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The Great Demise: An Analysis of Carter Henry Harrison’s Political Downfall of 1887 

 On April 4, 1887, The New York Times ran an article about the events that had 

occurred over the previous few days in Chicago.  The article began, “When the political 

history of the year of grace 1887 is written there will be few more remarkable events 

recorded therein than the fall of Carter Harrison, Mayor of Chicago.”1  This statement was 

the result of Harrison’s antics before, during, and after the Democratic Nominating 

Convention was held in Chicago. Previous to the convention, the current mayor had 

informed his supporters that he did not wish to seek reelection on the Democratic ticket for 

the position of mayor.  As Willis John Abbot explains in his book, Carter Henry Harrison: 

A Memoir, “His friends were strenuous in their opposition to his project for retirement.  

They declared that he must be guided by considerations of party expediency, that the 

condition of affairs in the city was such that, if he failed them, there would be little chance 

of any Democrat succeeding to the mayoralty.”2  After initially turning down the 

nomination, Harrison, at the persistence of his friends and political allies, reluctantly agreed 

to the Democratic nomination.   

 After being able to reconsider, Harrison would quickly reverse this decision.  In a 

letter to the Democratic City Central Committee, Harrison would explain his position to his 

political party. 

Knowing well the consequences of the action I now take, and that it forever debars me from 
future political honors, I must positively and irrevocably withdraw my name from the head 

                                                 
1 New York Times, April 4, 1887. 
2 Willis John Abbot, Carter Henry Harrison: A Memoir (New York: Dodd, Mead & Company, 1895), 144.  

Willis Abbot was an advisor to Carter Harrison and was his editor at the Chicago Times while Harrison 
owned that newspaper. 
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of your ticket…The confidential adviser in Chicago of the President of the United States has 
taken the public position that I should be defeated in the interest of the national 
administration… This convinces me that the president of the United States does not desire 
me to be elected.  I therefore respectfully suggest that you call into consultation with you 
the gentlemen who are known to be the advisers here of the federal administration, and 
nominate a ticket which will command their support.3 

 
Harrison’s dismissal of the Democratic mayoral nomination was a deafening blow to the 

Democratic Party of Chicago. 

The decision of Carter Henry Harrison to turn down the Democratic nomination for 

the office of Mayor of Chicago in 1887 was the result of numerous factors that the mayor 

faced before and during his fourth term as mayor.  The substantial mayoral victories that 

Harrison had enjoyed in the 1881 and 1883 elections had dwindled to a mere 375 vote 

victory in 1885.4  This dwindling public support, along with three main factors, convinced 

Harrison that he would not be re-elected to the position of Mayor.  These three factors 

were: the constant attacks of the Chicago press, Harrison’s public support of the convicted 

anarchists in the Haymarket Affair, and Harrison’s failure to secure the political support of 

the United Labor Party (ULP).   Previous historians have looked at these themes 

independently, depending on what type of history they are writing.  For example, labor 

historians tend to focus on Harrison’s loss of support by the ULP as the reason for his 

withdrawal.  This paper is an attempt to look at the multiple causes together in order to see 

how they influenced each other. 

Historians have tended to be careful in how they handle Carter Harrison and his 

mayoral career.  The only two full length biographies of Harrison were written within a 

relatively short time of his death.  Willis John Abbot’s, Carter Harrison: A Memoir was 

published within a year of Harrison’s death.  Claudius O. Johnson’s dissertation on 

                                                 
3 Abbot, 147-48. 
4 Claudius O. Johnson, Carter Henry Harrison I: Political Leader (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1928), 288.   
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Harrison, Carter Henry Harrison I: Political Leader, was published in 1928.  Both writers 

heavily over-emphasize the positives of Harrison’s political career, while casually over-

looking various shortcomings within the Harrison administration.  These omissions appear 

to be based on the attempt to solidify Harrison’s legacy, especially in the case of Abbot. 

As time passed, the graft and corruption that was present in Chicago politics at this 

time became more openly discussed by historians.  In his book, Chicago 1860-1919, 

Stephen Longstreet detailed the concepts of graft and corruption with how it related to 

Harrison and his administration.  Other authors, such as Donald S. Bradley and Mayer N 

Zald look at how mayors came to power at this time period in Chicago in their work, “From 

Commercial Elite to Political Administrator: The Recruitment of the Mayors of Chicago,” 

from The American Journal of Sociology.  In his work, Longstreet reveals how Harrison 

and other politicians in Chicago such as Mike McDonald, the Chairman of the Chicago 

Democratic Party, benefited from the vices within the city of Chicago. Despite these 

revelations, Longstreet still concedes that Harrison “was a fair man, trapped by the powers 

that kept him in political office.”5   

Over the past two decades, as various political bosses in Chicago have taken 

corruption to ever higher levels, the focus upon Harrison has turned towards the labor 

movement.  This trend was prevalent across the discipline of history, as historians have 

turned their attention to those that had been overlooked in the historical inquiry, such as 

women, minorities, and the working class.  Historians such as Richard Schneirov in his 

work, Labor and Urban Politics, have focused upon Harrison’s relationship with both 

political and social groups in the labor movement.  Other authors such as James Green and 

Eric L Hirsch explore these themes and concepts in their works as well.  Green focuses on 
                                                 
5 Stephen Longstreet, Chicago 1860-1919 (New York: David McKay Company, 1973), 250. 
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the Haymarket affair and the anarchist groups in Chicago in, Death in the Haymarket: A 

Story of Chicago, the First Labor Movement and the Bombing that Divided Gilded Age 

America.  Hirsch focuses his text upon how the different ethnic groups in Chicago effected 

the labor movement in, Urban Revolt: Ethnic Politics in the Nineteenth-Century Chicago 

Labor Movement.  Harrison, his policies, and his administration figure significantly in the 

works of both authors. 

