them except newspaper reports that had no basis in facts. Judge Randolph Martine, who had heard the presentment read in the court of general sessions, agreed with the jurors and denounced Parkhurst. The minister had gotten his comeuppance. If he could not prove his charges, as the Sun put it, “let him be indicted, tried, and punished himself as a wicked, malicious, reckless, and criminal slanderer.”

Confronted with this as he stood outside his home, Parkhurst, isolated and now himself under withering attack, faced a moment of truth. He was angered and embarrassed by this stinging rebuke, and he was unprepared for the scorn heaped upon him from so many sides. He did not want to back down from his claims that police and city officials routinely colluded with criminals. Indeed he hoped to create a Christian revival in New York centered upon exposing such connivance. Yet he would have to figure out a way to gather empirical proof for his charges, to acquaint himself personally with the city’s underworld. Parkhurst resolved to get it. Unsure of his next move, he offered a terse “no comment” to reporters eager for his reaction to the grand jury’s censure.

He did not stay silent for long. No grand jury’s verdict would stop Parkhurst, for he was a man on a crusade. Two years later, that crusade forced the first sensational political investigation of the modern era and kick-started the Progressive movement. Established by the New York State Senate, the Lexow Committee (named for its chairman, State Senator Clarence Lexow) collected testimony from nearly 700 witnesses, representing all walks of New York life. It revealed—with shocking and unprecedented specificity—how the police force managed New York’s lucrative vice economy. A veritable parade of brothel keepers, prostitutes, counterfeiters, and burglars told how regular payments to police captains were just another cost of doing business. More respectable entrepreneurs described the payoffs required to run a steamship line or put up a new building. Bruised and bandaged victims of police brutality crowded into the hearing room to tell their stories, while stone-faced policemen denied it all.

By November 1894, the stream of Lexow revelations had lit up New York, turning popular opinion against the Tammany Hall Democrats who ran the city, propelling reform candidate William Strong into the mayor’s office. As the hearings built to a climax in late December, they brought extraordinary revelations from police officials about the payoffs needed to gain promotion and the fortunes they accumulated. In early 1895, as the committee adjourned to write its official report, the prospects for reforming the police department and cleaning up city politics never looked better. Dr. Parkhurst emerged as the undisputed leader of the “Goo-Goos,” municipal reformers who believed that only nonpartisan “good government” could save America’s cities. In the space of the two and a half years between Parkhurst’s humiliation and the Lexow revelations, New York had been transformed, and the inner workings of New York politics and government were laid bare in unparalleled detail. The effort to root out crooked cops and dishonest politicians morphed into something much more profound: a public reckoning, messy and contentious, over what New York—and the American city—had become since the Civil War.

New York Exposed offers the story of Parkhurst’s crusade and the ensuing Lexow investigation. At the heart of it is a central question: How did the excesses of Gilded Age New York give birth to a powerful national movement for urban reform? The book argues that Progressivism, the movement that remade American politics and society in the first two decades of the twentieth century, flowered in the political soil first plowed by Parkhurst and the Lexow revelations. Attacking political corruption, gathering facts to make an empirical case against injustice, mobilizing citizens on a nonpartisan basis to fight for reform, exploiting press coverage to arouse the public conscience, bringing more businesslike methods to governing—all these would become hallmarks of the Progressive Era reformers who believed that a new sense of civic democracy was necessary to bring about social justice.

Yet Parkhurst’s campaign and the Lexow exposures also revealed the limits and contradictions that would vex Progressive reform, especially as it wrestled with the overwhelming challenges of American city life. Hundreds of thousands of working-class New Yorkers, especially those of non-Protestant immigrant stock, saw Parkhurst’s crusade as blind to the realities and rituals of their everyday lives. “Reform” too often meant a repressive moralism that depended upon undemocratic surveillance and a policing of personal behavior.

New York in the 1890s offered harbingers of the coming century’s newly urbanized America: a swelling population of Catholic and Jewish immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe, a deeply partisan political culture based on the idea of politics as a business, a more organized and aggressive labor movement, a large class of wage-earning poor buffeted by the economic insecurities of urban capitalism, a huge tenement population packed into some of the most overcrowded districts in the world, a more sensational mass media competing every day for the latest revelation of corruption. No wonder that so much of the urge to “reform” American cities was often indistinguishable from the tides of anti-urban prejudice that had long surged through the nation’s political and cultural life.

Over the last third of the nineteenth century, New York had established itself as the nation’s largest metropolis, its financial and corporate center, the engine driving commercial culture, and the entry point for a new mass immigration that would reshape America. And because it was the largest city in the largest state, New York also stood at the center of national politics. Its vote had enormous strategic importance in Gilded Age America, reversing the old adage: In New York City, all politics was national. If, as Parkhurst had claimed in the first use of the term, the city government itself was a form of “organized crime,” what did that portend for American politics and culture on the cusp of a new century? New York’s population had more than doubled in the previous twenty-five years, producing levels of overcrowding and threats to public health that Americans had previously associated only with the slums of London or Calcutta. Record numbers of immigrants from Eastern and Southern Europe remade whole neighborhoods, occupations, indeed the character of New York itself. A militant labor movement, much of it energized by radicals of various stripes, faced violent opposition from a business community that had come to rely upon city police to do Capital’s dirty work.

By 1890 three decades of unprecedented immigration had fundamentally transformed the city’s ethnic and religious makeup. Some 275,000 New Yorkers were born in Ireland, and more than 600,000 people were of Irish extraction. Another 210,000 were born in Germany. These earlier migrants, who had fled the Great Hunger in Ireland and the political strife of the German states, were joined after 1880 by a rush of “new immigrants” from eastern and southern Europe, including more than 170,000 Jews and almost as many Italians. The new federal immigration center on Ellis Island opened in 1892, processing nearly 450,000 emigrants annually, more than double the annual figure arriving in the city twenty years earlier.

The economic depression that began during the winter of 1893–94, the worst in American history to that point, revealed unimagined depths of human misery and the elemental struggle for survival faced by hundreds of thousands of poor and working-class New Yorkers. Even before the depression hit, a large fraction of New Yorkers found themselves trapped in structural poverty. Between 1882 and 1890 some 135,000 families were registered as asking for or receiving charity—nearly half a million people, roughly one-third of the city, forced to beg for food or other help. That deep insecurity, a fundamental fact of urban life before the modern safety net stitched together from unemployment insurance, Social Security, Medicare, and welfare, forced many thousands to exchange their votes in return for services from (mostly Democratic) machine politicians.

Yet New York’s outsized influence did not translate into national acceptance. Parkhurst’s movement and the Lexow investigation both bared and intensified the deep currents of anti-urbanism flowing through American life, obstructing the nation’s ability to create coherent and compassionate policies for improving the quality of urban life. Dislike of big cities and the people who inhabit them was never as clear as during the “dark year” of 1975—more than three-quarters of a century after Lexow—when New York faced the threat of municipal bankruptcy. The national response to the city’s fiscal crisis underlined the tangled and messy relationship between Gotham and America. Representatives of the political and financial elite—the mayor, the governor, major banks, big Wall Street firms—made repeated journeys to Washington, pleading, cajoling, insisting on the need for federal loan guarantees and other aid. Millions who worked for the city, attended the free City University, used the public library system, rode mass transit daily, visited city museums, parks, and zoos, or sent their children to public schools, worried that the essence of New York life—particularly its robust public sector—was now imperiled. Didn’t the nation understand that no other city in the U.S. had provided such a range of free services, had welcomed so many immigrants, schooling and housing them for a better life, while also providing welfare for millions of migrants from the South, Puerto Rico, and the Caribbean?

They understood too well. President Gerald Ford argued that New York City’s problems were confined to New York and its default would only hurt the city. New York’s bankruptcy might be a tragedy, but it was not a national one. Opponents of federal aid to the city, including Republicans and Democrats from all over the country, drew on a deep history of anti–New York and anti-urban prejudices to make their case. The president’s press secretary described the city as “a wayward daughter hooked on heroin.” Was Treasury Secretary William Simon only joking when he announced, “We’re going to sell New York to the Shah of Iran. It’s a hell of an investment.” A Florida Republican said simply, “We should build a wall around New York and let it collapse.” An Iowa Democrat declared, “New York City is incomprehensible. … Congressmen regard New York as a place where you’ll pay for your sin and get rolled before you get it. In Des Moines, if you pay for your sin, you’ll get it.” Future vice president Joseph Biden found the Senate a place where “cities are viewed as the seed of corruption and duplicity, and New York is the biggest city.”

Even advocates of federal aid found themselves invoking some of the oldest stereotypes. Sociologist Herbert Gans noted that New York was “America’s principal poorhouse, innovator, dissident, creditor, playboy, and stripper, and the rest of the country is reluctant to admit to itself that it uses or needs these things.” After months of wrangling, tense negotiations, and complicated deal-making in New York and Washington, the Ford administration finally agreed to $2.3 billion in short term federal loans and the state-created Municipal Assistance Corporation (MAC) essentially took over responsibility for the city’s fiscal affairs. The catastrophe of bankruptcy had been avoided.

The 9/11 terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center brought the city back into the national fold. The assault on New York was an assault on America, and city cops, firemen, EMTs, doctors, nurses, and construction workers bore the brunt with their heroic sacrifices and by simply doing their difficult jobs. Compared to 1975, the twenty-first-century city is more defined by its expanding financial sector than by organized labor, by skyrocketing real estate values than by rent control, and by digitized media and a high end service sector than by street culture or individual neighborhoods. Yet as the 9/11 crisis revealed, it still relied upon skilled blue-collar workers, municipal employees, and an immigrant working class that represented the same percentage of city population—roughly 40 percent—as it had in 1900.

