Iron & Gold: A Musical in Two Acts

Synopsis

Iron & Gold is the story of two men, two obsessions, and how they clashed. One man is the
notorious Jay Gould, the legendary nineteenth-century robber baron, known for bribing whole
legislatures to get his way. The other man is almost unknown to us looking back now over a

century. His name is Martin Irons. He was a skilled machinist, dedicated champion of justice for
the weak, and — fittingly to that cause — a leader of one chapter of the Knights of Labor.
History does not record that these two men ever met, but in the spring and summer of 1886 they
were locked in a battle of wills that played itself out across the vast stretches of the North
American continent from New York to the empty wastes of Texas. It was a drama that has now
receded so completely into the past that it is a mere dot in the minds of a few historians. Yet, at
the time, to the people involved, it was of all-consuming importance. The event came to be
called the Great Southwest Strike. It occurred when Martin Irons led workers on Gould’s
Missouri Pacific and Texas Pacific railroads against the might and cunning of the Gould empire.

Prologue
Although the strike crowns the story’s dramatic arc, Act One takes place 17 years prior. In a
brief prologue, each man gives some insight into what motivates him. Martin Irons recounts the
story of a poor seamstress to whom a cruel employer denies the means to buy a simple orange to
quench the thirst of her dying child. He vows to dedicate his life to fighting injustice. Jay Gould
explains that after the death of a beloved sister, though only a boy, he began to “hear footsteps
behind him” and knew that he had but little time to win some of the “golden fruits” the world
had to offer. He dedicates his life to that goal, to lay them before his family, and to “throw some
behind him” in an attempt to distract the unknown pursuer.
Act One
The curtain opens on a New York street in front of a courthouse, the steps of which are flanked
by stone lions. The year is 1869; it is the eve of one of Gould’s most infamous capers: his
attempt to corner the gold market. While Gould is already well known in town, Martin Irons is
an obscure young machinist working for the New York Central Railroad, with a passion for
defending the rights of the oppressed. When we meet him, he has just won backwages for
downtrodden seamstresses by hiring a lawyer with his own meager earnings and bringing suit on
their behalf. As he exits the courthouse where the case was tried, the elated seamstresses gather
round to thank him. Just then, some of Martin’s friends from the railroad arrive, led by Nate
Travers. The men try to impress the women by singing of their glamorous careers. They are the
engineers, conductors, and firemen, known in the industry as the Running Trades. Martin joins
in the fun, singing of why the girls should avoid men of the running trades and choose a
shopman like him instead.
When the song ends, the beautiful Maeve O’Hanlan asks her plain friend Mary Brown to agree
that the men have made a good case. Mary demurs, saying she is not interested in anything New
York has to offer, but has her sights set on moving westward. She then sings a song about a place
she has heard is wonderful: Kentucky.
The men prepare to return to work, and Maeve, who is smitten with Martin, invites him to her
rooming house for tea. Martin hesitates, but receives encouragement from his friend Nate. Maeve
mentions that Mary will be there, too, and Martin accepts the invitation. A brief reprise of the

Running Trades clears the stage of all but Martin, who, as he exits, bumps into a small, dark,
bearded man headed for the courthouse. It is Jay Gould, with Jim Fisk and a retinue of lawyers.
Martin and Jay apologize to each other, without having any idea who the other is. Martin exits.
As Gould and the others enter the courthouse, a flashily dressed young woman rushes toward the
door just as it is closing. A young man standing nearby addresses her and introduces himself as
Ned Stokes. The woman is Josie Mansfield, an actress and the mistress of “Jubilee” Jim Fisk,
sometime business partner of Gould who has just entered the courthouse. Josie believes that Jim
has been neglecting her and is susceptible to Ned’s flattery. She lets on that Gould and Fisk are
attempting to corner the gold market and have even cut the president himself in on the deal. She
complains that Gould is a “horrible little man” and she can’t understand why he’s so famous.
Having overheard her remark, passersby sing The Wizard of Wall Street, which recounts the
story of how Gould beat out Vanderbilt for control of the Erie Railroad. The curtain closes on
scene one.
Scene Two: a few weeks later. On one side of the stage a slight, bespectacled man is setting up a
soapbox and easel with a sign advertising a lecture on “The Labor Question” by Terence
Powderly. Martin and his friend Nate enter from the other side. Seeing Martin with a small
bouquet of flowers, Nate guesses that he is off to see Maeve O’Hanlon. Without naming her,
Nate urges Martin to make his move soon, because if she is not receptive to Martin’s suit, Nate
wants a try at her. He explains that, out of respect for his brother railroad man, he has held off
courting her himself. Martin thanks him and assures him that he will attempt to bring matters to a
decisive pass. Just then the two friends catch sight of Powderly giving his lecture on top the
soapbox. They join the small crowd of men and women who have gathered around him.
Powderly sings Listen to Reason, explaining how with mutual respect labor and capital might
make peace. Strikes are to be avoided, workers should form cooperatives, and a certain secret
organization can help the working man achieve manhood and dignity. Martin is intrigued, but
Nate urges him to make his way to Maeve’s as soon as possible.
Scene Three: the sumptuous drawing room of Gould’s New York townhome. Gould and Fisk are
gloating over their impending corner of the gold market, which all depends on the government
not selling its gold reserves. Gould believes that he has successfully persuaded President Ulysses
S. Grant to keep government gold off the market by offering to cut him in on profits from the
corner. Set to musing generally about their business acumen, Fisk (and a trio of other
businessmen he has conjured up) sing Limited Liability, explaining that this feature of business
incorporation, which absolves the owners of personal responsibility for their company’s failures,
is the true secret of their success. Jay and Jim then lay out their strategy for the next day, which
requires them and their brokers to keep bidding gold prices up until they reach 150. Jim then
takes his leave. After he has gone, the butler shows in one of Gould’s associates who explains
that there has been a misunderstanding with President Grant: Far from agreeing to accept a bribe
for keeping gold off the market, he is hopping mad at the attempt and ready to order the
government to sell gold the next day. Jay realizes that all his careful planning will be ruined if
this happens. The action on stage freezes as Jay sings his inner thoughts in One Second
Thoughts. By the time the song is over, he has determined his course of action for the next day.
Action resumes and Jay presents a calm face to the world. The curtain closes on Scene Three.

Scene Four: Josie Mansfield enters in front of the curtain. She has been to Gould’s house to see
Fisk, but was turned away at Helen Gould’s orders because of her unwholesome reputation. Josie
begins Bad Girls, just as Fisk, who has learned of Helen Gould’s snub, comes running after her.
But Josie has lost all patience with Jim. Seeing an old acquaintance talking to a man, she hails
her and tells Jim to leave her alone. Josie and the acquaintance sing the remainder of Bad Girls
together. Jim leaves reluctantly. At this point, the man with whom the acquaintance was talking
approaches the women. We see that it is Ned Stokes. He greets Josie and they go off together,
leaving the acquaintance disappointed.
Scene Five: a tenement district of New York. Maeve O’Hanlan, Mary Brown, and Martin Irons
step out the door of a boarding house on to the stoop. Maeve leaves Mary and Martin alone as
she goes in to get some refreshment for the group. Martin now awkwardly attempts to propose
marriage to Mary. Mary is as surprised as anyone to learn that she, not the beautiful Maeve, is
the object of Martin’s affections. They sing together in the Courting Song. As Mary warms up
to the idea of Martin’s suit, the song transforms into the Love Duet. Mary agrees to become
Martin’s wife and he dashes off, promising to come on the next day. Maeve returns with the
refreshment to find Martin gone. Mary breaks the news to Maeve, who, hoping to win Martin for
herself, does not take it well.
Scene Six: the next day. Nate encounters Martin. Nate has just heard that Martin proposed to
Mary Brown, and believes that Martin stepped aside to allow him to court Maeve by pretending
that it was always Mary Brown he wanted. Martin denies this, but Nate cannot believe it. In his
delight and gratitude towards his friend, he sings Brothers, a song in which he pledges his
loyalty and friendship to Martin forever and vows that he will stand by Martin no matter what
happens. Martin joins in. As the song ends, a commotion is heard, and a small crowd enters and
hurries across the stage. One of the men says there is trouble at the stock exchange and someone
has jumped out a window. Martin and Nate join the crowd going to see what is happening and
they all exit.
The curtain rises on Scene Seven. It is the interior of the stock exchange. A crowd of men and
women are observing from a balcony. Below is a fountain with a golden dolphin spewing water.
A crowd of men surges around it shouting buy and sell orders at a man on a platform. Another is
writing prices for gold on a board. In the crowd is Fisk, steadily shouting orders to buy. The
price rises. Downstage, and off to the side is Gould. From time to time a broker approaches him
and he whispers something. The broker goes back out onto the floor. This is primarily a
choreographed scene, though as the bidding goes higher voices join in singing, “buy” or “sell.”
The music, based on The Wizard of Wall Street and One Second Thoughts, rises to a climax
— when a man rushes in and shouts “The government is selling! The government is selling
gold!” Pandemonium breaks out as sell orders take over. The price plummets and the action and
music whirl into a dizzy crescendo. Finally, it is over. A shell-shocked Jim Fisk approaches
Gould and asks him how he can remain calm in the face of such ruin. Gould explains that he is
not ruined: He has been selling gold to Fisk all day. The curtain closes on Act One.
Act Two
The second act of Iron & Gold takes place mostly in 1886. Jay Gould is now one of the richest,