 

The Chicago Press 

 During Harrison’s tenure as mayor, the Chicago press was extremely critical of the 

mayor in both a professional and personal nature.   In the previously mentioned letter to the 

Democratic City Central Committee, Harrison mentioned his difficulties in dealing with the 

press in the city of Chicago.  In the letter he told the committee that “the three newspapers 

which are the organs of the president in Chicago, have attacked me violently since my 

nomination and urged my defeat.”6  The criticisms of the Chicago press against Carter 

Harrison came from a variety of different sources.   

 In Chicago, The Inter Ocean was a staunch supporter of the Republican Party.  This 

support made the Democrat Harrison a natural individual for the paper to pursue in a 

critical fashion.  An article titled, “Seeking the Machine,” from March 21, 1885, presents a 

fictional account of a young, naïve journalist looking for the political machine in Chicago.  

The article begins, “The wickedness of the machine, and its horrible designs upon 

Harrison’s peace and success, have been dinned into everybody’s ears about the City Hall 

every day this week.  Harrison denounces it soundly once every half hour, and threatens all 

sorts of undefined things in the event that this wicked machine gets a tight grip on the city 
                                                 
6 Abbot, 147-48. 
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convention.”7  The young reporter in the article goes on to find that Harrison is actually 

head of the machine.  While the article is witty and entertaining, it alludes that the only 

opinion that matters within the Democratic Party in Chicago is Harrison’s.  This was untrue 

as Harrison was not the head of the Democratic City Central Committee.  The power in the 

party was split between the mayor’s office and the city central committee.  Another 

example of Harrison criticisms in the Inter Ocean is from an April 1, 1887, article.  The 

article referred to an effort by the Democratic Party in Chicago to convince Harrison to re-

enter the mayoral race.  This article began, “The Democratic committee went down on their 

knees before Harrison yesterday, and asked again that he be the candidate for mayor.  Mr. 

Harrison allowed them to make the proposition, and then he spat in their faces and reviled 

them.” 8  This statement is clearly aimed towards discrediting a politician who has already 

withdrawn from the impending political race.  Further, it is highly doubtful that the mayor 

of Chicago literally spit in the faces of his most staunch supporters.  The criticisms 

presented here by The Inter Ocean are not based on practical or realistic criticisms, but 

rather represent an attempt by a paper with strong Republican ties to discredit a Democratic 

mayor. 

 Unlike The Inter Ocean, The Daily News was a more moderate newspaper.  

However, this moderate nature did not mean that Harrison was exempt from criticism.  

While in certain circumstances the criticisms may seem as derogatory as those found in The 

Inter Ocean, these criticisms are based in a more practical reality.  The article, “Will He 

Strike the Blow?” from March 2, 1885, explored the problem of gambling and political 

corruption in Chicago.  The article looked to Harrison to provide an answer to what it saw 

                                                 
7 “Seeking the Machine,” The Inter Ocean, March 21, 1885. 
8The Inter Ocean, April 1, 1887. 
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as a mounting problem.  The article stated, “It is the power of Carter Harrison to strike a 

fatal blow at this monstrous agency of corruption.  To strike that blow is his highest duty.  

To neglect the performance of that duty is a public confession that he dare not be a man, 

and an open acknowledgement that he wears the collar of the gang and is its servant.”9  

While this example does call Harrison out over the issue of political corruption and 

gambling that was present in Chicago at this time, it does not make the attack personal in 

nature or put it into a context that is not accurate.  Rather, the article brings the issue back 

to one of political ideology. 

 While Republican and moderate newspapers were critical of Harrison, the radical 

press of Chicago was more subtle in their criticisms.  The Alarm, the only English language 

anarchist newspaper in Chicago in the late nineteenth century, did not refer to Harrison by 

name, yet still criticized him, as well as the overall system that he was a part of.  In an 

article entitled “The Election,” from April 18, 1885, the paper criticized the election 

process as a whole.  The article read, “It is well known to sensible, thoughtful persons that 

the ballot has long since ceased to record the popular will and that the election of any one to 

office is merely a creation of a master to boss over, rule, and dictate to the people”10  While 

the article does not directly criticize Harrison, the criticism is implied.  Harrison, at this 

time, was the mayor of Chicago and, according to the article, the, “master” of the people 

who voted him into office.  His position within the established system was enough to draw 

the wrath of the anarchist press in Chicago.  A possible reason that he was not referred to 

by name within The Alarm was the fear of the publisher of possible retaliation.  The rights 

of assembly and free speech had routinely been trodden upon during the late nineteenth 

                                                 
9 “Will he Strike the Blow?”  The Daily News, March 2, 1885. 
10 “The Election,” The Alarm, April 18, 1885. 
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century, especially within the labor movement.  While Harrison had always been very 

cooperative with these concepts with respect to radical entities within Chicago, it is 

understandable that The Alarm would have been hesitant to criticize Harrison due to the 

fear of retaliation.  In their eyes, it was better to criticize Harrison in a subtle manner than 

to have the newspaper shut down. 

While attacked by many papers in Chicago, no other paper went after Harrison with 

zeal equal to the Chicago Daily Tribune.  To fully grasp the extent of this dispute, an 

understanding of Joseph Medill, the editor of the Chicago Daily Tribune, and his 

relationship with Carter Harrison must be explained.  In his book Carter Henry Harrison I: 

Political Leader, Claudius O. Johnson refers to the Chicago Daily Tribune as “largely the 

product of the brain and energy of that great journalist, Joseph Medill…a loyal 

Republican.”11  Medill was more than just a loyal republican.  Donald L. Miller relates in 

his book, City of the Century: The Epic of Chicago and the Making of America, that Medill 

was “one of the founders of the Republican Party.”12  The strong political division between 

Medill and Harrison developed during the elections in 1860.  It was at this time that Medill 

became “Harrison’s bitterest public enemy…never forgiv[ing] Harrison for voting 

Democratic in the 1860 elections.”13  With the division clearly defined between the two 

men, Medill needed an issue with which he could attack Harrison. 