In fact, New York City history has always been American history, regardless of the pendulum swings of public opinion: from the settling of New Amsterdam as a distant outpost of the Dutch empire to the English takeover and the ordeal of the American Revolution; the building of the Erie Canal and the nineteenth-century rush of commercial development; the city’s emergence as the center of capital markets; its federal designation as the main port of entry for immigrants; as the creative engine for the nation’s commercial culture—publishing, theater, music, sports; and, between the Civil War and World War II, as the most hotly contested prize in American electoral politics. Yet so much of this history has been overwhelmed, even erased, by the distorted imagery and cartoon-like rendering of New York’s past. Parkhurst’s crusade and the Lexow investigation it spawned grappled with issues and problems deeply resonant with our own era: political and business corruption, the persistence of widespread urban poverty and growing inequality, unchecked police brutality, vote fraud and vote suppression, the tenacity of the two-party system, the place of commercial sex in urban life, an expanding mass media that reshaped politics and amplified the city’s national influence, the volatile relations between evangelicals and political parties, and the nation’s profound fear and distrust of New York City.

It all began with an infuriated minister, a migrant from the small towns of New England, undaunted by a grand jury presentment and intent upon shaking up the city and the nation.
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 Parkhurst’s Challenge


On a blustery and cold February morning, the minister walked briskly across the ten blocks from his house on East Thirty-Fifth Street to the Madison Square Presbyterian Church, where he would give his Sunday sermon. All 1,200 seats in the Gothic brownstone church on Madison Avenue and Twenty-Fourth Street were filled with parishioners, including many of New York City’s commercial and political elite. The Reverend Doctor Charles H. Parkhurst’s anger had been swelling for years, and on February 14, 1892, he served up the most explosive sermon in New York City’s history.

The fifty-year-old Parkhurst presented a commanding-looking figure in the pulpit in his black ministerial robes: though medium height and slender, he had bushy eyebrows and high forehead, a mass of long black hair falling to his collar. A sallow face, eyeglasses, and graying whiskers reinforced his solemnity. A scholar but not a pedant, a devout but unsanctimonious man, he was a skilled teacher, with no interest in theological disputes or sectarian wrangles. Parkhurst was above all a passionate moralist. As usual, he read his carefully written out homily deliberately and calmly, hardly ever looking up from the manuscript. He had no use for oratorical tricks and his voice was thin and unimpressive. Yet Parkhurst spoke with a quiet fury that kept audiences on the edge of their pews.

He chose as his text, “Ye are the salt of the earth” (Matthew 5:13), from Christ’s statement of fundamentals in the Sermon on the Mount. The problem of the day, Parkhurst noted in a theme he invoked repeatedly, was that contemporary Christianity had proven unable to redeem modern urban life. The “municipal life of our city is thoroughly rotten,” but today’s Christianity “lacks distinct purpose, and it lacks virility.” It appeared helpless against “the polluted harpies that, under the pretence of governing this city, are feeding day and night on its quivering vitals. They are a lying, perjured, rum-soaked, and libidinous lot.” He meant his appeal to “quicken our Christian sense of the obligatory relation in which we stand toward the official and administrative criminality that is filthifying our entire municipal life, making New York a very hotbed of knavery, debauchery, and bestiality.” Every brothel, gambling hall, and unlicensed saloon, Parkhurst claimed, “has an immunity secured to it by a scale of police taxation that is as carefully graded and thoroughly systematized as any that obtains in the assessment of personal property or real estate.” Only by stating these facts out loud, Parkhurst argued, could they “let in a great lot of light into the subterranean mysteries of this rum-besotted and Tammany debauched town.”

In one of his most controversial charges, Parkhurst accused the “guileless” and “callow” district attorney, DeLancey Nicoll, of failing to indict “Billy” McGlory for running a brothel in the guise of a concert saloon on Fourteenth Street. Mention of McGlory, the only criminal he named, served as shorthand for the worst kinds of moral degradation. McGlory had become famous in the 1880s as the flamboyant and politically connected proprietor of Armory Hall on Hester Street, a regular attraction for out-of-town slumming parties and famous as a combination dance hall, house of prostitution, and gathering spot for homosexuals. “The most effective allies which McGlory had in the prosecution of his vile trade,” Parkhurst claimed, “were the district attorney and the captain of the precinct.”1

Parkhurst’s sermon started a crusade that, two years later, launched the first major political investigation of the modern era and did nothing less than kick-start the Progressive movement. Established by the New York State Senate, the Lexow Committee (named for its chairman, State Senator Clarence Lexow) heard testimony from a parade of nearly 700 witnesses, representing all walks of New York life. It revealed the fundamental truth behind Parkhurst’s charges: that the police force itself managed New York’s lucrative vice economy. Parkhurst’s campaign resonated nationally, stitching together so many of the threads that created the fabric of Progressive Era reform: attacking political corruption, mobilizing citizens on a nonpartisan basis, gathering facts and figures to make an empirical case against injustice, calling for more scientific methods to be brought to governing, exploiting the press to arouse the public conscience. And it also revealed the limits and contradictions that would vex Progressive reform, especially as it wrestled with the overwhelming challenges of American city life.

But in the winter of 1892, before the term Progressive had achieved much traction, Parkhurst’s fiery sermon appeared more a quixotic outburst from a publicity-conscious minister than the start of a civic movement. City officials immediately hit back. District Attorney DeLancey Nicoll called Parkhurst’s charges “the coarsest and most outrageously false statements I have ever seen in print.” He defended his efforts to prosecute McGlory (who in fact had gone to jail in January) and insisted that he continued gathering evidence about the city’s “more notorious places.” Mayor Hugh J. Grant, elected on the Tammany Hall ticket in 1888, merely smiled and told reporters who asked him about the accusations against the police that he had no comment. Police superintendent William Murray chose to ignore the sermon, explaining, “If one took cognizance the result would only be renewed attacks.” But public works commissioner Thomas F. Gilroy, a Tammany stalwart who would succeed Grant as the next mayor, attacked Parkhurst for “his intemperate ravings.” John Voorhis, a member of the four-man Board of Police Commissioners of the City of New York, thought Parkhurst vulgar, libelous, and plain wrong about the city’s condition. Compared with any other city, Voorhis boasted, New York had less wickedness and crime than in years past; he claimed there were “fewer disorderly characters upon our streets now than there were ten, fifteen, or twenty years ago.”2

The city’s newspapers in those days regularly reported on Sunday sermons in prominent churches, and reactions to Parkhurst’s diatribe broke along predictably partisan lines. The stolidly Republican NY Tribune described it as “the most scathing denunciation of [city government] ever hurled from a platform,” and praised Parkhurst for “allowing no euphemism to cloak the names and character of the city officials and their relations to the criminal classes.” The Democratic but anti-Tammany NY World acknowledged that there was much to criticize in the city’s government, “but nothing to excuse so violent an outburst of vituperation as that which Mr. Parkhurst preached for a sermon yesterday.” The NY Sun, strongest supporter of the Democrats among the city’s major papers, provided both the most detailed account of the sermon and acidic criticism, calling on Parkhurst to offer specific facts and proof of his charges, else prove himself a “a slanderous pulpit blatherskite” who should feel the full force of the law.3

Parkhurst’s anger was deeply personal. There were heavily patronized brothels within a stone’s throw of his church, and he occasionally found himself solicited by the highly visible streetwalkers around Madison Square Park. Conversations with his young male parishioners, as well as doctors and lawyers, revealed that venereal disease, alcoholism, and degenerate gambling were much more widespread than commonly thought. His explicit treatment of this subject went far beyond the norm for the day, and he pulled no punches in blaming Tammany. “Every effort to make men respectable, honest, temperate and sexually clean,” he declared in his controversial sermon, “is a direct blow between the eyes of the mayor and his whole gang of drunken and lecherous subordinates.” The atmosphere they had created was so poisonous, so corrosive that “there is not a young man so noble, nor a young girl so pure, as not to be in a degree infected by the fetid contamination.”4

Parkhurst’s neighborhood—and indeed the entire city—had seen enormous changes since he had arrived twelve years earlier from rural Lenox, Massachusetts, to take the Madison Square pulpit. New York in 1880 stood on the cusp of the last great rush of nineteenth-century development. Even with a population of 1.2 million, the city still had the feel of a sprawling frontier town. With a half million New Yorkers packed tightly into the oldest part of the city below Fourteenth Street, and the rest living “uptown” north to Fifty-Ninth Street, the pressure to expand had never been greater. Manhattan’s street grid system, established in 1811, was about two-thirds completed as far north as Ninety-Sixth Street. But most of the blocks thus formed remained empty, save for scattered shanty towns, market gardens, pre–Civil War country homes, and inns serving travelers. The end of the business depression that lingered long after the Panic of 1873, combined with rapid development of new transportation and communication technologies, brought a spurt of growth. The extension of steam-powered elevated railroads along Ninth and Sixth Avenues on the West Side, and Third Avenue on the East Side, spurred rapid settlement in upper Manhattan. The ten-mile trip from Chatham Square to Harlem could now be made in forty minutes, half the time it took in a horse-drawn streetcar. Electric lights replaced gas lamps in Madison Square Park in 1880, and quickly spread to major thoroughfares such as Broadway and Fifth Avenue. That same year the Edison Electric Illuminating Company began wiring homes and businesses in the neighborhood just south of City Hall. By 1885 more than 250,000 electric lights were in use around the city. New York’s first telephone directory had appeared in 1879, with 252 subscribers; by the early 1880s that number exceeded 20,000.5

Parkhurst’s church stood on the eastern boundary of the “Tenderloin,” bounded roughly by Twenty-Third and Forty-Second Streets and Fifth and Eighth Avenues and notorious around the city and nation as New York’s preeminent vice district. In fact the Tenderloin was much more than that. In the pre–Civil War era, real estate developers made the area into a fashionable suburb, where wealthier New Yorkers enjoyed life in elegant brownstones far away from the crowds and commercial bustle of downtown. After the war the neighborhood’s character changed dramatically, as major commercial institutions—theaters, hotels, and department stores—moved north of Fourteenth Street, driving away many residents and catering increasingly to visiting businessmen, out-of-town shoppers, and patrons of the city’s nightlife. Madison Square Garden (then its original location on Madison Square Park), opened in 1879 as the largest indoor entertainment space in the nation, just two blocks from Parkhurst’s church. Along with the circus, flower shows, bicycle races, and aquatic exhibitions, the Garden had quickly become the center for the quasi-legal sport of prize fighting. As many as 15,000 men regularly packed it to see John L. Sullivan, the most popular sports celebrity of the nineteenth century, knock out all comers.