most powerful — and most hated — men in America. He remains in New York. Martin Irons,
after a life of wandering from one failed pursuit after another, has ended up in Sedalia, Missouri,
where his old friend Nate Travers helped him get employment as a machinist for Gould’s
Missouri Pacific railroad.
Scene One, set in front of the curtain, is split between the Ironses’ home in Sedalia and the
Goulds’ home in New York. Mary Irons and Helen Gould enter their respective scenes and rail
about their dissatisfaction with their husbands. Mary is disappointed because Martin thinks only
of the well-being of others, while neglecting his own family. She sings The Specific Case. Helen
is unhappy because Jay thinks only of accumulating more wealth for his family, heedless of the
consequence of ignoring the needs of others, which results in growing hatred toward him and the
isolation of the Goulds. She sings The Common Good. As they reach a climax, the songs
dovetail with each other.
Martin enters on Mary’s scene and prepares to take his leave for a meeting of the Knights of
Labor, of which he is now “master workman” of District 101. Mary, finally driven over the edge,
threatens to leave him if he goes. Martin explains that the workers of the Missouri Pacific are in
desperate straits and it is his duty to help them. Defying her wishes, he leaves, and Mary resolves
to go back to Kentucky with their children, a place where she had once been happy. She exits.
In New York, Jay Gould now enters Helen’s scene and prepares to receive a visitor in his study.
Helen pleads for him to leave business aside for one night so that they might “go out.” Jay
explains that a labor crisis is brewing on the Missouri Pacific and he must meet with an associate
to discuss strategy. He exits, as Helen sadly realizes that it is now too late to “go out,” in more
ways than one. The stress of Jay’s notoriety in society has left her feeling tired and ill. She exits.
The curtain opens on Scene Two. Maintaining a split scene, we first see Martin Irons at the union
meeting in Sedalia. Workers are expounding their grievances, and some are openly calling for a
strike. They ask Martin to speak. He sings the Song for the Knights of Labor and urges all to
“join in the fight.” When a few workers then call for a strike, he counsels them to take their
grievances to management first, as strikes should only be a last resort. He calls on his friend
Nate, who is in attendance, to promise that the men of the running trades will back up the other
workers in their struggle. Nate promises they will do so.
On the other side of the stage — Gould’s New York study — Gould is meeting with “Hub”
Hoxie, his puppet executive in control of the Missouri Pacific. They are awaiting a telegram
from one of Gould’s spies, who has infiltrated the Knights organization and is due to report on
the outcome of the meeting by telegram that night. Gould orders Hoxie not to meet with the
union delegation and not to accept any written grievances. He tells Hoxie to restore the wage
cuts of the running trades men, but do what he likes with the others. He plans to maneuver the
union into calling a strike, which he knows he can win. He crows that he can “hire one half of the
working class to kill the other.” Gould and Hoxie sing Divide and Conquer. The curtain closes.
Scene Three: a few days later. A delegation of Knights has been issued passes by Hoxie to come
to St. Louis to discuss the workers’ grievances. However, when they arrive in St. Louis, Hoxie is
not “in.” The workers are told that he is at the railroad offices in Kansas City. Leaving one

delegate in St. Louis in case he returns, the others set out for Kansas City, only to find that Hoxie
has again eluded them. Running out of time, they leave frustrated. Poised in the center of the
stage, between the two “offices” and their respective secretaries, the delegation sings Mr. Hoxie
Isn’t In in which the secretaries eventually join. A man now enters and hands the delegate who
had been left in St. Louis a telegram from his wife. He reads it and exclaims that he has been
fired for his absence from work, even though he had leave to go, and his family is being evicted
from their company housing.
The curtain now opens on Scene Four, set in St. Louis’ Hurst Hotel. It is a few weeks later and
the executive board for District Assembly 101 of the Knights of Labor is meeting to determine
how to respond to Gould’s provocations. The locals have all voted and sent in the tally with their
representatives. A crowd of anxious workers waits to learn the results. They sing the Grievance
Song in which they tell of their plight.
Martin Irons, as district master workman, is in charge of the proceedings. One of the delegates
pulls him aside and confides that he believes the votes of the locals have been falsely reported to
favor a strike. But as Martin begins to suspect something is afoot, one of his sons shows up,
having traveled all night from Kentucky. Mary Brown Irons is dying and the son urges his father
to come quickly. Before Martin can arrange affairs so that he may accompany his son, one of the
delegates tells Irons that his presence is desired in one of the hotel rooms. Irons arrives at the
appointed room to find someone from the Knights whom he knows waiting for him. The man’s
face is not visible to the audience. Irons explains that he must leave his duties with someone else
and travel to Kentucky. The man says their meeting will not last long and pushes a paper over to
Irons, telling him to sign it. It is an order for the Knights to strike the Gould lines. Martin says he
will not sign and that he has doubts whether the members have voted for a strike. The man pulls
a gun on Irons and again demands that he sign the paper. Irons refuses. The man then explains
that no one will hear the shot when he pulls the trigger, that Irons’s body will be found
eventually and word will be put out that he has committed suicide rather than face the coming
strike, which will surely take place anyway. Again Irons resists. The man now takes a different
tack: “So sorry your wife is dying. You have children, do you not? Quite a few — is it six now
or seven? What will become of them if both their parents are dead?” Thinking of Mary’s plea to
him to “think of the specific case,” Martin succumbs and signs the document. At that point, the
man lifts a cane (we recognize it as the same cane that a man at the Sedalia meeting carried) and
raps loudly on the wall with it. Two large thuggish men enter the room at this signal. The
mysterious man says: “Take Mr. Irons to the station and accompany him to Kentucky to see his
wife.” The thugs hustle Martin out.
Meanwhile, a group of anxious workers and their families has gathered in front of the hotel. One
worker stands before them and explains that Brother Irons was called away, but has put his
signature to the paper he is holding. The worker reads the strike order. They take the news
grimly and reprise the Song for the Knights of Labor.
Scene Five takes place in front of the curtain. Irons is in Kentucky at Mary’s bedside. They sing
a song of farewell that recalls their Love Duet as well as Mary’s Kentucky. Martin explains that
he must get back to Missouri to lead the strike, but that he has come to ask her forgiveness that
their marriage did not turn out as she had hoped. He promises that the children will be cared for.

She dies. Irons gives his son some money and says he will be back to get them after the strike is
settled.
Scene Six takes place in various locations along the routes of the Missouri Pacific and Texas
Pacific railroads. Martin has returned to Kansas City to find the strike in progress. The first man
he meets is Nate. Irons asks if the running trades have come out in support of the strike. Nate
says no and explains that their wages were restored (unlike the other workers’) and they can’t
afford to get involved as they must think of their families. To the sounds of The Strike Song, we
then see a montage of more-or-less pantomimed strike scenes in different locations along the
line. Now and then a worker comes to Irons to report. “The guard has been called out in
Missouri.” “Workers are killing engines.” “Thugs who are not members are destroying company
property.” “Four people killed at Buttermilk Switch.” etc. Irons orders the Knights to respect the
property of the company. Irons receives word that Jay Gould wishes to meet with him.
Remembering the incident with Hoxie, Irons replies: “Tell Mr. Gould that I am in Kansas City.”
Meanwhile, in New York, Gould is holding a press conference. He claims to have been surprised
by the strike, that the workers never “communicated their grievances” to the company and that,
as far as he knows, this “Irons fellow” called out all the workers because a single man was fired
for being away from his post. He sympathizes with the public whose goods are not being
delivered, and with the striking workers who are suffering because of one man’s recklessness. A
telegram is brought to him. Gould reads out to the press that Irons has arrogantly refused to meet,
saying that “he is in Kansas City.” This, explains Gould, perfectly illustrates how unreasonable
the strikers are.
Next we see Terence Powderly, now General Master Workman of the entire Knights of Labor,
arrive in Kansas City as summoned by Irons. Irons tells him about the strike order and how by
the time he could renounce it, events were already in motion and it would have been fatal to
change. He tells Powderly he knows the strike is lost, tells him to go to Gould and get whatever
he can, and that he, Irons, will take all the blame. Again a montage of scenes takes place
pantomimed behind a scrim to the accompaniment of the Strike Song, which is beginning to
sound weaker and sadder.
In New York City, Powderly meets with Gould. Gould receives him cordially at home. He tells
Powderly that his hands are tied because he does not control the Missouri Pacific, being only one
member of its board of directors. Control is in the hands of Hoxie, the general manager of the
line. Gould gets Powderly to admit that he also has no control over the western workers and the
loose cannon that is Irons. He flatters Powderly that if all labor leaders were as reasonable as he,
Powderly, management and labor would find ways of working together. Seduced, Powderly joins
Gould in Men Like Us. He denounces Irons as a hothead, but nevertheless gets Gould to agree to
wire Hoxie to meet with the workers and arbitrate their grievances. Powderly in turn promises to
order the strikers back to work.
The scene shifts again to Kansas City, after another interlude of the Strike Song and pantomimes
showing various scenes from the strike. A worker hands Martin Irons a telegram from Powderly;
Gould has agreed to order Hoxie to enter arbitration and urges Irons to order the men back to
work. There is a brief flurry of optimism as Irons sends out an order for the workers to return to