 When Harrison ascended to the office of Mayor of Chicago, Medill did not have to 

look hard to find just such an issue.  The concept of political patronage was a well known 

concept within the confines of Chicago politics.  For Carter Harrison, the “need to practice 

                                                 
11 Johnson, 31. 
12 Donald L. Miller, City of the Century: The Epic of Chicago and the Making of America (New York; Simon 

& Schuster, 2003), 437. 
13 Ibid. 
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a politics of personalism was magnified because Chicago in the late 1870s remained a 

Republican city, and to win office Democrats had to pitch special appeals to groups either 

marginally Democratic or wholly outside the party fold.”14  In order to secure votes by 

groups that would not normally vote Democrat, Harrison had to make accommodations to 

these groups to ensure their support of his candidacy.  While this practice was well 

established before Harrison’s mayoral victory, it gave Medill the ammunition he needed to 

attack his rival. 

 Another issue related to political patronage that Medill attacked Harrison on was the 

concept of individual immunities from existing laws.  Once again, an existing idea in 

Chicago politics that had been used to deal with the temperance movement in the 1860s, 

Medill used this practice by Harrison to attack the mayor on his stance on the new fire 

codes after the Chicago Fire of 1871.  The new codes were meant to require buildings to be 

constructed of materials that were not as flammable as the materials that allowed the fire in 

1871 to spread with such ferocity.  The Tribune charged that “The police are naturally 

careful not to take cognizance of those violations when they know that the Mayor who 

appoints them and the Aldermen who solicit their appointments are at the best indifferent to 

the whole matter.”15  While it is understandable for Medill to question Harrison about a law 

that was not being recognized, no mention is made in the article to the fact that the law 

would make housing far too expensive for the residents of the affected neighborhoods.  

While this example shows that some of Medill’s attacks on Harrison could be considered 

justified, the following examples will show that this was not always the case. 

                                                 
14 Richard Schneirov, Labor and Urban Politics: Class Conflicts and the Origins of Modern Liberalism in 

Chicago, 1864-97 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1998), 142. 
15 "Violations of the Building Ordinance," Chicago Daily Tribune, July 9, 1882.  
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 From a very early point in his career, Harrison found himself under attack by the 

Chicago press.  An article from the Chicago Daily Tribune on May 1, 1879, entitled “The 

New Mayor,” lambastes the Mayor for his policies exactly one month from the day of his 

election.  The article begins, “Mr. Carter H. Harrison is undertaking to ride a very high 

horse.  The feat is one that always involves the danger of a fall, and the fall is apt to be 

sudden and hard if it comes.  There is something almost offensive about the haughty 

manner in which Mr. Harrison has assumed the position of mayor.”16  The issue at stake 

was the concept of political patronage, and Harrison’s issuance of city jobs to his 

supporters.  Clearly, the owners, editors, and writers of a Republican paper would take 

offense to a Democratic mayor staffing the entire city with his supporters.  However, rather 

than attack the mayor on the subject of political patronage, the paper attempted to belittle 

the mayor in a public forum.  The article provides one example: Mr. Brenner who was the 

Fire Marshall of Chicago.  The writer of the article does not provide the political affiliation 

of Mr. Brenner, but does claim that the Fire Marshall should not be removed from his 

position simply at the whim of Mayor Harrison.  The final paragraph of the article begins,” 

The danger we apprehend from Mr. Harrison’s course thus far is that he will be overcome 

by a sense of his present importance and the greater things which he thinks await him in the 

way of future political preferment.”17  While the article does stick to the subject of political 

patronage, and the Tribune’s opposition to it under the current administration, the Tribune 

based its’ attack on Harrison in a more personal nature. 

 Another example of the bias of the Chicago Daily Tribune against Mayor Carter 

Harrison is from an article on June 4, 1886, entitled, “A Blow at Carter Harrison.”  The 

                                                 
16 "The New Mayor," Chicago Daily Tribune, May 1, 1879. 
17 Ibid. 
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article is about the power struggle in Chicago between the Cook County Democratic Club 

and the Democratic County Central Committee.  Mayor Harrison is mentioned briefly in 

this article, as he had issued a report to the Democratic County Committee about the 

nominations of committeemen that the group had rejected.  While this rejection may have 

been news worthy, it is not the basis of this article.  The purpose of the article is to explain 

the nature of the struggle between the differing factions of the Democratic Party in 

Chicago.  The inclusion of Harrison not only in the article, but as the headline for the piece, 

is a clear attempt by the Chicago Daily Tribune to associate Mayor Harrison with failed 

political policies and internal conflicts within his own party.  Clearly, the Daily Tribune 

could have found a more appropriate and applicable title for this article. 

 Even after Mayor Harrison withdrew his name from consideration for mayor in the 

1887 election, he was not immune from attacks by the Chicago Daily Tribune.  In the April 

16, 1887, publication, the Daily Tribune contained the following side note.  “It seems 

eminently fitting at this juncture to point with satisfaction to the fact that there are only two 

days more of Carter Harrison.”18  If this statement were within the context of an article that 

was critical of Harrison, his policies or his administration, it may have served a viable 

purpose.  As it was, however, this snippet appears on its own, with no other way to 

contextualize it.   At this point, the attacks of the Chicago Daily Tribune appear childish 

and personal, especially against someone who had declined the nomination of his party for 

the previously held mayoral race.  (The election was held on April 5, the snippet was 

written on April 16.)  This remark was not meant to prevent Harrison from being re-elected 

to the position of mayor but was rather a parting shot from the Daily Tribune to Harrison. 