Parkhurst was by no means the first crusader against prostitution; nor was he the first minister to promise to shine light into the city’s “subterranean mysteries.” He was surely familiar with the sensational preaching style developed by his fellow Presbyterian Reverend T. DeWitt Talmage, probably the best-known American minister of the day after Henry Ward Beecher, the brother of the novelist who had been disgraced in an 1875 adultery trial. In the 1870s and 1880s Talmage had built a huge following at his Central Brooklyn Presbyterian Church with a highly physical and emotional style. Instead of standing before a pulpit, he would run around his platform, shouting, performing handsprings, and then leap off while bellowing, “Young man, you are rushing toward a precipice!” There would follow a sermon on the sinful temptations faced by young men in the city. Talmage specialized in warnings against the city’s dangers, moralistic and titillating at the same time. In the fall of 1878 he delivered a series of sermons on “The Night Side of New York and Brooklyn Life” to overflow crowds attracted by detailed newspaper accounts. He based these on late night jaunts—always made in the company of policemen—in which he pretended to be a gentleman in search of stolen property. But his descriptions of what he saw in dance houses, gambling halls, and concert saloons (never brothels) were more general than specific, more sizzle than steak. He prefigured Parkhurst when he declared the existence of these places “can only be charged either to police cowardice or police complicity.” Yet his approach was self-consciously bombastic, theatrical, even comic, recalling P. T. Barnum, complete with the broad winking at everyone’s collusion in the fun. Mock threats evoked loud laughter and applause, as when, after noting that so many of the haunts of sin were supported chiefly by wealthy and prominent men, he declared: “I could call names and I may before I get through, though it wreck the fabric of society.” He published his sermons in books and magazines. He scoffed at critics of his publicity-seeking, declaring it “the deliberate plan of my ministry to do what I set out to do in such a way that the devil will advertise me free gratis, for nothing.” He took charges of sensationalism as a compliment, for the great battle to be fought, he argued, was not between Christianity and infidelity but between “honest Christian sensation and putrid stagnation.”6

Parkhurst’s style was the exact opposite—serious, scholarly, unemotional. Like many who challenged the long-established routines of the city’s political class, its policemen, and its ordinary citizens, he came from the country. He was formed by the farms, small towns, and schools of western Massachusetts, growing up as he later recalled on brown bread and baked beans. Born near Framingham in 1842, Parkhurst traced his ancestry to Puritans who had left Surrey County, England, to settle in Watertown, Massachusetts, just outside Boston, in 1643. In 1855 the family, including Charles’s two brothers and two sisters, moved about twenty-five miles west to Clinton, north of Worcester. His parents ran a prosperous farm there with arable land, woodlots, and a dairy managed by his mother. They were both educated and occasionally taught in local schools. Along with the routine chores of farm work, Charles received an early education at home and did not attend school until he was twelve. His lifelong ambivalence toward big city life—especially as a place to grow up—had its roots in what he remembered as an idyllic rural childhood. “After one has become an adult it is possible to be subjected to the artificialities of the city without serious detriment,” he believed, “but they make poor soil for the nurture of the young roots of human life.” After Charles began school, he also clerked in grocery and dry goods stores, selling molasses, dried cod, woolens, and hardware to local farmers.

He showed intellectual prowess early on, studying Latin grammar on the sly while his employers were not looking. With no desire to pursue either farming or sales, Charles decided to attend college. To prepare himself he trudged three miles each way to a tiny school in nearby Lancaster. In 1862, at age twenty and exempted from the Civil War draft on account of nearsightedness, he entered Amherst College. When Parkhurst graduated in 1866, a self-described “dig” (or grind), he had little sense of direction. He became principal of Amherst High School, but left after two years to travel in Europe and study philology in Germany. While abroad he learned mountain climbing in the Swiss Alps, the start of a lifelong passion. He returned to Massachusetts to teach Greek and Latin for three years at the Williston Seminary in Easthampton, and in 1870 published the scholarly study Analysis of the Latin Verb: Illustrated by the Forms of the Sanskrit. That year he married Ellen Bodman, his former high school pupil and daughter of a Northampton bank president, but his career plans remained unsettled. His old mentor, President Julius H. Seelye of Amherst College, urged him to balance his intellectual side with the more emotional demands of preaching and pastoral work.

In 1874, through Seelye’s influence and connections in his wife’s family, Parkhurst became pastor of the Lenox Congregational Church in the Berkshire Mountains. Diffident about preaching at first, and well aware of the suspicions among local Congregationalists that he was a closet Unitarian, Parkhurst quickly won the confidence and respect of his parishioners and warmed to the work. Lenox was a conservative Yankee town, and most of its roughly 2,000 inhabitants farmed or worked in the sawmills, quarries, and glassworks dotting the landscape. Parkhurst remained there for six years and might have spent his entire career in obscurity. But the Berkshire region had begun attracting wealthy families from New York and Boston, eager to build summer homes amidst the area’s natural beauty. Parkhurst’s preaching caught the attention of several prominent New Yorkers who summered there. In 1880, the same year that Amherst conferred upon him the Doctor of Divinity degree, Parkhurst accepted the call to become pastor at the elite Madison Square Presbyterian Church, which installed him with great fanfare. He arrived in Manhattan formed by the village ideal of western Massachusetts and he brought a firm belief, as he recalled many years later, in the church as “a center of influence and a power for good in the midst of the little community.”7

In his first years Parkhurst threw himself into church work and avoided city politics. Madison Square had a long tradition of both foreign and domestic missionary work; in 1857 it had put up a separate building in the “gashouse” district on Third Avenue and Thirtieth Street. It built the Mission House “for the purpose of gathering in the ignorant & neglected children, & youth, in that vicinity for instruction on the Sabbath, & also to provide a place for public religious worship.” Theodore Roosevelt attended Sunday school there as a boy. Women in the church’s employment society brought garments to their poorer sisters at the mission, offered sewing classes, and paid them for their work. A loan relief society lent small sums of money, and offered medical help and legal aid “to those temporarily disabled by misfortune.” Ellen Parkhurst served as president of the Ladies Association, which oversaw the social work of the church.

Meantime Charles Parkhurst looked to widen the church’s (and his own) influence among the nation’s Protestant clergy. He played a leading role at an 1888 New York conference of the Evangelical Alliance, a national group organizing Protestant churches to help solve urban problems and an early expression of the social gospel movement. Parkhurst’s notion of “civic Christianity” for New York City demanded nothing less than a Christian revival, “a scheme for moving prayerfully, deliberately and concertedly upon this great Island, with all its heterogeneous population, whipping the devil into the river, and saving to the Lord this city where throbs the pulse of our American republic.” Behind the talk of reclaiming the city for Christ lay an uneasy defensiveness among evangelical Protestants frightened by the city’s new demography. In the densely populated Tenth Ward, on the Lower East Side, only two Protestant churches could be found among some 50,000 people. Across the city there were nearly twenty saloons for every Protestant church. And an estimated 80 percent of the city’s people were either foreign born or children of immigrants.8

Parkhurst’s effective leadership in the 1880s brought Madison Square more parishioners, more bricks and mortar, and a growing reputation for grappling seriously with the multiplying ills of city life. Among these was crime. In November 1890 Parkhurst accepted an invitation to join the Society for the Prevention of Crime (SPC), a private citizens’ group led by his friend and fellow Presbyterian Reverend Howard W. Crosby. When Crosby died a few months later, Parkhurst succeeded him as president, radically altering the SPC’s strategy and focus and turning it into a significant power base for himself. The Society had been founded in 1877 by a group of prominent New Yorkers, declaring its purpose as “the eradication of the sources and causes of crime and vice, by all suitable and legal methods.” One focus was “tippling houses,” meaning places that sold alcohol. With its fundamental premise that alcohol abuse was “the first cause of crime,” the Society pressed for tougher police enforcement of (widely ignored) excise laws governing the saloon trade and the liquor industry. The SPC was not prohibitionist, and it distanced itself from the temperance movement, preferring legal and political action. “We have not used rhetorical appeals,” Crosby insisted, “or spread before our readers heart-rending pictures of vice and crime. We wish to arouse something deeper than emotion or sentiment.” With Crosby as president it lobbied vigorously for a so-called “high license” excise law that would drastically reduce the number of saloons by making licensing fees much more expensive. High fees, he argued, would reduce the city’s saloons, the chief advantage of which would be to “permit the officials of the city to have complete surveillance over these dangerous sources of crime.”9

Like other private preventive societies of the day, such as Anthony Comstock’s Society for the Suppression of Vice (SSV) and Elbridge Gerry’s Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (SPCC), the SPC saw itself as the government’s legitimate partner in that surveillance. While earlier reformers relied primarily upon moral suasion, these newer preventive societies effectively privatized law enforcement, operating sometimes in tandem with—and sometimes as rivals to—the city’s police and courts. The SPC’s charter, issued by New York State, bestowed vaguely defined law enforcement powers, including a limited right to issue arrest warrants. If the city and its police department could not control illegal saloons, brothels, and gambling houses, the SPC would take the job on itself.10

But while the SPC exerted its own parallel, quasi-legal police power, small victories and self-congratulations proved no match for larger trends. In 1890, for example, the Society’s pressure brought 167 excise violations to trial and had 40 licenses revoked. SPC agents made over 200 visits to open gambling houses and pool rooms (off-track betting parlors), including one near police headquarters on Mulberry Street that reportedly made a profit of $72,000 that year (or approximately $1.9 million today). But the laws against them were ambiguous at best, and unenforced at worst, and even direct appeals to police inspectors often went unheeded. The city now had some 9,000 saloons, hotels, and restaurants legally selling liquor or beer and wine, paying nearly $1.5 million in license fees (roughly $39.5 million today). Thousands more never bothered with a license. Saloon-keepers in all parts of the city did a brisk Sunday business, as the demands of the immigrant working class and thirsty out-of-towners made a mockery of the law banning sales on the Sabbath. Many thousands of parents sent their children out to buy beer for the noonday meal, making it impossible to enforce laws against sales to minors.11