work and a delegation to meet with Hoxie and start arbitration. In St. Louis Hoxie refuses to
meet with them, saying that he is willing to meet with a committee of workers in the service of
the company and to adjust their grievances, but that the men calling themselves Knights are no
longer employed and that he therefore need not meet with them. Hearing this, Irons declares that
the strike will continue. The action shifts back to Gould and Powderly in New York. Gould is
handed Hoxie’s telegram. He reads it and tells Powderly that the western Knights have
disobeyed Powderly’s order to return to work and that Hoxie therefore considers them
illegitimate and will not deal with them. Gould sympathizes with Powderly’s dilemma at having
rogue elements within his organization. He says that it seems the “present trouble” is really
between Powderly and Irons and not between the workers and the railroad. He again praises
Powderly for being a wise and sane labor leader and ushers him out, saying it is always a
pleasure to do business with him. Powderly, realizing that he has been had, rails that Gould could
end the strike and any blood spilled is on his hands. After Powderly is gone, Gould bursts into
laughter.
A final montage of strike scenes accompanies a last chorus of the Strike Song, now transformed
into a weak and melancholy whimper. In Kansas City, a group of former workers has occupied
Martin Irons’s office and is discussing the failure of the strike. The man with the cane is present
and makes charges that Irons was woefully incompetent and/or deliberately mismanaged the
strike. He also suggests that Irons embezzled money from the strike fund. Irons appears and is set
upon by the crowd, shouting angry epithets and threats. Martin retreats under a hail of abuse.
This is the end of Act II.
A short entr'acte with music ensues in the dark.
Epilogue
It is now 1892. Gould is mortally ill with tuberculosis, but has kept this a secret from the world
and even from his family. As the scene opens he is puttering in his famous greenhouse among his
rare orchids. As he muses, high on laudanum, he begins to hallucinate the images of people long
passed out of his life, including his old partner Jim Fisk, who was killed by a jealous Ned Stokes
shortly after the 1869 gold corner; “Hub” Hoxie, the man who did Gould’s bidding to break the
1886 strike and died shortly thereafter; his wife Helen, who died a few years prior; and finally
his older sister Polly, whose death when Gould was a child had shaped his character. Gould sings
with each in turn, and they with each other, in The Greenhouse Song. With Jim Fisk he recalls
the fun they had together in the early days and confesses to Jim that the only time he ever cried
was when Jim died. Gould thanks Hoxie for his loyal service and confides to him that he (Gould)
has kept Pinkerton detectives on the trail of Martin Irons now for six years with orders to reveal
his identity and hound him with false charges all the way to the mouth of hell. With Helen,
Gould laments that he can give his children everything but a good name, perhaps the most
important thing of all. Finally, Gould speaks with his sister Polly and, childlike, relives again his
anguish at losing her. As the scene ends, he calls his aides, one of whom is a doctor and one of
whom is now recognized as the man with the cane from earlier scenes, and orders them to
prepare his private railcar, the Atalanta, because he wishes to make one final trip to inspect his
railroads.

The curtain closes for a brief musical interlude. When it opens again, the scene is outside a
railroad station in some unnamed western town. A little fruit and nut stand is set up in front of it,
attended by a gray and stooped Martin Irons. Jay Gould enters, coughing uncontrollably. Not
recognizing him, Martin offers him some water, and Jay, not recognizing Martin, gratefully
accepts. Regaining his breath, Gould explains that he had to get away from his traveling
companions, so that they would not know he was ill. The men begin talking, each lamenting that
their lives have been blighted by an unknown pursuer. Martin talks of how he has had to move
from place to place, always persecuted and unable to work. Jay, in turn, talks of a different kind
of stalker: death. The men sympathize with each other’s plight in One Pitiless Foe. As the song
ends, Jay begins to cough again and Martin offers him an orange. The curtain falls.

The Genesis of Iron & Gold
Iron & Gold began as an idea Mark had in the early 1990s to write a musical or an opera about
Jay Gould. Lauren, in her customary role as naysayer, thought this was a bad idea, because
Gould was a villain and audiences wanted something “uplifting.” Rather than arguing that some
of the greatest musical dramas have been about villains (Don Giovanni, Boris Godunov, Faust,
Peer Gynt), Mark agreed that it would be best to counterpoise Gould with a more sympathetic
figure, and to add the element of contest that all good dramas need. Thus began the authors’
journey into the neglected world of labor history. (Interestingly, “labor history” seems to occupy
its own quiet niche in academia, ignored as a gold mine for good stories. Why is this?) A query
to a labor history listserv asking for laudable characters who fought with Gould brought us the
name of Terence Powderly, leader of the Knights of Labor. Mark absolutely nixed him as the
story’s hero. The name “Terence Powderly” alone is sufficiently risible but would be more so if
set to music. Was there not another name? This time a user suggested Martin Irons. Now here
was a name to reckon with! It was masculine and heroic, it was not unsingable, and in
juxtaposition with “Gould” it immediately conjured the two metals that built the railroads. And,
as luck would have it, the conflict between Gould and Irons specifically involved the railroads —
the glamour industry of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Even better for a story,
Irons was a true tragic hero who was ultimately ruined by Gould. (This was in contrast to
Powderly, who went on to have a respectable and fairly prosperous career well into the twentieth
century). We knew then that we had our story, and that it would not be a comedy.
More on Jay Gould
So much has been written and said about Jay Gould both before and
since his death in 1892 at the age of 56 that there is really no need to
attempt a biography here. A few excellent sources on his life are listed
below under Resources, or a brief biography may be found here
{http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jay_Gould}. However, we offer a
word here on the Jay Gould of our play. From the outset, we realized

that we could not make Jay Gould a mustache-twisting melodrama villain. He would have to
have depth and redeeming human qualities. Fortunately, Gould was a complex character, an
intense mix of good and bad qualities. Unfortunately, however, in Gould’s case the good
qualities often amplified, rather than ameliorated, the bad ones.
Jay Gould was very much a “self-made” man. He was born into a farming family of limited
means, the last of six children and the only son. Death was a frequent visitor to the Gould family,
taking away his mother when he was six, and later his beloved sister Polly. As the youngest child
(until his father’s remarriage brought more children into the family) with five sisters, Jay was
coddled and adored. He was a small and frail boy for whom farming was clearly not an
appropriate calling. But he had a sharp intelligence distinguished by an ability to conjure creative
solutions — what we call today “thinking outside the box.”
Gould was ambitious from an early age to make a mark and be successful, perhaps to prove
himself a “man” in his feminized family; to vanquish his father, who was decidedly a failure in
business; or possibly, as we suggest to escape death. On the good side of the ledger, even at the
height of his wealth and influence, Gould never forgot where he came from. He was never a
snob. When his wife Helen, who was decidedly a social snob, raged over their son’s choice of an
actress to be his wife, Jay defended the girl, saying that she worked honestly to better herself and
he respected that.
On the other hand, like many self-made men, Gould tended to dismiss less successful men as
inferiors who deserved their fate. The fact that men like himself had, by gaming the system,
made it harder for other men to succeed did not seem to occur to him. And the idea that working
men might attempt to concentrate labor power to counter the power of capital was to Gould an
outrageous proposition, so far out of bounds that it needed to be crushed. Gould gave no quarter
to his enemies, whether they were rival robber barons or labor agitators. If he felt someone had
crossed him (as he considered Martin Irons had done) he spared no expense to utterly destroy
that man. It was not enough merely to win the contest. Gould had a vindictive streak.
Gould was equally focused and driven in his pursuit of wealth. He was a master — arguably the
first master — of corporate finance, a concept still in its infancy. Beginning as a common Wall
Street speculator, a chance investment put him on the board of the Erie Railroad, where he
quickly learned that it was much easier to amass wealth from inside the system than from
outside. (Gould and his partner Jim Fisk left the Erie so stupendously indebted that it didn’t pay a
dividend for another 69 years.)
Though his later career lacks the drama of his early exploits with the Erie or the Gold Corner,
Gould’s mature techniques were scarcely less effective. A favorite technique had Gould ordering
some of his companies to deal with other of his companies on such absurdly favorable terms that
the disfavored companies were gradually bled dry to the benefit of the favored ones. Gould then
milked the favored companies of their profits for his own benefit. Of course, such
mismanagement often drove the disfavored companies into bankruptcy. So much the better for
Gould: Very often the court-ordered receivers were his men, enabling him to continue
controlling those companies without the formality of having to deal with a board or with
shareholders. This is, in fact, is the situation that existed in 1886, when Gould boosted the profits

of the Missouri Pacific — the jewel in his railroad system, and one in which he was the major
shareholder — at the expense of his other roads, especially the Texas Pacific, which was forced
into the hands of government receivers who took their orders from Gould.
Gould seems to have had little interest in what the companies he controlled did. Although he
once told an interviewer that he “liked to see how machines run” when asked about his interest in
railroads, this does not seem to be true. He did not seem to have any scientific or mechanical
curiosity that did not have as its purpose the making of money. It is doubtful that Gould had any
idea how railroad engines or telegraph machines actually worked, even though he was one of the
largest railroad barons and controlled the Western Union Telegraph Company. In later years, it
appears that he even lost interest in how companies were managed. He was famous for ordering
a certain result (e.g., raise profits), while leaving the means to do so in the hands of his paid
managers. When informed that passengers on one of his Texas railroads were complaining that
the roofs of the cars leaked for want of maintenance, he allegedly suggested that they carry
umbrellas (Grodinsky 1981, 403). He wanted his companies to make money — period. This does
not mean that he merely sat back and allowed the dividends to roll in. On the contrary, he was
totally immersed in details about the businesses — but this intense concentration was almost
exclusively devoted to strategies regarding how to use control over those companies to acquire
more companies and capital.
The result was a railroad empire that caused many in the business world to recoil, including the
unnamed author of a New York Times story from January 18, 1885, about a year before our Act
2 begins: “Not one of these (five) companies can put out a report which commands confidence;
some scarcely pretend to give reports; two are bankrupt; a third is not far from it; a fourth is
flourishing amid ruin with a fictitious appearance of prosperity, and its stock, while quoted at a
high figure in the market, no one dares touch; the fifth, nominally controlled by the government,
which built it, has contributed to our history little more than a record of scandals and corruption.
Everywhere the lines run, they mark bankruptcy, fraud, deception; there is no sound spot
anywhere, because far as they run to north and south and wide as they stretch from east to west, a
single hand is over them all, under whose blighting shadow everything rots.” (Grodinsky 1981,
425)
In manner, Gould was quiet and reserved, rarely raising his voice. He had the poker player’s gift
of remaining calm even as he rode a roller coaster of events. He kept a courteous demeanor at all
times. Gould was also a tremendously hard worker, frequently driving himself beyond what his
rather fragile constitution could bear.
Was Gould greedy? Most certainly. But it was an odd sort of greed. He had no petty vices,
neither tobacco nor alcohol nor the roulette table. He did not chase women. He did not delight in
fancy trappings or baubles. He seemed rather indifferent to the luxury with which he surrounded
himself and his family, living in fact a rather ascetic life. At the same time, Gould was no miser.
He did spend freely on the good things of life, building himself a handsome mansion and
maintaining a fine townhome. He purchased a yacht and private railcar (The Atalanta was the
name of both {PS: link to Atalanta material, below}). He took expensive trips abroad. He
lavished the best material comforts on his family. But he did not seem to crave these things
himself.