                                                 
18 Chicago Daily Tribune, April 16, 1887. 
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 The previous articles are meant to present an example of the hostilities of the 

Chicago press towards Mayor Carter Harrison.  The articles are in no way a complete 

compilation of the attacks that Harrison faced.  Rather, an effort was taken to show that the 

scrutiny of the Chicago press extended throughout Harrison’s mayoral career to this point.  

Further, these examples show the diversity of condemnation that Harrison faced.  The 

articles could contain applicable criticisms of the mayor (the issue of political patronage), 

attack the mayor in articles that had little to do with him if anything at all (the power 

struggle in the Democratic Party), or merely antagonizing an office holder who was on his 

way out. 

 It is clear that Harrison was subjected to a great deal of scrutiny during his time as 

mayor.  That does not mean, though, that he took the scrutiny passively.  One of Harrison’s 

advisors, Willis John Abbot, who also acted as editor of the Chicago Times when Harrison 

owned it, remembered how Harrison dealt with the attacks of the press.   

The mayor made bitter reference to the persistent attacks of the antagonistic 
press at this time, and to the effort to unseat him (The 1885 election).  It was 
his weakness that he always devoted public papers of this kind to fighting 
over again the campaign he had won, - a practice which showed that years of 
custom had not made him indifferent to newspaper attacks, and that he could 
not refrain from replying to them in official documents, which he shrewdly 
saw the hostile papers themselves would have to print.19 

 
While Harrison clearly displayed a fighting attitude towards not only Medill, but any 

Chicago paper that attacked him, it was ultimately not enough.  As Harrison explained in 

his letter to the Democratic City Central Committee, the constant attacks by the Chicago 

press, especially that of Medill and the Chicago Daily Tribune, heavily contributed to his 

decision to withdraw his nomination within the Democratic Party for the mayoral election 

of Chicago in 1887. 
                                                 
19 Abbot, 139. 
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The Haymarket Affair 

 The Haymarket Affair truly marks one of the dark hours in America’s labor 

movement.  The events of May 4, 1886, had a profound impact on the labor movement, the 

anarchist movement, and the career of Mayor Carter H. Harrison.  In order to understand 

how this tragic event contributed to Mayor Harrison’s political demise, a brief history of 

the affair must be presented.  But before this, Harrison’s opposition during the 1885 

election needs to be examined in order to understand the growing resentments towards 

Harrison’s involvement with the labor movement. 

 The concepts of political patronage and election fraud are two fundamental realities 

of Chicago politics.  Rarely in this time period did an election go by where voter fraud or 

intimidation was not accused against the winning party.  In his book, Chicago by Gaslight, 

Richard Lindberg explained how Carter Harrison was able to build up the Democratic 

political machine in Chicago.  Lindberg wrote that Harrison “built his machine on 

patronage and the ethnic vote, allowing socialists right of assembly and free speech, and 

made no attempt to enforce blue laws.”20  With this machine firmly in place, Harrison was 

able to handily win his re-election campaigns in 1881 and 1883.   

After Harrison’s domination in the polls over the previous six years, the Republican 

Party mounted a reform movement intended to unseat Harrison as mayor.  In her work, A 

History of Chicago: 1871-1893, Bessie Louis Pierce explained, “here…was the chance the 

Republicans had been looking for, which, they thought, might be the key to the door of the 

City Hall.  To the electorate they offered a slate replete with candidates of political 

                                                 
20 Richard Lindberg, Chicago by Gaslight: A History of Chicago’s Netherworld 1880-1920 (Chicago: 

Academy Chicago Publishers, 1996), 13.  
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strength, men of high standing in the community.21  These men of political strength and 

high standing were men from the upper echelon of Chicago society that looked down upon 

Harrison’s stances on immigrants and gambling.  Harrison’s son, Carter H. Harrison Jr., 

explained his father’s stance on gambling in his book, Growing up with Chicago.  In it he 

stated, “he permitted gambling under police control, which meant games were to be honest, 

minors, intoxicated persons and ‘suckers’…were barred from playing.”22  While the reform 

aspirations of the Republicans eventually failed, they did produce the narrowest margin of 

victory in a mayoral election for Carter Harrison: he won by only 375 votes.  This reform 

movement illustrated to Mayor Harrison the opposition to his political views on issues such 

as immigration and gambling.  While gambling plays no role in the Haymarket Affair, 

immigration and the concept of freedom of speech certainly do.   

 On May 3, 1886, Augustus Spies composed his now infamous “Revenge Circular” 

in response to the police action against strikers outside the McCormick Harvesting Machine 

Company earlier that day.  The circular, which was titled, “Revenge!  Workingmen, to 

Arms!!!” chastised the police and business owners of Chicago.23  It appealed to the workers 

of Chicago to rise up against their oppressors in an attempt to free themselves.  Early on 

May 4, 1886, Spies constructed another circular.  This one called for a mass meeting to be 

held that evening at Haymarket Square. 

 The meeting began late that evening but eventually reached a size of approximately 

3,000 people.24  Many people were in attendance to hear what the speakers had to say, 

including Mayor Carter Harrison.  Unbeknownst to the organizer of the meeting, Augustus 

                                                 
21 Bessie Louise Pierce, A History of Chicago: 1871-1893 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1957), 360. 
22 Carter H. Harrison II, Growing up with Chicago (Chicago: Ralph Fletcher Seymour, 1944), 256. 
23 Pierce, 277. 
24 James Green, Death in the Haymarket: A Story of Chicago , the First Labor Movement and the Bombing 

that Divided Gilded Age America (New York: Anchor Books, 2006), 183. 
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Spies, six companies of police officers were stationed a half block away and a number of 

plain clothing Chicago detectives had assembled throughout the crowd.25  As the weather 

began to turn for the worse, the crowd began to disperse, including Harrison.  As Bessie 

Louise Parker explained, “On his way from the meeting Mayor Harrison reported to the 

officer in charge at the station, Inspector John Bonefield, that the speakers had about 

finished and it did not look as though any interference would be needed.”26  Despite the 

mayor’s words, Inspector Bonefield led his police force into Haymarket Square when there 

remained somewhere in the vicinity of 500 people at the speech. 