When Parkhurst succeeded Crosby as president of the SPC in April, 1891, he initiated a new strategy that combined elements of a religious revival, appeals to the fears of upper class New Yorkers, and sophisticated use of publicity, all bound together by a tough-minded political stance. Beyond the colorful and widely quoted epithets, these key themes stood out in that sermon of February 14, 1892. Part of what made Parkhurst’s anti-Tammany outburst so sensational was that it was not an election sermon. It was not an appeal for votes but rather a call for an urban crusade, a throwing down of the gauntlet to New York’s Christians. He reminded his parishioners of the origins of the word Protestant—“A man who protests”—and slyly compared himself to Martin Luther, “a grand stick of human timber, all afire with holy indignation.” What New York needed was a more civic Christianity, as dedicated to saving itself as it was to saving heathen souls, action “taken directly in the teeth of the damnable pack of administrative bloodhounds that are fattening themselves on the ethical flesh and blood of our citizenship.” He denied the charge of bringing politics into the pulpit, and declared the political stripe of a city administration to be none of a church’s business.12

But the immediate aftermath of his sermon exposed Parkhurst’s “apolitical” claim as naïve at best. He visited District Attorney Nicoll in his office, and the meeting was strained to say the least. Nicoll was young—elected DA at age thirty-five with the help of Tammany Hall—but he was no immigrant ward boss. Born into wealth, a graduate of Princeton and Columbia Law School, and descended from the first English governor of New York, he embodied the respectable wing of Tammany Hall and the Democratic Party. Parkhurst offered his Society’s help in procuring evidence against the worst flouters of the excise laws, the saloons that routinely sold beer and liquor on Sundays. Nicoll refused to have any official communication with Parkhurst until he withdrew the charges made in his sermon, and threatened a libel suit unless the minister could substantiate them. On February 23, Nicoll brought Parkhurst before the grand jury. The minister offered no direct evidence of criminal acts or misconduct by the district attorney.

Parkhurst was at his East Thirty-Fifth Street home on March 1 when he learned of the grand jury’s presentment. On the specific issue of the DA’s allegedly lenient treatment of McGlory, the grand jury vindicated Nicoll and found that “the author of the charges had no evidence upon which to base them except alleged newspaper reports which in the form published had no basis in facts.” “We desire further,” the jurors concluded, “to express our disapproval and condemnation of unfounded charges of this character.” Judge Randolph Martine, who had heard the presentment read in the court of general sessions, agreed, congratulating the jurors and condemning Parkhurst.

Press coverage, largely supportive of Parkhurst, focused on his personal feud with Nicoll, but it also recognized that Parkhurst’s melding of old fashioned preaching and shrewd use of publicity signaled a new and effective strategy. Whatever injustice he may have done to Nicoll paled before the good achieved by naming a broader truth. “Nobody whose eyes are open and who walks the streets,” asserted the Tribune, “can for one moment doubt that some police captains, police detectives, roundsmen and patrolmen must be shamelessly corrupt or utterly incompetent; and we know they are not incompetent.” The minister later pointed to Nicoll’s personal animosity toward him as the starting point of what would become the most famous and sustained crusade against officially protected vice in New York history. For Nicoll, the presentment put an end to the matter and confirmed his view that Parkhurst had “indulged in a lot of wild accusations on the strength of newspaper rumors.” For Parkhurst, the rebuke was expected, but he promised not to back down. Instead of relying on the accounts of others, he would go and see for himself.13

And thus began Parkhurst’s descent into New York’s underworld. He let it be known that he would devote his March 13 sermon to a reply to the grand jury’s presentment and Judge Martine’s censure. He resolved to make his own tour of the city’s nether side, “determined to acquaint myself with the worst thing that was to be known and seen.” Parkhurst consulted with David J. Whitney, a wealthy merchant and former superintendent of the Society for the Prevention of Crime, who had drawn harsh criticism for his “system of espionage” in the early 1880s. Whitney, chastened by the lumps he had taken as a “gentleman detective,” urged Parkhurst to make his tour in the company of a professional and introduced him to twenty-six-year-old Charles W. Gardner, a veteran “shadow” who had recently begun working for the SPC.

Originally from Chelsea, Massachusetts, Gardner had worked as a printer and a railroad detective before coming to New York. He opened his own detective agency, which failed after one month, and after that he spent five years with the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children at a salary of $20 per week. In 1890 he made an unsuccessful run for alderman as a Republican. He had also worked as a “steerer” for lawyers seeking prostitutes as clients. There was no doubt that Gardner had intimate knowledge of the city’s underside, but the notorious reputation of his profession posed a problem for Parkhurst. Gardner’s own checkered career reflected the murky world of the private detective agencies, which had flourished in the nation’s big cities after the Civil War. Most of their business came from large mercantile firms and railroads suspicious of employee theft, divorce cases, and robbery victims more eager for recovery of their losses than for prosecuting thieves. Unregulated by law, the private detective business and its system of rewards for the return of stolen property presented enormous opportunities for blackmail, extortion, and outright partnership with criminals.

Private detectives had a reputation for double-dealing and for bearing false witness in court. “Anxious always to furnish exactly what is desired, their reports are often lies, manufactured to suit the occasion,” an astute observer of New York’s private detectives concluded. “The tracking of a criminal for gain by a person unauthorized to arrest him when found, breeds indifference to the demands and forms of law, which is calculated to breed contempt for the law itself.” Though private preventive societies like the SPC and the SPCC hired detectives on a salaried (rather than reward) basis, they worried about the odor of disrepute emanating from these operatives. Parkhurst needed someone else for his explorations, a man whose class position and pedigree would ensure acceptance of his testimony.

One of his parishioners, John Langdon Erving, a twenty-five-year-old scion of the Van Rensselaer family, fit the bill perfectly. Through the intervention of his employer, telegraph magnate James A. Scrymser, Erving volunteered his services to Parkhurst. Scrymser argued that Erving, “a lifelong New Yorker” and “a man of refinement and a gentleman,” would provide the necessary moral ballast to a man like Gardner. The tall, good-looking, impeccably dressed Erving also embodied the innocent (and well-off ) youth whose protection Parkhurst had identified as a key goal of his campaign. The plan called for SPC private detectives to gather information on Sunday law violations in saloons, while Parkhurst and his two companions experienced first-hand the city’s lower depths.14

The story of Parkhurst’s four-night underworld tour has achieved a legendary status, with comic overtones; indeed the myth-making began almost immediately. Details of what happened began leaking out to the New York press within days, and testimony taken at two criminal trials involving brothels the trio visited added more titillating specifics to the tale. Yet because of the subject matter, most of the newspaper coverage was cryptic, leaving a lot of room for imagination. Gardner’s picaresque account, The Doctor and the Devil, Or Midnight Adventures of Dr. Parkhurst, privately published in 1894, has served as the main source for journalists and historians. But Gardner, who had many axes to grind with the SPC, the New York City police, and others, wrote a book full of dubious quotations and self-aggrandizing claims. His account resembled nothing so much as a briefer version of the “sunshine and shadow” guidebooks that had been a staple of New York publishing for a half century. Less important than the precise details of what the men saw and how they reacted was the geographic range of their explorations, the factual ammunition provided Parkhurst, and the new wave of sensational publicity given his cause.15

Gardner brought Parkhurst and Erving to his apartment, where he dressed them in loud, cheap costumes—black-and-white checked trousers, old shirts, and tattered flannel neckties—designed to make them look like out-of-towners in search of a good time. And indeed the first forays the trio made resembled the sort of highly ritualized slumming expedition already common and well publicized in city journalism and fiction. On their first three nights Gardner guided them through the cheap saloons, brothels, and hotels of the East River waterfront neighborhood—the oldest vice district in New York. Parkhurst, according to Gardner, mingled freely with young and old prostitutes, treated customers to nickel glasses of whiskey, and held his liquor surprisingly well, for a minister. He noted policemen in uniform in several places. Once the men paid five cents each to sleep in the lowest-grade lodging house—reputed to be a haven for illegal voters controlled by Tammany Hall—but they failed to last the night amidst the foul stench and bare canvas cots.

When they resumed the tour Gardner moved the party uptown. They took in a Bowery concert garden and a “tight house” brothel, where the prostitutes paraded their wares in flesh-colored tights, and where they also encountered a large contingent of soldiers visiting from Fort Hamilton, in Brooklyn. On the Lower East Side they visited brothels identified by the ethnicity of the owners and women, and where the madams would introduce the prostitutes as their “daughters.” Just a couple of blocks from police headquarters they ran into a noisy, aggressive group of prostitutes who offered to take them to a nearby “boarding house” that serviced cops. In Chinatown, after a good dinner, Gardner and a Chinese interpreter, Lee Bing, brought Parkhurst to a very possibly fake “opium den”—the apartment of a Chinese man, his white wife, and their young son—where the doctor declined an offer to “hit a pipe.” Gardner continued to highlight the ethnically exotic with visits to African-American brothels in “Coontown” (Sullivan, Thompson, and Macdougal Streets in the current-day Greenwich Village), and houses in “Frenchtown” (Wooster and Greene Streets in contemporary Soho). At the Golden Rule Pleasure Club on West Third Street, where male prostitutes catered to a bustling trade, Parkhurst evidently fled in horror after Gardner explained why the heavily made-up men sitting at the booths conversed in falsetto voices and referred to each other by female names.