While Gould did not have petty vices, he also had few noble “vices.” Although biographies
mention that he had a collection of paintings, it does not seem to have been something he spent
much time considering. He had no interest in the theater or in music. He wasn’t particularly
interested in higher education, having not gone to college himself. He had a limited appreciation
for the beauties of nature, only occasionally allowing himself a trip to sightsee. He was not
interested in philosophy, and was not religious. (Incidentally, Jay Gould was not Jewish, as a
popular misconception holds. He was a tepid Presbyterian all his life.)
Gould also did not crave the respect of society. In business, he found that being hated and feared
was at worst an inconvenience and at best an advantage. Some say he cultivated his fearsome
reputation, leaving uncontested such rumors about himself as that he was heartless or even in
league with the devil. He was indifferent to the fact that he was shunned by high society,
preferring instead the quiet nest of his immediate family.
Gould had only an oblique interest in political power — a commodity that was the ultimate goal
of many other celebrated moneymakers. Gould wanted only the assurance that the laws stayed
favorable for the schemes he needed to make more money, and he was prepared to purchase
those laws. However, he had no particular ideological bent beyond that.
In short, Gould was not interested in what money could buy. Gould seemed to be interested in
money for money’s sake. He was obsessed with the most abstract of abstractions and thus lived
in a world that was not real. The abstraction of money dropped a veil — as it does for all who
crave it too much — between him and genuine experience in the real world. One could even pity
Gould for this handicap, but for the grief his obsessive pursuit of money caused for other people.
The only extravagance of note that Gould indulged in was the collection of exotic plants —
particularly orchids. His home, Lyndhurst, boasted the largest interior greenhouse of any home in
America. Yet Gould seemed content merely to buy the specimens he sought. He did not himself
collect them. There are, however, descriptions of him puttering among the flowers and enjoying
them for their beauty and own sakes, especially after a hard day of wheeling and dealing. The
image is more poignant when one knows that this was just about the only contact Gould had with
the world outside his family.
Yes, it might be said that what Gould sought was not the money itself, but the thrill of the chase
— the excitement of the game it took to acquire it. There is some truth to this observation. No
one who reads the tale of how Gould and Fisk wrested control of the Erie Railroad from
Cornelius Vanderbilt can escape an infectious sense of play, thrill of derring-do, and thorough
exuberance that must have pumped up these two young men during that episode. And later raids
and exploits had their share of excitement as well, including those that did not end well for
Gould, such as the Gold Corner. There is no question that Jay Gould had more than a knack for
creative business ventures. He had a cunning brilliance and panache that one cannot help but
admire.
Yet even so, a game that must finally boil down to a fix of adrenaline for an addict is not a
healthy habit to cultivate. If Gould was addicted to the game of making money, he was

nevertheless an addict with all the pathology that the term implies.
In recent years, a spate of biographies of Gould and other robber barons have sought to present
them in a more favorable light. Gould’s reformation began with Julius Grodinsky’s 1957 study
of Gould’s business career. Grodinsky, though highly critical of Gould’s ethics and methods,
concluded that on balance he benefited society because his policies frequently led to much lower
railroad rates (though Grodinsky points out that Gould used rate-cutting primarily as a device to
achieve monopoly power, at which time his rates skyrocketed).
Gould’s most recent biographers — Maury Klein and Edward Renehan — go further. We now
know that Gould could be a generous man, that he treated his servants and associates well, and
that he even gave to charity. This is true. But Gould’s generosity stopped at the boundary of his
“tribe.” If he had accepted a person into his circle, Jay Gould exhibited generosity to that person,
although what recipients of modest means might term “generous” was probably a trifle to a man
as wealthy as Gould. On the other hand, people who did not belong to his family and accepted
associates were nonexistent to Gould, mere tools to manipulate in the making of money. To
Gould, other investors in his companies were chumps to be milked. Gould also used his inside
knowledge about the activities of his companies to trade their stocks for his own profit. In a
famous example, Union Pacific president Jay Gould announced that his railroad was not
renewing a large contract with a shipping company, Pacific Mail. Pacific Mail stock plunged on
the announcement, at which time it was scooped up by private citizen Jay Gould. Union Pacific
president Jay Gould then announced that he’d changed his mind, and netted two or three million
dollars on the subsequent rise in stock price of the Pacific Mail. Gould was the inspiration for
many stock market regulations.
Did Jay Gould give to charity? The evidence is that he did. He gave anonymously, both from
modesty and out of fear that the press would malign him over the size or even existence of such
gifts if they got wind of them — so there is no way of knowing how wide his charitable streak
was. His daughter Helen became a well-known philanthropist, so there must have been some
charitable urge in the family; but Gould’s will left everything to his children. There were no gifts
to charities whatsoever.
Given the picture of Gould as a money-driven schemer, one might ask whether he was able to
form meaningful relationships. Perhaps surprisingly, the answer is a resounding yes: Gould was
able to give and receive love. What is more interesting is that he seemed to have been quite good
at “reading” others for their motivations and feelings. Again, however, he often put this good
trait into the service of making money, as he was able to determine what his rivals expected or
desired and then use the knowledge to defeat them. It is clear, for example, that he used Terence
Powderly in this way. Sensing that Powderly was a rather vain man who was awed by being
given a seat in the corridors of power and influence with his Knights of Labor organization,
Gould used this knowledge to flatter Powderly into a misstep during the 1886 Southwest Strike.
But Gould also had a few genuine close friends whom he truly loved and valued. First among
these is Jim Fisk. It’s reported that when Fisk was fatally shot, Gould shed tears — the only
record of his having ever done so. And although Gould’s marriage into old society money may
have been initially motivated by the good it could do him in the business world, he genuinely

came to love Helen Miller, the timid and homely girl who became his wife. Moreover, Gould
achieved a coup of sorts in gaining Helen’s father’s consent to the marriage. Although he was a
young man of limited means at the time, he impressed the Miller patriarch with his
resourcefulness and affection for his daughter. When his children came (six in all) Gould was a
genuinely loving — even doting — father. However, he spent very little time with them when
they were growing up. He was too busy driving himself with work to attend to them, and often
returned home long after they had gone to bed. Even when he was physically present, however,
he was often preoccupied with business matters and beyond interaction with anyone, as Maury
Klein relates in this description of dinner at the Gould home:
At dinner he sat with bowed head, sometimes too exhausted or preoccupied to
utter a single word, picking indifferently at the plate before him. “Watching him,”
Alice Snow [a niece] wrote, “I used to wonder if he knew what he was eating.”
Helen enforced strict silence at the table and saw to it that servants “melted from
view as though through mysterious trap-doors when their functions had been
performed.” (Klein 1986, 212)
Then the after-dinner scene:
In the evening, after kissing the children good-night when they filed in at bedtime,
he puttered with his flowers or curled up with a book in his library. Yet leisure
could not hold him even in the evening. There were always “blue jays” [memos to
agents and employees] to write, associates to visit or receive, projects to
contemplate, decisions to make, a hundred details pressing his weary brain for
attention before the wars resumed next morning. (ibid.) (emphasis added;
obviously the children were sequestered from their father until their ritual
goodnight routine)
Klein further notes: “With a strict eye [Helen] supervised the household in such a way that no
detail intruded on Jay unless he wished it, which he rarely did.”
As the children grew older, particularly the boys, Gould spent more time with them training them
in the art of business so that they could take over his empire. Near the end of his life, Gould
lamented that, although he gave his children much, he could not give them a good name, and this
was a great regret.
Ultimately, it appears that Jay Gould was a sensitive person with a great capacity to love. That
this was overlain with and buried by an obsessive drive to gain wealth was the great tragedy of
the man. And though he felt affection and love toward those close to him, he seemed utterly
incapable of expanding his boundaries of self to embrace the unknown “other” as a human being
deserving of respect and consideration.
One more note: It would be wrong to think of Jay Gould’s pathology as historically unique. At a
time before corporate law was able to shield the string-pullers behind layers of holding
companies, Jay Gould was the face of unbridled capitalism, and hence a living lightning rod for
the rage of those it exploited and left behind. Surely his greed was no greater than legions of

modern corporate moguls who have managed to keep their identities and machinations hidden.
Jay Gould in His Own Words
Jay Gould was a famously taciturn man. He gave few interviews in his lifetime and wrote even
less about himself for public consumption. Although numerous biographies report that Gould
regularly wrote affectionate letters to his wife when he was away from home, the Gould estate
has apparently made very few of them public. The following is a sampling of a few quotations by
Gould himself and others who reported what Gould had said.
A school essay by a fourteen-year-old Jay Gould:
“Honesty Is the Best Policy”
By this proposition we mean that to be honest; to think honest; and to have all our
actions honestly performed, is the best way, and most accords with precepts of
reason. Honesty is of a self-denying nature, to become honest it requires selfdenial; it requires that we should not acquaint ourselves too much with the world;
that we should not associate with those of vulgar habits; also, that we should obey
the warnings of conscience.
If we are about to perform a dishonest act, the warnings of conscience
exert their utmost influence to persuade us that it is wrong and we should not do
it; and, after we have performed that act this faithful agent upbraids us for it; this
voice of conscience is not the voice of hunger; but a voice, gentle and impressive;
it does not force us to comply with its request; while at the same time it reasons
with us, and brings forth arguments in favor of right; . . .(reproduced in Klein
1986, 22)
From a letter by the young Gould as he gets his start in the tanning business:
“I’ve come to realize that it is the merchants who command the true power in this
industry. The tanner appears to take the greatest share of capital, but merely
processes that capital, his expenses being extensive, his risk real, and his labor
heavy. The shippers deal with the next largest sums, but again have extensive
expenses and much work to do. The brokers, meanwhile, take what seems the
smallest share but is in fact the largest. Theirs is nearly pure profits made on the
backs of the shippers and the tanner, never their hands dirty.” (quoted in Renehan
2004, 55. Gould subsequently became a broker.)
In a letter to his friend James Oliver, as a young family man, Gould writes:
“We are at a moment where there is a particular, inevitable future waiting to be
made. I see things very, very clearly. I feel inspired with an artist’s conception.
Divine inspiration? I cannot say. But my road is laid out before me in the plainest
of ways. . . . but also the meaning that is family: a wife and child to fight wars and