 Samuel Fielden was speaking on a hay wagon to the remaining crowd when he 

witnessed the approaching police force.  After jumping down from the cart at the order of 

the police, Fielden began to leave the square.  In his autobiography Fielden recalled, “I 

think I had just stepped on the sidewalk when I saw the flash in the middle of the street and 

heard the explosion of the bomb.  Almost if not entirely simultaneously with the explosion 

the police began to fire into the crowd.”27  The violence that night eventually claimed the 

lives of seven of the police officers present.   

 Immediately, the press in the city of Chicago began to sensationalize the 

proceedings of the night of May 4, and offer their version of the events that took place.  The 

cover of the May 5, 1886, Chicago Daily Tribune exclaimed, “A Hellish Deed: A 

Dynamite Bomb Thrown into a Crowd of Policemen.  It Explodes and Covers the Street 

with Dead and Mutilated Officers-A Storm of Bullets Follows-The Police Return Fire and 

Wound a Number of Rioters-Harrowing Scenes at the Desplaines street Station-A Night of 

                                                 
25 Green, 180. 
26 Parker, 279. 
27 Philip S. Foner, ed., The Autobiographies of the Haymarket Martyrs (New York: Humanities Press, 1969), 

159. 
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Terror.”28  This sensational headline immediately sought to condemn the crowd that was in 

attendance, while sanctifying the actions of the police force.  On May 6, the Daily Tribune 

ran an article condemning the events at the Haymarket Square a few days earlier as a 

conspiracy by a communistic group.  The article read: 

Most of the injured policemen were injured by the bomb, but many by the 
subsequent volley of pistol shots.  The bomb was a signal, and the officers 
were cut down by the concerted volley that came at once from the 
Communists.  The mob poured its fire into the officers as they fell and after 
they had fallen, and did it so quickly that most of the deadly work was 
accomplished before the policemen could make any resistance.  The assault 
was not that of an undisciplined mob, but of murderous conspirators banded 
together for a specific purpose and acting according to a preconcerted plan.29 
 

These accusations by the Daily Tribune did not only relate to the perceived communists 

(Perceived is used here because the individuals who were tried were actually anarchists).  

Joseph Medill was quick to blame Mayor Carter Harrison as well.   

In the Tribune, Medill assailed “Harrison for not suppressing the anarchists’ 

‘Madness long before it bore fruit in bombs.’”30  What type of suppression Medill is 

referring to is difficult to determine, as the meeting did not violate any laws.  Nevertheles, 

during the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, formalities such as the law took a 

backseat when dealing with individuals or groups that questioned, or sought to change, the 

established order.  Claudius O. Johnson described it aptly in his book when he stated, 

“Harrison was vigorously assailed for his liberality toward anarchists and socialists and for 

his insistence upon the right of assembly and free speech.  He could not share in the popular 

                                                 
28 "Bomb Thrown into a Crowd of Policemen,” Chicago Daily Tribune, May 5, 1886. 
29 Chicago Daily Tribune, May 6, 1886. 
30 Miller, 482. 
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panic that unless the most ruthless measures were taken, the anarchists would destroy the 

city.”31   

While to modern readers, the rights to free speech and assembly seem like noble 

ideas to protect, within the context of the late nineteenth century, it was not common for 

politicians to allow this type of language against big business.  This was the age of 

governors requesting federal troops during the Great Strike of 1877 to put down a railroad 

strike from a president, Rutherford B Hayes, whose election was just bought by railroad 

owner Tom Scott.  The events during the Great Strike and Haymarket Affair reiterated to 

the working class their value in the capitalist society.  To say the least, Harrison’s stance on 

the rights of free speech and assembly were radical in their time. Were this position by 

Mayor Harrison towards the anarchists and the events that occurred on May 4 the end of it, 

the mayor may have well been able to recover in time for the election of 1887.  This 

however, was not the case. 

On July 15, the state’s attorney began the trial against the eight anarchist suspects; 

Albert Parsons, Augustus Spies, Adolph Fischer, George Engel, Michael Schwab, Samuel 

Fielden, Oscar Neebe and Louis Lingg.32 The first witness to be called before the court to 

speak on behalf of the defense was Mayor Carter Harrison.  It is interesting that he was 

called to testify as his testimony neither particularly helped, nor condemned the anarchists.  

The Daily Tribune reported that “The Mayor just told what he desired to tell and no more.  

Where he helped the defense it is hard to discover…the Mayor related how he attended the 

Haymarket meeting, believing that the prestige of his presence would prevent any 

                                                 
31 Johnson, 72. 
32 Green, 213. 
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disturbance.”33  Despite the attempt of the defense to use Mayor Harrison’s explanation that 

the meeting had been peaceful, seven of the eight anarchists were sentenced to death.  This, 

even with a police official admitting to the Tribune that “many of the wounds the police 

sustained came from bullets fired by other policemen.”34 

In the end, the trial over the Haymarket Affair was not used to discover who had 

thrown the bomb or injured police officers.  Rather the trial was about the public fear of 

people whose ideas deviated from the norm.  None of the defendants were ever accused of 

throwing the bomb.  The convicted anarchists were not tried over the events that occurred 

on May 4, but rather, their anarchist ideals.  In a book about her husband’s life, Lucy 

Parsons was able to explain the trial. 