Still, Gardner claimed, Parkhurst was not satisfied: “‘Show me something worse,’ was his constant cry.” On the night of March 11 Gardner brought the party to Maria Andrea’s brothel on West Fourth Street, a substantial three-story brick house with a uniformed cop standing on the front steps.The brothel was known as a “fancy house,” and they paid a steep $16 each to see a “French circus” (nude can-can dancing) performed by four French immigrant prostitutes. But Parkhurst wanted not merely “something worse”—he pushed Gardner to shift the geography of his vice tour. So far the detective had limited their explorations to the older parts of the city, where vice exposés were old news, and to places that served a poor and working-class clientele. Although Parkhurst never admitted as much, he needed to see commercialized vice much closer to home for his story to have maximum impact with his well-heeled parishioners and the city at large. They headed uptown to the “Tenderloin” district, then emerging as the center of the city’s more expensive vice economy.

Later that same night Gardner took Parkhurst and Erving to a lavishly appointed brothel at 31-33 East Twenty-Seventh Street, just three blocks from the Madison Square church and eight blocks from the minister’s residence. The madam Hattie Adams and the eight prostitutes who lived there obliged the visitors with a “circus” that included nude dancing to the music of a blindfolded pianist and a game of naked leapfrog. This was evidently the last stop for Parkhurst, but Erving, Gardner, and another detective continued the tour, visiting dozens of brothels and gambling houses in the neighborhood. Parkhurst, Gardner, and Erving met at the minister’s house the following day, Saturday, to review their notes and swear out affidavits against all the places they had visited. In addition, Gardner’s four detectives produced a total of 254 affidavits drawn against saloons they had found in violation of the Sunday closing laws.

Parkhurst was now ready to go public. He let it be known that the March 13 sermon would offer specific and startling proof of the charges he had made four weeks previously. That morning, as they stepped down from their carriages, Madison Square’s congregants found a huge unruly crowd around the church entrance, “eager for sensational preaching,” as the Sun reporter put it. Ushers struggled to keep out all but regular pew holders amid the shoving, jostling, and cursing. When the doors finally closed the church was overflowing, with men and women jamming the aisles, the vestry, and even the pulpit steps. Thousands more stood outside. The Times reporter observed that even nearby Madison Square Garden would not have accommodated the throng. Those who managed to squeeze in listened intently and without interruption, though many turned red-faced and angry once Parkhurst got down to particulars. For his text he chose “The wicked walk on every side, when the vilest men are exalted” (Psalms 12:8). In place of the usual prayer books on his lectern, he had two thick piles of neatly typed affidavits. As usual, he read slowly and unemotionally from his manuscript—but now he added emphatic gestures to his talk, waving the affidavits and pounding them on the pulpit railing, and pointing his fingers as a warning to his listeners.

This was the sermon that transformed his personal squabble with District Attorney Nicoll into a movement, as Parkhurst publicly worked through his own mixed feelings over the events of the previous month. He began by reviewing what he saw as Nicoll’s personal animus against him—the refusal to speak with him in his office, Nicoll’s heated charges that he had lied. Parkhurst resolved his defensiveness over his recent notoriety and the challenge to his motives by insisting that he really had no choice. It was not so much a question of defending his honor and character but of doing his job, for “I apprehend my function as a preacher of righteousness as giving me no option in the matter.” The “purely moral intention of the crusade,” he maintained, had nothing to do with politics; its “one exclusive aim was to expose the reality of sin.” But it would be difficult for many to believe Parkhurst’s claim to be apolitical when he went on to describe Tammany Hall as “the organization of crime,” and to attack “the inherent tyranny of the civilized brigands who are despotizing over us.”

Parkhurst made no specific mention of what he had seen in the downtown neighborhoods with Erving and Gardner. Nonetheless he offered particulars about the church’s Tenderloin district to amplify the threat he saw posed to the moral condition of young men. He had never realized until his tour that there was “little advantage in preaching the Gospel to a young fellow on Sunday if he is going to be sitting on the edge of a Tammany-maintained hell the rest of the week.” He waved a list of thirty brothels in the church’s neighborhood—one of them “three blocks only from the spot where I stand now”—that he, John Erving, or Charles Gardner had visited. He stressed how easy it was for a young man of the Madison Square to get information about these politically protected places, “to pick out either a cheap or an expensive temple of vile fascination, where the unholy worship of Venus is rendered.” He referred obliquely to his encounter with male prostitutes at the Golden Rule Pleasure Club—“iniquity in its vilest shape, for there is nothing in the first chapter of Romans, read this morning, that will outdo in filthiness the scenes which my eyes have just witnessed.” The passage from Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, excoriating the ungodly and the unrighteous, had been discussed during that morning’s pre-sermon service. It might have also inspired Parkhurst’s severe descriptions of Tammany:


For this cause God gave them up into vile affections: for even their women did change the natural use into that which is against nature: And likewise also the men, leaving the natural use of the woman, burned in their lust toward one another; men with men working that which is unseemly, and receiving in themselves that recompense of their error which was meet.

(Romans 1:26–7, King James Version)



Emboldened by his first-hand evidence, Parkhurst concluded his sermon with a full frontal attack upon the police department. Anyone who denied that “drunkenness, gambling, and licentiousness in this town are municipally protected is either a knave or an idiot.” He mockingly quoted the rules and regulations of the NYPD requiring the superintendent, captains, and ordinary patrolmen to enforce the laws against gambling houses, brothels, and illegal liquor sales. “I am not making the definite charge,” he noted, “that this proceeds from complicity with violators of the laws, but I do make the distinct charge that it proceeds either from complicity or incompetency. They can take their choice.” Like most New Yorkers, he did not believe the police to be incompetent. With the legally certified facts he had presented that morning, “in behalf of an insulted and outraged public,” Parkhurst insisted that the police enforce the laws. And with a final sardonic echo from the Tweed era, he challenged Tammany to act on the particulars he had presented: “Now, what are you going to do with them?”16

At first, Parkhurst’s second sermon elicited the same mix of responses as the one delivered a month earlier. DA Nicoll challenged his motives and methods. “Doesn’t it look really as if there was a little effort to create a sensation?” he asked. Some prominent clergy made similar criticisms. The Rev. Dr. Benjamin F. DeCosta, rector of the Episcopal Church of St. John, asked, “What need is there of respectable people, dressing in disguise and going around nights acting lies” to prove what everyone already knew? “This is simply sensational, nothing more.”

The Times thought him an honest and brave man and the Tribune ran a long, highly favorable profile of Parkhurst as a “preacher of righteousness.” The World criticized him as misdirected for insisting on enforcement of some laws that were “opposed by public sentiment—not vicious public sentiment, but sound and sensible public sentiment.” And the Sun, the minister’s most fervent critic among the city’s press, noted that “if he had hunted for them, he would probably have found as many places of vicious resort in his precinct ten years ago as he found last week.” The Sun underlined the ethnic and class tensions bubbling just under the surface: Parkhurst would have found then, as now, “thousands of respectable and self-respecting people, men and women, drinking beer in beer gardens on Sunday.” It made what might be termed the cosmopolitan argument—vice and evil flourished in every big city, and no municipal government had ever succeeded in abolishing them. What mattered was preserving public decency.17

But on April 1 the same grand jury that had convened in March, after hearing testimony from Parkhurst, Gardner, and an assortment of police commissioners, inspectors, and captains, delivered a presentment that forcefully supported the minister. Its key finding closely paralleled Parkhurst’s main argument: that the police were either incompetent or corrupt. It sharply criticized the police for selective law enforcement, contrasting its success in coping with violent crime with its lax approach to the vice economy. Although the grand jury believed police received “financial considerations in some cases for lax administration,” it made no specific indictments for, as several of its members noted in press interviews, the testimony offered by police officials had been too vague and evasive for that. But in a public statement made a few days later, grand jury foreman Henry Taber charged that police collected annually between $7 and $10 million in tribute from brothels, gambling dens, and saloons (a staggering $187 to $263 million in current dollars).

This March grand jury report proved a decisive moment. A gratified Parkhurst, who had submitted the SPC’s long list of affidavits to the grand jury, insisted he had no interest in indicting individual brothel keepers, gamblers, or saloon owners. The findings accomplished his goal to take police bribery and extortion out of the realm of doubt and conjecture—anyone could now see the NYPD was a fundamentally corrupt institution. And just as importantly for Parkhurst, the grand jury finding transformed his personal crusade into a popular movement, as it lifted his work “out of the region of crankism … and secured to it a dignity and a status.” He received hundreds of letters of support from around the country, and a fundraising appeal made by the SPC to 2,000 New Yorkers brought a flood of contributions—some as large as $1,000 and many made anonymously.18

Police officials could no longer afford to dismiss Parkhurst as a faintly comical, ineffectual figure, and the gloves came off. Chief Inspector Thomas F. Byrnes, who would be elevated to superintendent of the force in a few weeks, threatened to resign over the grand jury report. Byrnes was the most famous policeman in America. Born in Ireland in 1842, he had arrived in New York as an infant, growing up near the Lower West Side docks. Byrnes had commanded the detective force since 1880. (In an uncanny historical coincidence, he had been appointed inspector on the same day that Parkhurst had been installed as pastor at Madison Square Church). Byrnes essentially invented the modern police detective service and did more to professionalize police work than anyone in city history. His 1885 book, Professional Criminals of America, made him the most celebrated detective in America, a reputation burnished by a fawning press and a popular dime novel series that fictionalized his exploits. Now Byrnes blasted the grand jury findings for lack of specific evidence and failure to distinguish the guilty from the innocent. “I say again,” he told reporters, “it is an outrage to attempt to humiliate a body of men who are charged with the duty of protecting life and property in this great city.” As for Foreman Henry Taber’s accusation that police received millions of dollars every year in bribes, Byrnes thought his remarks “clearly indicate that he was more entitled to be shut up in a lunatic asylum than to be a member of a grand jury.”19

If Byrnes was the prototypical detective, then Inspector Alexander S. “Clubber” Williams was the archetypal constable. Born in Nova Scotia in 1839, he had come to the city as a boy and was naturalized there in 1860, joining the NYPD in 1866. Williams personified a new breed of cop who sought out physical confrontations with criminals, thereby making streets and public spaces safer for citizens. His prowess with the hardwood locust baton earned him the nickname “Clubber” and contributed to high popularity both with reporters and rank-and-file cops.