build castles for. Now that I am at this place, it is a puzzlement to me how I
endured before. Everything prior seems to have been boxing in the dark, scraping
without reason. Now I have my road to walk and my reason for walking it. Now
the pieces fit, and this thing ambition is no longer blind but divine, a true and
noble and necessary path.” (quoted in Renehan 2004, 87)
From a letter to his wife Helen of July 1879 when he was in Geneva:
“I wish I had you here with me now. I would give all this beautiful scenery for a
few kisses & embraces—my only consolation is that when I get home I shall have
all I want of them, which will be not a few, so you must not disappoint me.”
(quoted in Klein 1986, 213).
From an interview in later years:
“I have the disadvantage of not being sociable. Wall Street men are fond of
company and sport. A man makes $100 thousand there and immediately buys a
yacht, begins to drive fast horses, and becomes a sport generally. My tastes lie in
a different direction. When business hours are over I go home and spend the
remainder of the day with my wife, my children and books of my library. Every
man has natural inclinations of his own. Mine are domestic. They are not
calculated to make me particularly popular on Wall Street, and I cannot help
that.” (quoted in Renehan 2004, 189)
On the assassination of President Garfield:
“No man is safe from the ultimate theft.” (quoted in Renehan 2004, 254)
On his difficulties with labor, opining that the worst sort of workers were behind strikes:
“Your best men do not care how many hours they work. They are looking to get
higher up; either to own a business of their own, or to get higher in the ranks.”
(Renehan 2004, 279)
In a letter to his children:
“I am devoted to you children. I want the world for you all and happiness for you
all. I much fear that I will be able to leave [you] everything but a good name.”
(quoted in Renehan 2004, 258).
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More on Martin Irons
Martin Irons seems to have been congenitally predisposed to
coming to the defense of the weak. This was apparent at an early
age, if one credits Irons’s own account of his life, which can be
read below. A natural leader of men and movements, he was not
apparently cut out for family life, coming up a dismal failure in
that department. Because so little information exists about Martin
Irons, the best introduction to the man is probably the following
essay, which he wrote himself.
Martin Irons in His Own Words
[The following is reproduced from “My Experience in the Labor Movement,” by Martin Irons,
which appeared in Lippincott’s Magazine, June 1886, pp. 618-627.]
I was born in Dundee, Scotland, March 1, 1832, and employed my early leisure in growing. My
growth was not so much in height as in breadth. Though short in stature, my weight soon reached
a good round figure, I developed considerable strength, and became quite a sturdy leader among
my playmates.
As far back as I can remember, I always felt a keen, innate hatred for the injustice so
persistently meted out to the weak by the strong; and many a youthful riot have I incited among
my playmates at the discovery of some glaring piece of cruelty or oppression. “You wouldn’t do
that if Martin Irons was here,” was said a thousand times. I have suffered frequent insult without
a thought of retaliation or revenge; but when the same insult has been offered one of my weaker
friends I was ready to take up the cudgels at once.
One of our neighbors had a son of large frame and brutal nature, who was proud to
consider himself a “bully,” and made constant raids on marbles, tops, or any other toys he might
fancy that belonged to smaller boys. “Big Sam,” as he was called, one day discovered several
little boys in an open lot playing top. Selecting the nicest top in the ring, he cooly proceeded to
walk away. The little fellows were “spunky,” and showed fight; but Sam threw himself on them
and pinned two to the ground. A third one came running into our yard, exclaiming, “Mart! Mart!
Big Sam’s got Jerry and Phil down, and is stealing their tops! Come quick!” Now, Sam would
outweigh me by fifteen pounds, and was larger and stronger. But I forgot everything in the
moment of indignation except that Jerry and Phil were being imposed on. Catching sight of me,
Sam released the boys and prepared to meet me. As I rushed upon him, he dealt me a terrible
blow that knocked me down and rolled me over. Then he sprang forward to fall upon me, but his

foot caught in a tangled coil of old wire, and he fell. In an instant I was up. His feet had become
so entangled in the wire that he could not move them. I seized both his hands, drew them over
his head as he lay on his back, and held them to the ground. I told Phil and Jerry to pound him
while I held him down. I knew my advantage, and determined to cure his bullyism. Jerry and
Phil took turns at hammering him with their fists until he yelled most lustily. I let every small
boy in the crowd give him a good pounding and made him acknowledge that each had “licked”
him. On his giving his promise never again to impose on a boy smaller than himself, I released
him. I am glad to say that Sam kept his word, and was ever after that a resolute champion of
weaker and smaller boys, and a faithful friend of mine. I always felt, however, that it was the
fortunate circumstance of that snarl of wire that cured Sam; and this, too, has led me to believe
that every effort in after-life which I put forth in the betterment of my fellow-men has been
seconded by some providential circumstance which perchance has been the real factor in my
success.
I was fourteen years of age when, with my parents, I landed in New York and saw my
first Yankee and my first black man. The Yankee had sold the black man a “yaller dog” for a
shilling, the dog persisted in following the Yankee, and the black man wanted the money
refunded. Then the white man ran away, and the dog followed him. I soon learned this to be an
old trick, played alike on black or white, and ever since I have had an aversion to a man who
owns a “yaller dog.”
Shortly after my arrival in New York I entered a machine-shop as an apprentice, doing
the customary chores about the shop and helping the journeymen. Our foreman was a course,
rude, and overbearing man, who seemed to think men were best ruled by profanity and faultfinding. I soon learned to hate him with all the powers of my nature, all the more because of his
seeming determination to render one little, pale, cowering machinist as miserable as possible.
The little man was really a good mechanic, faithful and industrious, but he trembled like a leaf
before the foreman’s unreasonable criticism and constant threats of discharge. The foreman had a
habit of standing about six feet from the little man and glowering upon him like a personified
Fury. Although I was only a boy, I determined that I would avenge the little machinist, who was
a favorite with everybody save his taskmaster. Immediately over the spot where the foreman was
in the habit of standing to overawe and abuse my little friend was a girder to which the shafthangers were attached. One day at noon, when the hands were all out at dinner, I obtained an old
oyster-can and filled it with black oil from the bolt-cutter. Climbing up to the girder, I placed the
can on the edge, so that a mere touch would knock it over. I then set a trigger, to which I attached
a black thread. This I ran over another girder and down the wall to near where I was at work, so
that the least jerk of the thread would upset the can and spill the oil. It was not fifteen minutes
after the blast of the one-o’clock whistle when the foreman pounced upon my little friend like a
tiger for not having two days’ job done in six hours. The eyes of every man in the shop were
turned on him as he stood there scowling and swearing. I reached for my thread, and in a
moment he was drenched in a shower-bath of oil. I was working very industriously. All eyes
were instantly turned to work; no one dared to smile; no one saw what happened but the little
man, who was almost paralyzed with fear. But the profanity ceased. The foreman looked
unutterable fury, but, in his rage, feeling that he could not do justice to the occasion, was
speechless. Gathering a lot of waste, he wiped away as much of the oil as he could, and went to
the engine-room to wash. While he was away I drew the black thread down. Though he made a
careful investigation of the scene of the accident, he never discovered where the oil came from.
But afterwards he avoided that spot and treated my little man with less cruelty. I did not delight

in malicious mischief, but rather sought to inflict instructive mishaps on those whose position
placed them above the reach of reason or force.
I was very painfully impressed about this time by the discovery of the treatment meted to
poor women who earned their bread, and sometimes bread for several children or even a crippled
husband, by plying their needle from early morning till late at night. In order to obtain work at
all, they were compelled to beg from store to store for the pitiful privilege of making shirts at
five cents apiece; and their anxiety was so great that the merciless manufacturer would
encourage a cut-throat rivalry among them in order to force the price lower still. Besides this, I
learned that often after a poor weak woman had finished a dozen shirts the soulless employer
would find fault about a few missed stitches and discount half her pay.
I shall never forget one instance that came under my knowledge. A poor young creature
had been deserted by a brutal husband. She was left with a sweet little girl of fifteen months,
which was pining away with consumption. Her work was binding shoes; and by incessant toil
she had kept the wolf from the door and provided for her dying babe. She had frequently
moistened its parched and fevered lips with juice squeezed from an orange. One day, when she
had almost completed work enough to earn fifty cents, she suddenly discovered a great change
had taken place in the child. She knew it was death. One little wasted hand was lifted, as if to
plead for the orange; but orange she had none, nor money with which to buy it. Hastily
summoning a neighbor to watch her babe, she ran to the store with what work was completed
and told the story of her dying child. She wanted a few pennies to buy the orange before it was
too late for the little fevered lips to taste again. She was refused unless all the work were
completed and brought in. She hastened home, and, with flying fingers and aching heart,
completed her task. But on returning to the store she was again refused, because through her
blinding tears she had missed a stitch or two. With bleeding heart she returned to the bedside of
her babe. Its lips were discolored, its eyes were glazed, its spirit had fled.
When I heard the story of that mother’s woe, I registered a vow to be among the first in
coming years to help humanize men and debrutalize those that have power over the weak.
On another occasion, learning of a clothing-dealer who was in the habit of systematically
refusing, on flimsy pretexts, to pay his seamstresses after their work was done, threatening at the
same time to refuse them work altogether if they made any complaint, I gathered the evidence in
about thirteen cases, employed a lawyer at my own expense, and compelled the payment of the
full amount due, together with a large bill of costs. I afterwards went to the store and told the
dealer that, no matter to whom he gave work, I should watch him and bring suit in every case of
injustice. I never had any more complaints. This was during my apprenticeship, and, as my pay
was very small, my field of operations was necessarily limited.
Once out of my apprenticeship, I left the shop where I had learned my trade, hoping to
find an employer or foreman who at least recognized ordinary manhood in men. Seeing an
advertisement for a machinist in a daily paper, I started out to answer it. When I arrived at the
place, I found not less than twenty applicants for the position. I soon discovered that the foreman
was utterly unprincipled. He had set a man to work for an hour at a job, at the end of which time
another man was to take the job for another hour, and so on through the twenty,—each man
being told to call again at a certain fixed time. A choice was to be made after the twenty had
passed the testing ordeal. I saw that his object was to get twenty hours’ work without pay, and I
resolved to spoil that game at once. Leaving with the nineteen, I made an appointment to meet
the unsuccessful ones at a given place after the trial-hours were over. It so happened that, as I
was the last man to apply for the job, I was the last to be tried. It so happened, also, that I proved