The State was permitted to introduce, in its effort to make out a case 
against Parsons, evidence of a number of speeches made by Parsons during a 
long period of time preceding the Haymarket meeting, and extracts from the 
files of the Alarm, of which Parsons was the editor; not upon the theory that 
any of these things bore directly upon or had immediate reference to, the 
Haymarket meeting, or the act at that meeting of the bomb-thrower, but 
upon the theory that they furnished evidence proper to be considered by the 
jury as tending to establish a general conspiracy for the overthrow of the 
existing order of society, which contemplated such meetings as that at the 
Haymarket, and such acts as there committed, as among the things which 
might be done in furtherance of this purpose.35 

 
In the end, the men’s anarchist beliefs were enough for a jury of their “peers” to condemn 

them to death.  This, despite the fact that three of the four men eventually hung as a result 

of the trial were not even present in Haymarket Square at the time the bomb was thrown.36 

 Harrison’s testimony on behalf of the anarchists was played up by the press.  A 

Harper’s Weekly article read “The Mayor, Carter Harrison, made himself notorious a year 
                                                 
33 "The Mayor Testifies," Chicago Daily Tribune, August 3, 1886.  
34 Green, 213. 
35 Lucy Parson, Life of Albert R. Parsons with Brief History of the Labor Movement in America also Sketches 

of the Lives of A. Spies, Geo. Engel, A. Fischer and Louis Lingg (Chicago: Mrs. Lucy E. Parsons, 1903), 
179. 

36 Foner, 49, 87, and 97. 
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ago for his practical sympathy with the anarchists, and he seems to be as sheer a 

demagogue as is to be found in the country.”37  While Harrison’s testimony did not 

exonerate the accused anarchists, the fact that he took the stand in defense of individuals 

who were on trial for the murder of Chicago policemen was enough to anger a large part of 

the Chicago public, especially those individuals who campaigned so relentlessly against 

him during the 1885 mayoral campaign.  These people were not the rank and file members 

of the Democratic Party.  Rather, they were referred to as “silk stalking Democrats.”  These 

were the capitalists and business owners who had supported the Democratic Party in the 

past.  However, the reform movement in the 1885 election, Harrison’s tendency to remain 

hands off in labor strikes, and his willingness to allow subversives to congregate and spread 

their ideals, resulted in the defection of these silk stalking Democrats from Harrison.   

 In the end, the events that occurred on May 4, 1886, at Haymarket Square and the 

ensuing trial were disastrous events in the political career of Mayor Carter H. Harrison.  

While seemingly an issue over civil liberties, the upper echelon Democrats perceived the 

events as indicative of Harrison’s stance on, and ability to control, the labor movement in 

the city of Chicago.  These concerns on the part of the Democrats affected how well 

Harrison could potentially represent the labor movement and protect their interests within 

Chicago politics.  The unwillingness of other politicians to be supportive of Harrison’s 

stance on the labor movement would prove to have a profound impact on the support of the 

labor movement for Carter Harrison. 

 

The ULP 

                                                 
37 “The Late Significant Elections,” Harper’s Weekly, April 16, 1887. 
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As mayor, Carter Henry Harrison had a long history with the labor movement in 

Chicago.  In his article “Chicago Labor in Politics 1877-96,” Edward Mittleman explains 

that in Harrison’s first election “the Toledo faction (of the Union Greenback Labor Party) 

dropped its independence and [e]ndorsed Carter H. Harrison, the Democratic nominee for 

mayor.”38  This endorsement of Harrison was critical to his success and established a strong 

bond between the mayor and the labor movement.  Harrison was quick to protect this 

support, by using the concept of political patronage to place individuals who helped deliver 

large numbers of votes into positions within his administration.  While this practice 

surrounded Harrison within his administration with supporters, it opened his administration 

up to a great deal of criticism within the press.  As was previously noted, this policy was 

used by various papers in Chicago to attack Harrison, but especially by Joseph Medill at the 

Chicago Daily Tribune.  This early acceptance of Harrison by the labor movement was 

especially true among the Irish population.  Joseph Medill felt “Harrison’s greatest political 

sin…was his pandering to the newly naturalized immigrants, especially the Irish, a race of 

criminals, priests, and whiskey dispensers.” 39  Other Harrison opponents were able to state 

it in slightly more acceptable ways.  Victor Lawson, an opponent of Harrison’s commented, 

“I never knew a man who possessed in such a marked degree the politician’s prime quality 

of keeping in touch with the masses and commanding their affection…Realizing fully the 

extent to which the population of Chicago is foreign born he devoted himself to gaining the 

support of men of every nationality.”40  In the article, “Public Schooling and Working-

Class Formation: The Case of the United States,” the authors present how another opponent 
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of Harrison explained his relationship with the immigrant population within Chicago.  “On 

St. George’s Day, Harrison blooms out like an English rose.  On St. Andrew’s Day, he is 

stuck full of thistles.  On St. Patrick’s Day, he looks like a clover field.”41 

However, as the labor movement grew in terms of both size and strength, many in 

the labor movement felt the need for a more focused type of political party.  In her book, 

Labour in American Politics, Vivian Vale discusses the aftermath of the Haymarket Affair 

on the labor movement.  She wrote that “because this setback was not an economic one but 

social and political, unionism did not this time retreat, as it had in earlier bad times, into the 

refuge of producers’ co-operatives, but closed its ranks politically in self-defen[s]e.”42  One 

group which led the way in this type of thinking was the Knights of Labor.  The Knights 

helped to organize a political party devoted to labor.  On September 25, 1886, “the official 

ULP Convention met to consider a platform and nominate candidates.  On national issues 

the platform virtually reproduced the Knight’s general program.”43  Richard Schneirov 

explained the seven plank program that the ULP wanted to promote in his book, Labor and 

Urban Politics: Class Conflict and the Origins of Modern liberalism in Chicago, 1864-97. 