Williams’s response to the grand jury presentment and Parkhurst’s crusade emphasized the department’s success in reducing violent assaults against persons and property since the Civil War, as well as its success in making prostitution and gambling less visible. “It is a fact,” he told reporters, “that a sober man or woman can walk through any streets of New York at any hour of the night, and, attending to business, neither be insulted or assaulted.” Of course disorderly houses existed, but “they are more hidden and less of that vice is flaunted than in any other city in the world.” In Williams’s view, Parkhurst’s disclosures would only make matters worse. He recalled his stint as captain of the Tenderloin in the 1880s, when he accompanied the Brooklyn minister Rev. T. DeWitt Talmage on his hunt for sensational material to enliven his preaching. “Never in their history,” Williams claimed, “were the places he described so thronged by patrons, largely from Brooklyn, or so much money spent there for debauchery as after those sermons.” Now, it was “the members of Dr. Parkhurst’s and other churches who pay for the lace curtains, the plush furniture, and the panel mirrors of the disorderly houses, not the policemen.” His “crusade” was nothing more than a way to draw crowds to his sermons.

As police officials had contended since the 1860s, Williams believed that de facto regulation and surveillance of prostitution in defined vice districts offered the most practical solution for a metropolis like New York. Attempts to drive out brothels led only to “scattering the infection all over the city” and made regulation impossible. While Parkhurst pounded away at the threat to his congregation’s young men, Williams suggested that regulated vice districts could actually protect them. No matter what Parkhurst said, nothing could alter the fundamental reality of the modern cosmopolis. Williams pointed out that 30,000 strangers slept in New York every night and that they would go where they would. Parkhurst and his ilk had to look actively for vice whereas ten years ago, “it stared you in the face from every corner in certain sections of the city.”20

Crime statistics for the Gilded Age are fragmentary at best, and in any era they are subject to conflicting interpretation and political use. During the Civil War years there was a sharp increase in the carrying of concealed weapons and in crimes of violence against New Yorkers. But by the 1880s both statistics and general perception supported the view that, whatever else might be true about the NYPD, it deserved substantial credit for reducing violent crime. Between 1885 and 1893, for example, the annual rate of robbery arrests per 100,000 population declined by fifty percent, from 30.6 to 15. And the city’s annual homicide rate had also dropped sharply, from roughly 7 to 8 per 100,000 population in the 1870s to about 3 to 4 by the early 1890s.

But Parkhurst’s campaign, enormously strengthened by the grand jury’s second finding, had focused on protected vice, not violent crimes against people and property. Most newspapers agreed that the grand jury had uncovered nothing new, but its presentment gave official expression to prevalent opinion. For a large proportion of New Yorkers, the Times argued, the conclusion that the police protected vice for money “is more than a belief, it is a positive conviction. It is one of these things which many people know but cannot prove.”21

The two-day civil trial of brothel keeper Hattie Adams in early April illustrated both the newly candid atmosphere created by Parkhurst and the frustrations presented by the legal system. Adams’s landlord, embarrassed by the publicity, brought suit to evict her under a statute prohibiting tenants from using a house for illegal purposes. The houses at 31-33 East Twenty-Seventh Street had been identified in a front-page story in the World as one of the stops on Parkhurst’s vice tour. The reporter had interviewed Adams and several of the house’s “inmates,” but offered few details as to what went on, finding it “impossible to say more here than that Dr. Parkhurst saw vice in all its nakedness.” As city newspapers reprinted large portions of the public testimony of Parkhurst, John L. Erving, and Charles Gardner, all of whom faced tough cross-examination, the details of their March 11 visit emerged for the first time: how Gardner had brought them there because of his friendship with Annie DeVoe, one of the “boarders”; how Gardner and Erving arrived first, then left and brought in Parkhurst to witness a “circus”; how the three men drank beer while watching four girls perform a naked “can-can” to music supplied by a blindfolded piano player; how Erving danced with one of the women while, in a game of naked leapfrog, Gardner played the frog. This last image inspired concert saloon wags to sing a new version of the popular song hit, “Ta-ra-ra-Boom-de-ay”:



Doctor Parkhurst on the floor

Playing leapfrog with a whore,

Ta-ra-ra-Boom-de-ay,

Ta-ra-ra-Boom-de-ay.





Both Erving and Gardner tried to shield Parkhurst, testifying that he never danced with the women or had one on his lap. But the patrician Erving—nervous, constantly blushing, and clearly mortified—made a weak witness, while Gardner faced a barrage of questions that flushed out his own dubious past and highlighted the deceit inherent in the detective business. Parkhurst, clearly the star witness, proved unflappable as he calmly and unapologetically offered his version of what happened that night. Adams’s defense attorneys, like some editorial writers, tried hard to portray Parkhurst as a hypocrite who, instead of trying to save sinners had disguised himself to entrap them. In a strange scene, one of Adams’s two attorneys, Isidore Hirshfield, asked Parkhurst if he was conversant with the New Testament and began reading from the Gospel of St. Mark. When an objection stopped his reading, he then asked: “Do you not think it is your duty as a Christian to follow the Saviour, who, when He sat down to dine with the publicans and the sinners, in answer to a comment, said: ‘I come not to call the righteous but sinners to repentance?’” Parkhurst made no answer and the judge sustained the shouted objections of the landlord’s attorney, putting a stop to this line of questioning.

Hattie Adams’s defense relied upon the familiar claims of accused madams. A plump, nervous, fortyish woman, she had rented the two buildings, connected by a doorway cut through a wall, for five years. She maintained one as a private residence and ran the other as a respectable boarding house, one of the few ways a divorced woman could earn a living. She did not keep track of her boarders’ comings and goings, as long as they paid the rent. Parkhurst’s party had been let in only because Gardner had asked for Annie DeVoe by name, but she saw nothing of their carrying on. After reporters had come to interview her, she went to Parkhurst’s house to demand an explanation from him, but wound up talking with his wife, and “I hadn’t the heart to make the statement in Mrs. Parkhurst’s presence I had come to make.” The notoriety had caused her to lose all her boarders. She noted that there had never been any complaints about her house, and her attorneys called several witnesses from the neighborhood to say there had never been any disturbances there. On April 8, after two hours of deliberation, the six-man jury stunned courtroom observers by reporting they were unable to agree, evidently divided over the technical issue of whether the doorway connecting 31 and 33 East Twenty-Seventh Street made the two houses into one. The dispossess order covered only 31, but the “circus” took place in 33; in the eyes of at least two jurors, what took place in 33 had nothing to do with the other house. Mrs. Adams was free to stay put.

The Times described Mrs. Adams’s testimony as “bald perjury,” while the jury had “disregarded proved facts and ignored the law.” Only prejudice against Parkhurst’s crusade and his methods of conducting it could explain their failure to convict. But the sordid accounts of Parkhurst’s adventures, splashed over the pages of every paper in the city, gave even the Times, one of the minister’s strongest supporters until now, reasons to reconsider. For while “no right thinking person doubts the doctor’s perfect sincerity, nor does any judicious person doubt that he committed a most deplorable blunder in pushing his quest for proofs of evil-doing to such extraordinary lengths,” Parkhurst himself was unavailable for comment. He had left the city for a week-long vacation, whereabouts unknown, prompted by the strain of the past two months and the dozen or so anonymous letters he had received threatening to kill him or burn down his house.22

The criminal trials of brothel keepers Hattie Adams and, subsequently, Marie Andrea, threatened all the momentum Parkhurst had gathered. Compared to the civil cases brought against the two women in April, these criminal proceedings promised even more explicit language and a much harsher tone, in court and in the press. On May 6, Hattie Adams went on trial for keeping a disorderly house. Her lawyers, Abe Hummel and William Howe, the city’s most flamboyant and successful criminal defense attorneys, looked to shift attention from Adams and instead try Parkhurst and his companions with ridicule, sarcasm, and grandstand oratory. The judge barred women from attending, but there were plenty of lawyers, sporting men, clergymen, toughs, and businessmen—some watching the action with opera glasses—packing the court of general sessions.

Abe Hummel went right after the first witness, Erving, the young socialite whose discomfort and deep sense of embarrassment were evident to all. He forced Erving to re-enact the late night ramble at Adams’s house, producing lurid exchanges such as the one reported in the Times, following Erving’s description of the “leap frog” game and dancing with nude women:


“Did you have your arm around the woman?” asked Mr. Hummel on cross-examination.

  “I do not remember,” said Erving, getting red in the face.

  “I believe you were once a Sunday school teacher?”

  “I was.”

  “Will you swear that you didn’t put your arm around her?”

  “I don’t think I did.”



At Mr. Hummel’s request, Erving stood up and illustrated his position in the dance. He said he took the woman’s hand and put his other hand on her shoulder. He did not dance, he said, to please himself, but because he thought it was necessary. Dr. Parkhurst and [Charles] Gardner were present, but did not dance.


“Do you remember who proposed the dance?”

  “I do not.”

  “Did you ever dance that way before?”

  “No, Sir.”