the successful applicant in the end. At the appointed time I met the other nineteen men and
instructed them each to go to the foreman on the following day and demand pay for one hour’s
work. This they did, and were refused, the foreman claiming that they were not employed, but
were simply applying for employment, during their test-hour. Next day there were nineteen suits
filed for nineteen separate hours’ work. The costs and lawyers’ fees cost the concern over one
hundred and twenty dollars. I devoted two weeks’ wages to feeing a lawyer to prosecute the case,
and never paid a bill so cheerfully in my life. The foreman was discharged when the concern
learned of the suits; but it was never known that I was the instigator of the prosecution.
After working several weeks, and receiving pay regularly every Saturday night, it was
announced that henceforward payments would only be made semi-monthly. No complaint arose,
and all went well for several weeks, when another announcement was made that payments in
future would be made once a month. I protested strongly against this, but my shopmates cowered
with fear, and said that if we complained we should all be discharged. I was indignant at my
employers and I was indignant at the men, but was compelled to nurse my wrath because of the
slavish fear of my shopmates. My employers boasted that they were doing a cash business. They
required cash, or its equivalent, for all work as soon as it was done, and yet they were forcing a
loan from their employees to the end of each month for all pay earned since its beginning, and
the employees dared not complain, for fear of discharge.
Thus early in my mechanical history I began to realize the fearful bondage of the white
slavery that prevailed around me. I have known men to work for employers who would never
pay in full, but put the men off with a dollar or two at a time, keeping them in constant fear of
discharge, and threatening to black-list them if discharged; and all the time the men were paying
heavy interest on debts which the money due them would have liquidated. I have seen men
begging piteously at the store for a little credit when their pay was long overdue, and who
scarcely dared demand that pay, for fear of discharge. I felt a deep desire within me to
emancipate my fellow-workmen from their wage-bondage, more intolerable, it seemed to me,
than the involuntary bondage of the Southern black.
Disgusted with the cringing cowardice of my shopmates, I determined to seek some other
field, in hope of finding more tolerant employers and more independent men. I boarded a vessel
bound for New Orleans, and was soon out on the shoreless ocean, breathing an atmosphere of
royal liberty that seemed unknown upon the shore. But even here I found the blight of man’s
inhumanity to man. The mate of the vessel, like too many of his class, was coarse and brutal. His
language was revolting,—never a sentence without an oath, not even a jest without profane and
obscene embellishments. On the second day of our voyage I saw him approach a sailor who was
washing in a bucket of water, and with an outburst of profanity demand the bucket. “Yes, sir; in
a minute,” said the sailor. Whereupon the mate seized the bucket and threw the contents in the
face of the astonished sailor. I was seized with an immediate impulse to punish the brute, and
before I took a second thought had landed my fist directly under his left ear. He staggered and
fell upon the bucket, the wire bail of which cut a deep gash in his cheek. All this was witnessed
by the captain and the carpenter. They seized me and placed me in irons. The mate seemed to
enjoy the statement that Irons was in irons much more than he did the memory of why I was
placed there. After a few hours’ confinement I was released; and during all the remainder of the
voyage, as the men told me afterwards, the mate was more like a man than ever before. When I
inquired why they submitted to such indignities, I was told that resistance would be mutiny, no
matter how gross the outrage they suffered, and mutiny might mean death. Under the
interpretation of law as rendered in courts of justice, when a sailor is hired by a ship’s

commander he is bought for the time being, soul and body.
All these things kept working like leaven in my soul; my thoughts by day and my dreams
by night were about the subdued and broken spirits of my fellow-workmen. Like the youth
whose “banner with the strange device” was inscribed “Excelsior,” I wanted to swing out a
banner on some mountain-top with the inscription, “Emancipation for the white slaves of
America and the world.” Swinging banners on mountain-tops was all very nice to think about,
but my rôle seemed to be more in the line of knock-down facts. So I went on my way, trying to
inspire men to be more independent and self-assertive, believing as I did that manly self-respect
would insure the respect of others more than truckling subserviency of spirit.
On landing in New Orleans, I was directed to Carrollton, six miles away, and there found
no difficulty in obtaining employment. This time my boss proved to be a genial fellow, easygoing, but fond of liquor, which frequently unmanned him. Inattention to business had permitted
disorder and dilapidation to creep in everywhere. Tools were worn out and broken down, custom
was impaired, and everything was going to ruin. After a few weeks’ struggling to work with
broken tools, the proprietor placed me in charge of the shop and the men, and, seeing that I
developed some business tact, gave me permission to put the tools in repair and bring order out
of chaos. To this task I applied myself with so much energy that within a year I had a wellregulated shop, good mechanics, and contented and industrious men. But a new trouble arose.
Seeing his business increasing, and feeling relief from the care of men and material, my master
plunged into dissipation and gambling to such an extent as to absorb all the business profits. Payday frequently found him without funds to meet his pay-roll or supply material for further use.
And I began to reason again. Here were skilled and intelligent men, creators of values, recreators
of earth’s crude materials, coining wealth with muscle and brain, both of which are priceless,
only that their coinage might be scattered or squandered by one who lent neither brain nor brawn
to its production. I felt there was fearful injustice in the business economy that ordered this
manifest inequality of compensation for physical and mental outlay. True, there was ten
thousand dollars invested in the business. But the statutes said money should be worth not more
than ten per cent. The proprietor was no doubt entitled to a thousand dollars’ return on his
capital. I was paid nine hundred dollars for my skill and labor for one year, which amount was
ten per cent. on nine thousand dollars. Ten other men were paid an average of six hundred
dollars each, which altogether was ten per cent. on sixty-nine thousand dollars. According to
legislative wisdom, this was the value of our capital invested in that concern. The net product of
the business, without deducting wages, was twelve thousand dollars, leaving a clear income for
the owner of the capital invested in shop and tools of five thousand one hundred dollars, after
meeting the pay-roll,—fifty-one per cent. for doing nothing and simply owning the instruments
with which labor and intelligence created wealth. And, seeing that wealth squandered in riot and
dissipation while many of my fellow-workmen went to their homes and families in tattered garb
or strove to maintain a large family in comfort on the pittance doled out to patient skill and
unremitting toil, I determined to no longer lend my ability to create the means for my employer’s
debauchery.
I had now been for several years with this concern, and had accumulated a little means. I
returned to New Orleans, and embarked in the grocery-business. Here I made the mistake that
hundreds of better men have made before me. Thinking that success in machinery meant success
anywhere, full of confidence in myself, I invested my money in a business the primary elements
of which I had yet to learn. Between ill-advised purchases and too great a desire to sell, I soon
had my shelves filled with unsalable goods and my books with unpaid accounts. I had not the

heart to refuse credit to the poor who solicited a little indulgence for a few days, or until a payday that was always coming but never came. Any pitiful story of wrong or oppression would so
enlist my sympathies that I could be imposed upon; and I learned too late that my weakness was
traded upon by every dead beat within half a mile of my store. To prevent a worse fate, I sold out
my remaining stock, settled with my creditors as best I could, and, with my self-esteem badly
demoralized, set out for Lexington, Kentucky. Here I found employment for a time in a ropefactory, but eventually drifted back to my own trade and found myself in a machine-shop. The
men were all required to work twelve hours a day, and sometimes fifteen, receiving only the
same pay per hour that was given for the standard ten hours of the day. After enduring this for
several months, I began to agitate the question among the men of asking the proprietor to grant
us ten hours each day and employ more men. For this purpose they appointed me a committee to
present the matter to the employer. I had no sooner stated my errand to the “boss” than I was
very curtly informed that he proposed to run his business to suit himself, and that any one who
was not pleased with his manner of doing business could quit at his pleasure. Piqued and
wrathful, I returned to my shopmates, and made my report with all the embellishments that my
state of mind could suggest. The result was that each man resolved to take the boss at his word.
Each packed his kit and left.
There are always a few inferior men idle who are ready to drop into any vacant place and
work at any slavery that will afford them bread and beer; and our employer soon found about
one-third of a force by whose aid he could turn out about one-fifth of the usual work. We
succeeded in passing the word among skilled mechanics, and no good men applied for work. As
a result, at the end of thirteen days the boss sent me word that we might all return to work at ten
hours per day, and he would use the men already engaged to do the extra work necessitated by
shorter hours.
Exasperated with the men who had “scabbed” during our strike, we refused to go to work
while they were in the shop. We agreed, however, to furnish all the good men needed, and when
everything was satisfactorily arranged we returned to work. This was my first strike. As
Lexington was then a small place, with few machinists in it, the decreased hours of work and the
increased number of men required in consequence very soon absorbed all available men and
created such a demand as at once wrought increase of pay. From this time I saw that fewer hours
for all meant better pay and work for all; and I have ever since continued to talk and agitate in
favor of an eight-hour standard of time for working-men.
In Lexington I became an Odd-Fellow, passed the chairs, and was conductor for four
lodges in the place. At thirty years of age, I wearied of Lexington, left for Louisville, and
embarked on a steamer for St. Louis, Missouri. Here again I witnessed the disposition of man to
oppress his fellow-men. We had engaged our passage at a given price and paid our fare; but
when some hours out the boat grounded on a bar, and we were detained two days in sparring off.
As finally we approached St. Louis, the captain demanded an additional fare because we had
been so long en route and he had been compelled to board us two days longer than he had
expected. Unreasonable as this demand was, quite a number of the passengers were preparing to
submit to the extortion, when I peremptorily refused and inaugurated open rebellion. The captain
threatened to land the boat and put me ashore, but I defied him. Emboldened by the stand I had
taken, the other passengers joined with me; and the captain finally let the matter drop.
After working a year in St. Louis, with no very startling experiences, I went to Hannibal,
Missouri, where I first graduated as a full-fledged shaker of the chills-and-fever persuasion. This,
it seemed, I could neither kill, cure, strike against, nor boycott; and for once I was compelled to