(1) honest taxation, including taxes on stocks, bonds, and other untaxed 
personal property; (2) the end of renting public properties to political 
favorites; (3) public condemnation of those who refused to pay their fair 
share of taxes; (4) punishment of bribe givers as well as bribe takers; (5) the 
prevention and punishment of bribery of public officials by railroads and 
other corporations; (6) enforcement of laws preventing the renting of 
property for immoral purposes; and (7) a prohibition against police levying 
tribute on prostitutes as a condition of noninterference.44 

 
The group that put forward this platform was comprised of workers and laborers, many of 

whom were immigrants.  On September 27, the New York Times reported on the 
                                                 
41 Ira Katznelson, Kathleen Gille, and Margaret Weir, “Public Schooling and Working-Class Formation: The 

Case of the United States,” American Journal of Education 90 (Feb., 1982):124. 
42 Vivian Vale, Labour in American Politics (New York: Barnes & Noble, 1971), 12. 
43 Schneirov, 216. 
44 Ibid, 226-27. 



Buller The Great Demise  108 
 

Western Illinois Historical Review © 2010  Vol. II, Spring 2010 

convention.  It stated that “the conference was composed of delegates from 41 Knights of 

Labor assemblies and 48 delegates from trade and labor organizations.”45  The ULP clearly 

included a large section of Harrison’s demographic of voters. 

 The first vote that the ULP party was involved, in 1886, proved that the young 

organization had a very good following.  In the elections that were held five weeks after the 

nominating convention, the ULP demonstrated to the Democratic and Republican parties of 

Chicago how much support they had.  The November election in 1886 resulted in “electing 

one state senator, seven members of the house, and five judges.  The party lobbied 

successfully for reformist legislation, including an anti-convict labor law, a law against the 

use of private detectives to put down labor disturbances, a law to prevent discharge for 

engaging in union activities, and an anti-sweatshop labor act.”46  While these legislative 

acts were doomed due to the government not providing any enforcement provisions, the 

lack of compliance that occurred with these acts was not yet known to the ULP.  This 

immediate success, the election of multiple officials and passage of legislation, in the 

young life of the ULP reaffirmed the party’s position within the labor movement, thereby 

providing a great deal of optimism.   

After the Haymarket Affair, many in the labor movement wondered how effective 

Carter Harrison would be in protecting the interests of labor.  Donald Miller described the 

exodus of Harrison followers to the ULP as “many militant German, Irish, and Bohemian 

workers, meanwhile, deserted Harrison to form their own labor party, believing he could 

not protect their rights as strongly as he once had.”47  The authors of the article “Public 
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Schooling and Working Class Formation,” describe the situation as “the repression that 

followed the Haymarket bombing precipitated the formation of a trade union-based labor 

party.”48  The Haymarket Affair and the continuous criticism of Harrison resulted in the 

workers leaving Harrison’s camp to advance their own interests. 

Another factor that must be examined with the defection of labor support from 

Carter Henry Harrison at this juncture is the evidence that his political influence was 

waning by 1887.  As previously mentioned, the ability of Harrison to place his supporters 

in politically appointed positions was the mechanism that propelled the power of the 

Democratic machine in the city of Chicago.  His inability to place his supporters in these 

appointed positions would cast serious doubts amongst his supporters.  This waning power 

is evident in a letter to Harrison from Governor Richard Oglesby, dated February 2, 1887.  

Oglesby had defeated Harrison in the 1885 gubernatorial race in Illinois.  The letter begins 

“I do not know that it will be possible for me to appoint you friend Mr. Shufeldt for Lincoln 

Park Commissioner.  Several names are before me at present for that appointment…I may, 

therefore, be compelled to prefer some other gentleman to Mr. Shufeldt, highly as he is 

recommended, and as estimable as I understand him to be as a gentleman and citizen.”49  

This response on its own does not necessarily lead one to the conclusion that Harrison was 

losing his political influence. 

Oglesby, however, takes a very different tone in the second half of the letter, 

implying that the decision by Oglesby was to appoint a more qualified candidate.  

Oglesby’s letter continued: 
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I do not believe you have any just ground of complaint against me for the 
result of two years ago.  I have relieved you by the results of that election 
of a vast amount of embarrassment, hard work and general trouble. If, 
however, you have a taste in that direction, which I confess is altogether 
most commendable, you will have an opportunity in less than two years 
from now to try your hand,- possibly under more favorable circumstances.  
I have no doubt it would give you great pleasure to whale me, with my 
present views, however, I shall not be polite enough to offer you such an 
opportunity.50 
 

Fully examining the letter, and seeing the personal animosity of Oglesby to Harrison, 

certainly implies that the decision was not just about appointing the most qualified 

candidate.  Rather, Oglesby’s decision was about appointing someone that Carter Henry 

Harrison did not want in the position.  This example illustrates that while Harrison was still 

the mayor of Chicago his political influence was clearly declining.  Without the power to 

appoint his supporters into political positions, Harrison’s supporters in the labor movement 

were forced to look elsewhere in order to achieve their goals.   

The first matter of business for the ULP in 1887 was to determine whether to 

support one of the mayoral candidates from the established parties, or to run their own 

candidate.  The United Labor Party decided to not align itself with the traditional parties.  