Parkhurst again made a more effective witness, calmly deflecting all attempts to impugn his motives. The sympathetic judge ruled many questions out of order, as when William Howe asked, “Did you deem it a part of your duty as a minister to go to these places and drink beer and contribute money for these sad and degrading spectacles?” Howe pursued this strategy in a bombastic closing statement, claiming Parkhurst’s veracity was on trial. “It is for you to decide,” he thundered to the jury, “whether this man went to this house and witnessed that dance for the object which he has stated or to gratify his lustful tendencies by looking on.” Howe’s bluster could not save his client. After two days of testimony the jury took two hours to return a guilty verdict. A bitter Hattie Adams, who received a nine-month jail sentence, lashed out at what she saw as Parkhurst’s hypocrisy. “Why should Dr. Parkhurst pick me out? Why should he want to send me to prison?” A Presbyterian herself, Adams announced, “I’m done with all that church business—religion—now. Parkhurst has destroyed my faith. I am just done with it.”23

Maria Andrea’s trial followed immediately—but hers received much less coverage and a jury took only ten minutes to convict. Still, the sensational aspects of the case ricocheted around in ways damaging to Parkhurst. Several newspaper accounts found Parkhurst’s sober demeanor and unemotional tone a jarring contrast with his testimony on “things too revolting for belief.” He gave “the beastly details with precision,” the World reported, “and as if he was a machine and had not the slightest possible interest in the matter.” Charles Gardner introduced a newly vivid sexuality to the proceedings when he testified that Maria Andrea had told him that the steep $16 price for the “circus” would include going upstairs with the girls afterward. But little of this testimony found its way into press accounts, and Erving’s turn on the stand created a much juicier story. In the midst of his testimony, described by one reporter as “the vilest ever listened to in a courtroom in this city,” Erving suffered a collapse from “nervous prostration.” In the middle of a withering cross-examination about who drank what, who kissed whom, and which naked girl sat on whose lap, a flushed and confused Erving turned to the judge and told him he could not continue, and fled the courtroom. Erving’s father announced that his son’s life would be endangered if he were forced to testify. He whisked John away to the family estate in Rye where the young man remained in seclusion.

The emotional ordeal of this wealthy, socially prominent, and good-looking young man—such a vivid contrast to the cool righteousness of Parkhurst and the disagreeable seaminess of Gardner—made Erving’s story the most talked about aspect of the Adams and Andrea trials. Parkhurst’s crusade had forced a new explicitness in the city’s public life that could cut several ways. The trials, Parkhurst claimed, provoked “our enemies to a frenzy of affected loathing and hypocritical indignation.” He reserved special disdain for the Sun, which blamed him for Erving’s breakdown and railed against Parkhurst’s “moral insensibility,” as evidenced by “a story of unspeakable depravity, unparalleled in history, ancient or modern.” But the trials also provoked sharp criticism from other city clergymen who applauded Parkhurst’s goals but attacked his methods. Benjamin F. DeCosta, an Episcopal minister and leader of the White Cross Society, a group offering help to prostitutes and homeless women, made a public clemency appeal for Hattie Adams, calling her better than some of her accusers. Rev. Dr. Joseph H. Rylance of St. Mark’s Church in the Bowery condemned “the caprice of Dr. Parkhurst and company,” and worried about the disquieting effects of the publicity attending the trials. “What if our homes were to be flooded with reports of such doings for years to come? Think of the demoralizing effect!”24

Criticism of Parkhurst was not limited to rival clerics, the police, or Tammany Democrats. Ever since it had organized the nation’s first Labor Day parade up Broadway in 1882, the Central Labor Union (CLU) had provided an influential voice for New York’s unionized workers. Many of its delegates expressed sympathy for Parkhurst’s anti-vice work, but not for his financial supporters in the SPC, mostly wealthy businessmen and attorneys. At a contentious and widely publicized meeting, CLU Secretary George K. Lloyd declared, “I have no respect for Parkhurst’s society, which is supported by men who are driving girls to disorderly houses by working them twelve and fourteen hours a day for a few dollars a week.” Women employed as waitresses, garment “sweaters,” cigar makers, and other occupations in the grim world of tenement factories needed higher pay, not sermons about virtue. One study of 1,500 city prostitutes, done by the White Cross Society, revealed that more than 70 percent had earned wages of $4 per week or less “before their fall.” The CLU agreed to support Parkhurst, but first wanted him to address the direct link between poverty wages and prostitution.25

Parkhurst now decided to create a new organization, the City Vigilance League, and he vowed to expand his New York movement into a national crusade. On May 12, at the Scottish Rite Hall, located just a few blocks from his church, Parkhurst addressed an invited crowd of several hundred on the theme, “How We as Young Men Can Make New York a Better City.” Most of them represented elite Protestant church societies from around the city and Brooklyn, and they listened avidly as Parkhurst claimed, “We are not working for next November. We long for nothing short of a purified municipality.” But a purified New York could only be built on the ruins of Tammany Hall. Still, he paid grudging tribute to Tammany’s effective organization, its relentless devotion to its cause. Only a parallel effort by “men with brains and hearts and consciences” could hope to defeat it. He urged the young men present to join him in a new group devoted to exposing protected vice, and over two hundred present signed cards pledging “to study the municipal interests of this city, and to do everything in my power to promote the purity and honesty of its government.” The City Vigilance League would be methodically organized in imitation of Tammany, by assembly districts and city blocks, and dedicated to the moral surveillance of neighborhoods. This was not merely a New York campaign. “Our country’s heart throbs here on Manhattan Island,” Parkhurst argued. “Whatever problem is solved here is solved for all the country.”

However, while Parkhurst invoked purity, morality, and civic obligation, there was no getting around the national political implications of his “nonpartisan” appeal. Republican president Benjamin Harrison had narrowly carried New York in 1888, and the upcoming 1892 election would most likely be decided again by the Empire State, and especially by the city’s popular vote. “The fate of the great Democratic party of the whole Union,” asserted the staunchly Democratic NY Sun, “is therefore in the keeping of Tammany Hall. The decisive battle of the campaign is to be fought here in New York and by Tammany Hall.”26

On May 25, 1892, just three months after his first sermon, some 4,000 people jammed into Cooper Union’s Great Hall for Dr. Parkhurst’s political coming-out party. Perhaps half as many milled about Astor Place, unable to get in but eager to show their support. Inside, American flags and brightly colored streamers decorated the walls and pillars, and a life- size portrait of the late Dr. Howard Crosby, Parkhurst’s predecessor as head of the Society for the Prevention of Crime, overhung the platform. Slipped inside each printed program was a copy of the grand jury’s March presentment. The crowd itself was mixed and loudly enthusiastic. On stage sat more than a hundred prominent businessmen, clergy, bankers, lawyers, and other professionals, all of whom had endorsed the meeting and lent their names as “vice-presidents.” The audience included large numbers of working-class New Yorkers, and perhaps a third of those present were women. Ex-judge William Arnoux, who presided as chair, defined the meeting’s purpose as “the cause of virtue, temperance, manliness, and good government against the allied force of crime and intemperance.” He praised Parkhurst for having accomplished more by his “bold, fearless conduct than all the rosewater reformers in ten years.”

Organizers conjured the ghost of Boss Tweed from 1871. Former State Supreme Court Justice Noah Davis, who had presided over Tweed’s trial twenty years earlier, drew cheers when he reminded listeners how “in this very hall the famous Committee of Seventy was appointed that fought that great battle for purity of government.” Back then cartoonist Thomas Nast had done as much as anyone to topple the Tweed Ring with his ferocious illustrations for Harper’s Weekly. Now, Nast cartoons from the NY Gazette, supporting Parkhurst and caricaturing the police department, circulated among the audience.

The crowd listened intently to a series of eight resolutions thanking Parkhurst and pledging united action against politicians, police, property owners, newspapers, politicians, and all others “who make common cause with criminals.” But just as the crowd roared its approval, a tall woman dressed in black pushed her way down to the front, trying to get the attention of the chair. She was Charlotte Smith, a pioneering labor reformer best known as an advocate for laundresses and other low-wage women workers. “Before these resolutions are passed,” she said in a voice quivering with excitement, “I want to ask why only we poor women are persecuted and prosecuted, and not the men who are responsible for these things?” She was greeted with a few hisses and then ignored as she retreated back to her seat. After more than three hours of speechifying the crowd was hungry for the entrance of its hero.

At 11:00 p.m. Parkhurst finally strode to the podium amidst a cheering, handkerchief waving ovation that lasted several minutes. He reiterated the central theme of his work, exposing “the league which exists in this city between our civic servants and the criminal classes.” He did not question the honest intent of the new police superintendent Thomas Byrnes, appointed just a few weeks earlier. But he drew laughter when he reminded the crowd that “my detectives have been busy day and night, mostly at night”; he even read some choice details from their latest surveillance reports of disorderly houses running under the noses of beat cops. Parkhurst stirred his listeners by insisting their movement was at heart about the obligations and privileges of citizenship, a common platform uniting people across differences in party, religion, or ethnicity. The movement was nonpartisan, he insisted, with no political significance. If he was to be its engineer, with hand on the throttle, “I would rather let that locomotive burst than allow it to be switched off on to the side track of any political party.” At the same time, no one should doubt that the eyes of the entire country were upon them and that they were “living and working where national history is made.”27
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 The Buttons


The new superintendent of police looked resplendent on horseback, ramrod straight and bedecked with all his medals. He was a powerfully built man, just under six feet tall, with piercing brown eyes and a full mustache. On a sunny afternoon in late May 1892, Thomas F. Byrnes marshaled some 2,500 of his force in Battery Park at the south tip of Manhattan, and gave the order to begin the annual review and parade. Following the brass blare of the popular Seventh Regiment Band, five battalions of ten companies each marched in tight military formation from Whitehall Street to Broadway, and then to an inspection by Mayor Grant and the police commissioners at Forty-Second Street and Fifth Avenue. Patrolmen wore their new summer uniforms, topped by gray helmets. Their captains walked beside them, wearing long frock coats and white helmets decorated with gold bands. Four inspectors accompanied Byrnes on horseback. “The buttons,” street slang for the police, were on full display.

The parade enjoyed a continuous ovation from spectators packed along the route; Superintendent Byrnes received so much applause that he periodically bowed his head in modest acknowledgment. The other crowd favorite was Inspector Alexander S. Williams, his muscular frame towering nearly six and one-half feet, a man known nationwide as the city’s most fearless “clubber” of criminals. After inspection, the line reformed and passed before a formal reviewing stand at the Worth Monument (a memorial for a Mexican War hero), at Madison Square, just across the park from Reverend Parkhurst’s church.