retreat, which I did in good order, fixing my next head-quarters at Lexington, Missouri. There I
worked for several years, advocating trades-unionism, eight hours for labor, anti-land-monopoly,
and anti-child-and-woman-labor in the factories. There things brought me in sympathy with the
Grange movement, then becoming very popular. I at once united my name and influence with the
Grangers. In less than two years I was master of the largest grange in the State, and at the end of
four had successfully carried forward a move to establish a Grange wagon-factory, which is still
in operation.
I next drifted into Kansas City. Having again acquired some means, and thinking to profit
by former experience, I once more embarked in business; but, seeing the dead-beat element
marshalling around me again, I took advantage of the first opportunity and sold out. I then went
to Southwest Missouri, and prospected for lead until I reached the bottom of my pocket-book,
when I again returned to Kansas City. Finding work in Rosedale, near by, I continued to work
and agitate my favorite hobbies for several years, during which time I joined the Ancient Order
of United Workmen and the Knights of Pythias, each of which possessed some features in
harmony with the trend of my nature and education. Not until several years later, however, when
I had removed to Sedalia, Missouri, and learned of the objects and aims of the Knights of Labor,
did I feel that I had struck the chord entirely in harmony with my soul. When that beautiful
watchword of knighthood, “An injury to one is the concern of all,” resounded through my life,
and when I learned that knighthood embraced every grade of honest toil in its heights and
depths,—when I learned that it meant broad and comprehensive union for labor on a basis that
would counterbalance the power of aggregated and incorporated wealth and give the creator of
wealth a just share of the wealth he creates,—then I felt that I had reached a field on which I was
ready to spend the remaining energies of my life. I was the first to enroll my name on the list to
organize an assembly in Sedalia. I was there during the strike against a reduction of pay in
March, 1885. I was one of the committee that waited on the Governor to convince him that there
was no necessity for troops in Sedalia during the strike. I was made chairman of the executive
board of District Assembly 101, which executive board, under instructions from the various
locals of the district, first sought to adjust a series of grievances that had been long accumulating.
Failing after repeated efforts, we then ordered all Knights of Labor to withdraw their skill and
muscle until the railroad company was ready to recognize our manhood and our knighthood
rights.
This great strike need not have been,—would not have been, had it been made possible
for myself and my coadjutors to approach and negotiate with the general manager of the
railroads, now under enjoinment of the employees. We exhausted every effort in seeking a
peaceful solution of the question. Every avenue was closed by a barrier of unapproachableness.
Our only resource was to lift our hands and let the roads feel the loss of our power and skill. One
hour’s gentlemanly courtesy on the part of the manager would have averted all this disaster.
I have never known a strike that might not have been avoided by the simple recognition
of the equal rights of man, or the application of the elements of reason and common sense.
Strikes are the out-growth of imperial assumption of superiority on one hand, and of a
corresponding repudiation of that assumption on the other. Strikes are not right; nevertheless
they seem necessary as a protest against wrong. It is not right that they should seem necessary.
But they are the counter-irritant to a virulent disease.
Let us hope that a perfect health will soon render such remedies forever unnecessary!
Martin Irons

Some Other Views of Martin Irons
Following are some other views of Martin Irons. This one was published in the New York Times
during the period of the Southwest Strike. Could this really be describing the same man who
wrote the essay above?
{ 103109540.pdf}
Here is a description of Irons five years after the strike, when he was wandering the country
under assumed names trying to make a living:
“He was about fifty years of age, well-dressed and spoke with a strong Scotch
accent. It was quite evident that he was well posted and had seen a good deal of
the world. . . . Close observers soon made up their minds that the little stoopshouldered man was somewhat out of the usual line of homesteaders. His head
and face showed superior mental force, and his manner plainly indicated that he
had some history more than the common bread and meat routine. His conduct was
that of a gentleman, making him many friends soon.” (Daily Tribune [Jefferson
City, MO], December 17, 1891).
Here is a eulogy of Martin Irons given by Eugene Debs (Appeal to Reason, December 9, 1900):
It was in 1886 that Martin Irons, as chairman of the executive board of the Knights of Labor of
the Gould southwest railway system, defied capitalist tyranny, and from that hour he was
doomed. All the powers of capitalism combined to crush him, and when at last he succumbed to
overwhelming odds, he was hounded from place to place until he was ragged and foot-sore and
the pangs of hunger gnawed at his vitals.
For fourteen long years he fought single-handed the battle against persecution. He
tramped far, and among strangers, under an assumed name, sought to earn enough to get bread.
But he was tracked like a beast and driven from shelter. For this "poor wanderer of a stormy day"
there was no pity. He had stood between his class and their oppressors — he was brave, and
would not flinch: he was honest, and he would not sell; this was his crime, and he must die.
Martin Irons came to this country from Scotland a child. He was friendless, penniless,
alone. At an early age he became a machinist. For years he worked at his trade. He had a clear
head and a warm heart. He saw and felt the injustice suffered by his class. Three reductions in
wages in rapid succession fired his blood. He resolved to resist. He appealed to his fellowworkers. When the great strike came. Martin Irons was its central figure. The men felt they could
trust him. They were not mistaken.
When at the darkest hour Jay Gould sent word to Martin Irons that he wished to see him,
the answer came, "I am in Kansas City." Gould did not have gold enough to buy Irons. This was
the greatest crime of labor's honest leader. The press united in fiercest denunciation. Every lie
that malignity could conceive was circulated. In the popular mind Martins Irons was the
blackest-hearted villain that ever went unhung. Pinkerton blood-hounds tracked him night and
day.
But through it all this loyal, fearless, high-minded working man stood steadfast. The
courts and soldiers responded to the command of their masters, the railroads; the strike was

crushed and the workingmen were beaten. Martin Irons had served, suffered for and honored his
class. But he had lost. His class now turned against him and joined in the execration of the
enemy. This pained him more than all else. But he bore even this without a murmur, and if ever a
despairing sigh was wrung from him it was when he was alone. And thus it has been all along the
highway of the centuries from Jesus Christ to Martin Irons. Let it not be said that Irons was not
crucified. For fourteen years he was nailed to the cross, and no martyr to humanity ever bore his
crucifixion with finer fortitude.
He endured the taunts and jeers and all the bitter mockery of fate with patient heroism:
and even when the poor dumb brutes whose wounds and bruises he would have swathed with his
own heart-strings turned upon and rent him, pity sealed his lips and silent suffering wrought for
him a martyr’s crown.
Martin Irons was hated by all who were too base or ignorant to understand him. He died
despised, yet shall he live beloved.
No president of the United States gave or tendered him a public office in testimony of his
service to the working class. The kind of service he rendered was too honest to be respectable,
too aggressive and uncompromising to be popular.
The blow he struck for his class will preserve his memory. In the great struggle for
emancipation he nobly did his share, and the history of labor cannot be written without his name.
He was an agitator, and as such shared the common fate of all. Jesus Christ, Joan of Arc,
Elijah Lovejoy, John Brown, Albert Parsons and many others set the same example and paid the
same penalty.
For the reason that he was a despised agitator and shunned of men too mean and sordid to
comprehend the lofty motive that inspired him, he will be remembered with tenderness and love
long after the last of his detractors shall have mouldered in a forgotten grave.
It was in April, 1899, in Waco, Texas, that I last pressed this comrade’s hand. He bore the
traces of poverty and broken health, but his spirit was as intrepid as when he struck the shield of
Hoxie thirteen years before; and when he spoke of Socialism he seemed transfigured, and all the
smouldering fires within his soul blazed from his sunken eyes once more. I was pained, but not
surprised, when I read that he had “died penniless in an obscure Texas town.” It is his glory and
society’s shame that he died that way. His weary body has at last found rest, and the
grandchildren of the men and women he struggled, suffered and died for will weave chaplets
where he sleeps. His epitaph might read: “For standing bravely in defense of the working class,
he was put to death by slow torture.” Martin Irons was an honest, courageous, manly man. The
world numbers one less since he has left it.
Brave comrade, love, and farewell.