The headline from the January 7, 1887, Chicago Daily Tribune stated that “The Spring 

Election Approaching: The United Labor People will not Touch Harrison.”51  This headline 

alludes to the fact that this decision by the ULP was far more damaging to Harrison’s 

campaign than his Republican opponent, John Roche.  This was due to the division within 

the Democratic Party that had already resulted in certain Democrats supporting Roche’s 

campaign. 
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The loss of so many voters to the ULP would have virtually assured Harrison’s loss 

in the 1887 election.  In order to combat this, Harrison ordered his supporters to do what 

they could in order to unite the ULP with Harrison’s Democratic ticket.  One example of 

this is when Harrison “ordered party workers to join Knights assemblies and ULP ward 

clubs.”52  In this, the hope was that these members would be able to steer the efforts of the 

ULP towards Harrison and his nomination.  This approach was quickly discovered by 

people outside the Democratic circle.  A February 8, 1887, article in the Chicago Daily 

Tribune declared that “the recent developments in the party prove that the schemes of the 

old politicians acting under the direction from Mike McDonald, Carter Harrison, and Judge 

Prendergast are meeting with such success as to seriously threaten the existence of the 

United Labor Party.”53  The Democrats were trying to bring the ULP under their fold, in 

order to bolster their numbers for the upcoming election. 

The ULP responded with swift, immediate action.  A February 12, 1887, Daily 

Tribune headline exclaimed that “Any Man Disloyal to the Cause of Labor to be 

Expelled.”54  This meant that the ULP party expelled “all but delegates from the Knights of 

Labor assemblies and trade unions.”55  This assured the ULP that the members of its party 

were committed to the labor movement, as opposed to those whose goals were to steer the 

party towards the Democratic campaign.  This did not stop Harrison as “the Democrats 

schemed until the last moment to get the ULP to drop Nelson in favor of Harrison.”56  In 

the end it was to no avail.  The ULP continued its support of Nelson in the mayoral 

campaign. 
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When Harrison lost the support of the labor movement, his defeat at the poles was 

all but assured.  The loss of support from the working class and union members was the 

result of Harrison’s waning influence in placing political appointees as well as the initial 

success that the United Labor Party enjoyed in the 1886 elections.  Instead of facing his 

first defeat in a Chicago mayoral election, Harrison walked away from his party’s 

nomination.  While the decision of the ULP not to endorse Harrison was the last major 

action before Harrison’s withdrawal, it was not the only cause.  Rather, this decision by the 

ULP was the straw that finally broke the camel’s back.   

 

Conclusion 

 When Mayor Carter Henry Harrison sent his letter to the Democratic City Central 

Committee officially renouncing the nomination for mayor that had previously been 

granted him, he shocked the Democratic Party to the core.  While this move may have 

seemed sudden, Mayor Harrison had both publicly and privately stated his apprehensions 

towards being the Democratic nominee for mayor in the upcoming election.  The way in 

which Harrison handled the situation was less than ideal, first declining the nomination, 

then accepting the nomination, and finally withdrawing from the race.  While it seems clear 

that his supporters were pressuring him into accepting the nomination from the party, there 

is a very simple explanation for this.  These were people that Harrison had appointed to the 

positions they held because of their support of his candidacy.  If he were no longer the 

mayor, these people would likely have been out of a job.  While some of his supporters 

may have truly felt that Harrison was the best person for the job, the overriding motivation 

seems to have been self-preservation.   



Buller The Great Demise  113 
 

Western Illinois Historical Review © 2010  Vol. II, Spring 2010 

 Whatever the motivations for anyone involved, the withdrawal of Carter Harrison 

from the 1887 mayoral election in Chicago was considered to be one of the largest political 

downfalls in Chicago history.  Nevertheless, a closer examination shows that this downfall 

was actually a gradual decline in popularity on the part of Harrison over a period of time.  

This conclusion is the result of the analysis that no one single event directly led to Harrison 

refusing the nomination.  Rather, it was a combination of multiple factors which overlap 

with each other.  The constant criticism of the Chicago press, specifically Joseph Medill at 

the Chicago Daily Tribune, wore down the Mayor over a long period of time.  Eventually 

though, when the attacks ceased being political and entered the personal realm, Harrison 

decided he had enough.   

 While the scrutiny of the press was intense, it was not enough on its own to 

dissuade Harrison from seeking another term as mayor.  However, the events of May 4, 

1886 at Haymarket Square and the ensuing trial increased the already prevalent criticism of 

the mayor.  His decision to testify on behalf of the defense gave additional ammunition to 

the hostile Chicago press.  It also further divided the Democratic Party which was already 

fractured from the 1885 mayoral election.  This division within the Democratic ranks 

threatened to restrain the effectiveness with which Mayor Harrison was able to protect the 

interests of his supporters.  This loss of political influence would have its negative 

repercussions for the labor movement. 

 Fearing that the mayor would no longer be able to protect their interests, the labor 

movement in Chicago decided to make a radical change in its political strategy.  The 

advocates decided to shun both traditional political parties and developed their own party, 

the United Labor Party.  The loss of the support from the labor movement would have been 

disastrous to Carter Harrison in an election, especially after the fractionalization of the 
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Democratic Party that occurred during the 1885 mayoral election and continued with the 

Haymarket Affair.  While Harrison may have been able to fight a close battle, and maybe 

even possibly win the election in 1887 with the support of labor, without that support 

Harrison had virtually no chance of victory.  Rather than suffer an embarrassing defeat, 

Harrison elected to withdraw his nomination for a position he had held for the previous 

eight years. 

 Yet, as with many short-term disappointments, there can be unexpected long-term 

benefits.  Had Harrison won the 1887 mayoral election, it is difficult to imagine with all the 

negative press he received and the waning support of his own party, that he would have 

been able to sustain the position until 1893 when the Columbian Exposition was held in 

Chicago.  Harrison’s election in 1893, in time for the World’s Fair, catapulted the 

popularity and prestige of the mayor to new heights.  With the fair, the mayor was 

responsible for playing host for the city during its brightest moments.  The glory did not 

last long as the mayor was assassinated in his own home on the closing days of the fair by a 

disillusioned office seeker.  This act brought to an end one of the most intriguing and 

interesting characters in Chicago’s political history.  Over time, Harrison’s political 

downfall began to be accepted for what it was, Chicago politics…plain and simple. 