Only a week earlier Parkhurst had attracted an overflow crowd of supporters at Cooper Union for his speech, in which Byrnes and Williams had been singled out for criticism, accused of everything from negligence of duty and incompetence to personal corruption. Parkhurst’s crusade, the resultant attacks against Tammany and the police, the heavily publicized court cases, the political rumormongering, the seemingly endless stream of sensational newspaper stories—all could be forgotten for at least one day as Byrnes, Williams, and their blue army basked in popular approval. The minister seemed to them just the latest in a long line of “reformers” determined to attack the police and remake the department. They had little reason to believe that Parkhurst or his campaign would show much staying power.1

Beyond the public adulation at the police parade, the two men had good reason to feel confident. The new superintendent was the most famous cop in America and, along with Allan Pinkerton, one of the nation’s best-known detectives. In the public mind Byrnes, the prototypical detective, and Williams, the archetypal constable, stood out as the most imposing, influential, and feared policemen of the Gilded Age. Both belonged to a new generation of Civil War veterans who had reshaped the force along more strictly military lines and now dominated the NYPD brass. Along with tighter discipline and unquestioning obedience to superiors, the military model proved extremely effective for the escalating deployment of police against organized labor, strikers, and political radicals of all stripes in the 1870s and 1880s. Moral reformers like Parkhurst, fixated on rooting out gambling houses and brothels, and keen to enforce Sabbath “blue laws,” saw a police culture shot through with bribery and corruption and a department that seemed to make its own laws. But the city’s business elite, including bankers, real estate investors, merchants, and the owners of large hotels and theaters, revered a police force that had become much more efficient in the protection of life and property. For decades, Byrnes and Williams had led physical confrontations against strikes and riots, as well as commanding campaigns to clear the streets of thieves and violent criminals. Their careers reveal much about the sources of police authority, the shrewd cultivation of journalists and writers in creating larger-than-life reputations, and the deep historical connections between police careers and the intense partisanship of city politics.

Just six weeks earlier the board of police commissioners had announced the retirement of Superintendent William Murray and the appointment of Inspector Byrnes as his replacement. Byrnes entered office with an enormous reservoir of good will and a near-universal belief that he was the best man to root out corruption in the department and to repair the damage done to its image. Since 1880 he had headed the department’s detective force, transforming it from an ineffective and decentralized corps into a centralized professional bureau. Byrnes had earned international fame and the fear of the city’s criminals for his detective work. As he took office, Byrnes took pains to acknowledge the recent criticism of the department. He noted that he was free of party obligations, and that he was not, nor had ever been, a member of any political organization. (Although a Democrat, he was not affiliated with Tammany Hall.) “In the performance of my duty,” he announced in his first public statement, “I shall have but one supreme object—the protection of life and property, the prevention and suppression of crime and, above all, the enforcement of the laws without fear or favor against whosoever are found violating them.”

Despite the Reverend Parkhurst’s flamboyant crusade, the March grand jury’s scathing presentment, and the growing chorus of newspaper criticism, the police department’s reputation and standing among the city’s establishment had never been stronger. Commenting favorably upon Byrnes’s promotion, Harper’s Weekly expressed this view firmly. “However much the administration of the laws may have suffered in the hands of the police in some regards, in those affecting the safety of life and property and the preservation of the public peace they have always been not only trustworthy, but extremely zealous.” The Tribune expressed the consensus views of the city’s business and professional classes when it noted that during Byrne’s command of the detective corps, “life and property in this community have been far safer than under any previous administration.” And his reputation as a strict disciplinarian augured well, the Times thought, for the toughest job facing him: rooting out police corruption epitomized by the embarrassing spectacle of police captains “becoming too rich, and of retiring or dying with more money than the savings from their pay would amount to if they had saved it all.”2

Parkhurst was having none of it. On the same day that the four-man police board swore in the new superintendent, Parkhurst released a blistering declaration to the citizens of New York, replying to his critics and promising to intensify his campaign. He reiterated the crucial motive behind his campaign, arguing that “the license which is municipally allowed to vice” constituted one of the greatest difficulties facing his church and his ministry. And he refused to apologize for his admittedly controversial tactics, except to say “it was the only method by which I could have cut to the quick of this whole corrupt business.”

Still Parkhurst now made a significant shift in his attack strategy, from railing against Tammany’s depredations to a new emphasis on the police department as the chief culprit—indeed, his statement made no mention of Tammany or any other political organization. He used incendiary language, calculated to arouse the ire of citizens and to taunt the new superintendent as well. Uninterested in convicting saloon and brothel keepers, Parkhurst claimed his only contention was with the “controlling powers of the police department, considered as the guardian of criminality.” The NYPD itself was “the criminal par excellence.” He urged New Yorkers to join him in fighting the true enemy. The repeated conflation here of the police with criminals anticipated Parkhurst’s later coining of the phrase “organized crime,” a term which obviously changed in meaning over the twentieth century.

An irritated Superintendent Byrnes struggled to ignore the bait. “What have I to do with Dr. Parkhurst or his address?” he asked a reporter looking for a comment. “I have no controversy with him. I am not Dr. Parkhurst’s keeper. He is a clergyman and responsible only to himself for his statements. I don’t care to discuss the matter any further.”3

Parkhurst and his allies continued to cast the blame on what they saw as a hopelessly corrupt Tammany Hall political machine. However, long before Tammany Hall’s rise to dominance in the Democratic Party, the police department had been the locus of the city’s bruising political life. Even as Byrnes and Williams embodied the modern police—more militarized, more bureaucratic, more professional—they were both shaped by the traditions and fierce political infighting that had defined the force from its earliest days. By the 1890s, even after five decades of expansion and several major restructurings, key underlying continuities with the earlier era shaped police work. None was more important than the fundamentally political nature of appointment to and administration of the force.

New York City had established America’s first full-time professional police force in 1845. Distinctively American notions about limiting and diffusing government power, alongside the emergence of universal white male suffrage, produced a very different model of police authority from those of other great cities, such as London and Paris. The belief that municipal institutions should be close to the people, strong antiprofessional sentiments, the republican fear of centralized power, a longstanding distrust of a standing army—all of these contributed to a police force caught up in partisan wrangling from the beginning. New York’s first police were appointed for one-year terms, nominated by the aldermen in whose wards they served. By contrast, in London, which established its modern patrol in 1829, the police were an independent agency of the national government, run by commissioners appointed for life. The London force evolved under careful legal and institutional restraints aimed at creating professional public servants who answered to impersonal authority.

Not surprisingly, the city’s partisan warfare between Democrats and Whigs badly compromised both police performance and public trust throughout the 1840s and 1850s. In 1853 authority shifted from wards to a city board of commissioners composed of the mayor and two judges, and the police now wore uniforms and could not be removed except for cause. Yet centralization made partisan control of the force easier. After his election in 1854, Democratic mayor Fernando Wood shrewdly exploited his power over police appointments and promotions in building the nation’s first urban political machine. The prospect of a job on the force helped attract support from Irish immigrants pouring into the city to escape the Great Hunger. By the early 1860s contemporaries estimated the force of roughly 2,000 men to be half Catholic and three-quarters Democratic. In 1857 the Republican-controlled state legislature moved to curb Democratic power by establishing a new Metropolitan Police District, including New York, Brooklyn, and several surrounding counties, to be governed by a board dominated by gubernatorial appointees. Two police forces—the new Metropolitans and the Municipals, loyal to Mayor Wood—coexisted uneasily for several months. In June, when the Metropolitans tried to arrest the mayor for inciting a riot, a bloody confrontation broke out between the rival forces on the steps of City Hall, spilling over onto Broadway and ending only with the arrival of state militia. A month later the New York State Court of Appeals resolved the crisis by upholding the law creating the new state force.

The new city charter of 1870 returned control of the police to the city, granting the mayor power to appoint members of a four-man board of police for six-year terms. Municipal management of the force was a crucial part of the concerted drive, led by state senator William M. Tweed and a Democratic majority in Albany, to strengthen home rule (and the Democratic Party) in the city. The new charter assigned all real executive power in the department—appointments, promotions, department trials, and dismissals—to the board. In practice the reality of party politics severely weakened that executive power. The custom of maintaining a strictly bipartisan board, with two Democratic and two Republican commissioners, began in 1864 when the state legislature assigned the Metropolitan force control over the city’s complex election machinery. Though not a legal requirement, this unwritten understanding acquired the force of law in city politics, guaranteeing further diffusion of power at the top. Rather than eliminate politics from police affairs by keeping the department out of the hands of a single party, the bipartisan principle had quite the opposite effect. It turned the running of the force over to both parties, making everything from appointments and assignments to promotion and punishment part of the spoils to be divided by the city’s Democratic and Republican organizations.4

The bipartisan bargain brought stability to the force after 1870 and solidified the culture and practices of the NYPD, much of it still recognizable today. The attractions of the job for rank-and-file cops were clear: high wages, pension, and stability. The patrolman annual salary of $1,200 in 1875 (about $26,000 in current dollars) was roughly twice the annual earnings of an unskilled laborer and more than the average earned by such skilled workers as printers, painters, masons, or butchers. Policemen could also look forward to a half-pension after twenty-five years of service. Not surprisingly, applicants for the job far exceeded available positions, which only intensified the value of political “pull.” The department attracted recruits with working-class backgrounds; two-thirds of these came from skilled, semi-skilled, and service backgrounds, greatly outnumbering men from the world of unskilled and casual labor. No wonder that by 1890 at least one-third of the force had been on the job for ten years or more.

The entrepreneurial element of police work had been present from the colonial era, through the early nineteenth-century growth of the city, and after creation of the force in 1845. Constables and watchmen had been paid by fees for serving warrants, detaining suspects, appearing in court, and providing special services for citizens. The explicitly political nature of appointment to the early force—at first made annually by the mayor upon recommendations of aldermen from each ward—reinforced the quid quo pro aspects of the work. The promise of doing business on the side no doubt appealed to many job applicants, coming from skilled trades and with business experience, attracted by the prospect of making a good living on the force. Although creation of a uniformed force implied full-time attention to patrol and station house duty, collecting rewards for the return of stolen property was a lucrative sideline, especially for detectives. Byrnes abolished this practice when he took command of central office detectives in 1881. But the custom continued at the level of ward detectives, loyal to captains and operating out of precincts.

The rank and file had already developed a distinctly Irish cast.
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