The Legend of Atalanta in Iron & Gold
Atalanta was a beautiful demigoddess in Greek
mythology who, among other things, sailed
with Jason in search of the golden fleece. She
also challenged all her suitors to a foot race.
Whoever could run faster than she would win
her hand — but those who lost the race lost

their lives. Naturally, as a demigoddess, Atalanta was faster than all the mortals who sought her.
But Atalanta was eventually beaten by a suitor whose name varies in accounts of the myth.
Whatever his name, he was favored by Aphrodite, who gave him three golden apples prior to the
race. Whenever he sensed Atalanta gaining on him, the suitor threw one of the golden apples
behind him, and Atalanta, intrigued, stopped to pick it up, thereby allowing the suitor to keep his
lead and eventually to win the race. For more on the story of Atalanta, see {
http://www.mythindex.com/greek-mythology/A/Atalanta.html
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=43oywsvq04Q%7D.
The real Jay Gould was sufficiently fascinated by this legend to name both his private yacht and
railcar after her. As playwrights we felt we could make some dramatic use of this detail, and so
allusions to the Atalanta myth run throughout Iron & Gold, beginning with the prologue, in
which Gould literally recounts the legend. In the play, Gould’s connection with Atalanta is
twofold. The episode in which she sailed with Jason to capture the golden fleece carries obvious
significance. Gould’s given name was Jason, and he was certainly interested in gold and in
fleecing!
However, the second connection of Gould with Atalanta is more interesting. The footrace story
allows us to speculate on deeper and more poignant possible motivations for Gould’s acquisitive
career. Though outwardly successful beyond measure, Jay Gould was also a haunted man,
according to those who knew him. He seemed always to be conscious of the brevity of human
life and the necessity of haste in making his mark. It was as though he could hear a ticking clock
in his mind or view in his mind’s eye the sand running through the hourglass. He never wasted
energy in voice or gesture, intent perhaps on saving it for the battles he fought to amass his great
fortune. He was palpably uncomfortable with rest or leisure. And while Gould was a selfprofessed “family man,” descriptions of life at the Gould home show a frequently exhausted and
preoccupied father/husband for whom silence was commanded and exemption granted from dayto-day family activities and concerns.
Although there is no way to fathom Gould’s inner motivations, it is known that he was
profoundly affected by the death of an older sister when he was a child. Could this be the
beginning of his obsession with passing time? As a youth, Gould pondered theological questions
of life and death, going so far as to observe a man die in order to see if there was any evidence of
departing spirit. The experiment did not yield any supernatural secrets, and Gould seemingly
turned away from further speculation in that realm. Instead, he stated that “as regards the future
world, except what the Bible reveals, I am unable to fathom its mysteries, but as to the present, I
am determined to use all my best energies to accomplish this life’s highest possibilities” (quoted
in Klein 1986, 38). Gould was a very young man when he said this. Is it possible that he actually
believed that the amassing of money, particularly without regard to any issues of fairness except
Darwinian survival of the fittest, was life’s “highest possibility”? Or, was this sentiment merely a
juvenile flight of piety that he discarded as soon as he discovered the satisfactions of material
wealth? In Iron & Gold it is neither, the suggestion being instead that Gould remained
subconsciously preoccupied with death and that the frenetic chase after money was a symptom of
this. The image of running a race the loss of which meant nonexistence and the necessity of
procuring “golden apples” to stave off that possibility was dramatic gold on a silver platter! We
leave it to armchair psychiatrists to analyze Jay Gould’s deepest feelings, but the legend of

Atalanta serves beautifully in our theatrical narrative.
Once we had decided on the Atalanta story as a symbolic theme in Iron & Gold, we sought to
find a resonance for it in Martin Irons’s story as well. As luck would have it, there is “golden
fruit” of a sort in his background, too — in this case, oranges. The tale of the poor seamstress
who could not afford an orange for her dying child was apparently a true one — or at least
Martin Irons believed it to be true — and it affected him profoundly. (See Martin Irons in His
Own Words, above, quoted in the Lippincott’s article.) In addition, after his exile and persecution
following the failure of the Southwest Strike, Martin Irons did at one point operate a small fruit
and nut stand, at which presumably he sold oranges.
Oranges, as a stand-in for “golden apples,” therefore have a place in Iron & Gold. Certainly, in
the very last scene where Irons offers the dying Gould an orange, we hope the allusions to
Atalanta and to the dying child of Irons’s tale will come full circle in the viewer’s mind. Both
Irons and Gould at this point are running from pursuers. For Irons, it is Gould himself who is
pursuing him through Pinkerton detectives in a vindictive desire to ruin the life of a man who
dared stand up to him. For Gould, the pursuer is death. Irons hands Gould an orange. Is it to
distract him and allow Irons at last to “win the race”? Is it a substitute for the orange that a
certain long-departed child never had before death claimed her? Or is it just a simple
humanitarian gesture than anyone would make to an ailing stranger on a deserted platform before
a night train departs for destinations unknown?
What Is True?
Adapting an episode from history to play on the stage almost always requires such a generous
pruning and simplifying of facts as to make historians weep. Iron & Gold is no exception. We
have tried to stay true to the biographies of the major characters, while editing the events,
changing some, and outright inventing others as the needs of dramatic storytelling require. Just to
set the record straight, however, here are some points about which readers may wonder:
Did Jay Gould and Martin Irons ever meet?
Not to anyone’s knowledge. The incident from the First Act of Iron & Gold in which the two
literally bump into each other almost surely never happened. Although Martin Irons did work as
a machinist’s apprentice in New York City, it appears that he moved away long before 1869. On
the other hand, the last scene in Iron & Gold in which the two protagonists again encounter each
other without recognizing one another could have happened. Martin Irons is said at one point in
his exile to have operated a fruit and nut stand at a railroad station under an assumed name. And
Jay Gould did make periodic inspection journeys in his private railcar.
Was there really a Mary Brown whom Martin Irons married?
Yes, although the circumstances of where and how they met are obscure. It is known that the
marriage did not last and the two separated sometime after having seven children together. The
parting was apparently not amicable, at least on Mary Brown’s side, and the record indicates that
Irons was a neglectful father. (The character of Maeve O’Hanlon is entirely fictional and it is not

known whether Mary Brown was pretty or plain.)
Although Irons was married to Mary Brown, it appears that she was not the same woman who
was with him in 1886 and who died during the early days of the Southwest Strike. Mary Brown
Irons, according to the account in the New York Times article reproduced above left Martin in
1876 — ten years before the strike — and was still living near the close of the century (according
to Ruth Allen in The Great Southwest Strike). The woman who died during the strike — and,
melodramatic as it may seem, Irons did leave the strikers to be at her deathbed — was possibly a
common law wife or even a bigamous one. Mary Brown Irons in her interview with the New
York Times asserts that the couple never formally divorced.
Be all this as it may, the possibility of two wives did not serve the narrative of Iron & Gold,
hence the two have elided into one: Mary Brown Irons.
Did Martin Irons really win back wages for a group of seamstresses as Act One, Scene One
shows?
Yes. This incident is told in the Lippincott’s article by Martin Irons, above.
Did Jay Gould really weather the disaster of the attempted “gold corner” by double-crossing his
friend Jim Fisk?
Yes. Gould and Fisk had agreed to bid the price up to $150. Gould subsequently found out that
his attempt to bribe the president (yes, this actually happened) had failed and that the government
would flood the market with gold, thus ruining Gould’s attempts to bid the price up. He opted
not to tell Jim Fisk about this and allowed Fisk to continue bidding the price ever higher.
Meanwhile, Gould was secretly selling his contracts for gold for the highest price he could get.
This left Jim Fisk holding the bag for buying gold at prices way above the price at which gold
ultimately settled as government stores poured onto the market. Amazingly, this incident did not
break up Gould’s friendship with Fisk. Fisk seemed to understand that Gould had little choice
but do what he did, and Gould did offer Fisk assistance in fighting all the lawsuits that ensued
when Fisk could not make good on his contracts to buy gold. The two were still close when a
short time later Jim Fisk was shot and killed by a jealous lover of his two-timing mistress. It was
the only time Jay Gould was known to have cried. The story of “Jubilee” Jim Fisk is in itself a
good subject for dramatic treatment.
We have taken one dramatic liberty with the Gold Corner: Gould learned of the
government’s plan to sell gold on Wednesday night, not the night before Black Friday. He
actually sold his gold to Fisk for a day-and-a-half, not just the final morning.
Was Martin Irons really compelled to sign the order to strike the Gould lines at the point of a
gun?
Yes. At least this is the story Irons told personally to Terence Powderly during the early days of
the strike, retold by Powderly in his autobiography, The Path I Trod. Neither the identity nor the
motive of the man holding the gun were ever determined. Some speculated that he was a paid
informant of Gould who had infiltrated the organization; others held that he was representative of

a faction of workers who wanted the strike. Anyone reading this history will wonder why Martin
Irons did not immediately inform the world of the circumstances under which he signed the
strike order and rescind it. The answer might lie in the fact that for several days after the order
was signed Irons was shadowed by the man who had made the threat and other men also and was
unable to say anything. By the time he was free of these men, the strike was well under way and
it would have been the death knell of the effort had he tried to call it off at that point. The other
possibility is that Irons felt that the oath of secrecy required of Knights forbade him from
disclosing any of the activities of fellow Knights. Irons was a man of great fortitude, and having
accepted the blame for the strike’s failure, bore the onus on through the years without ever
attempting to explain or excuse. He surely had the strength to keep secret what his oath told him
must not be revealed.
Did Jay Gould really persecute the defeated Martin Irons by hiring Pinkerton detectives to
hound him from place to place?
Yes. Gould operatives apparently helped spread false rumors among the defeated strikers that
Irons had deliberately mismanaged the strike and even embezzled money from the strike fund.
Blacklisted and forced to live under an assumed name to try to earn a living and evade revenge
from misinformed workers, Irons moved from place to place. Pinkerton detectives hired by
Gould dogged his steps, revealing Irons’s identity whenever he managed to find employment and
even paying for trumped up charges against Irons for everything from drunkenness to child
abuse. Some years after Gould’s death, George Gould, Jay’s eldest son who had taken over the
family empire, finally halted the Pinkerton harassment, noting in the books that he was canceling
the expense of maintaining the hunt as “unnecessary.” Martin Irons died a thoroughly broken and
almost universally reviled man, poverty stricken and obscure, in a small Texas town in 1900.
Readers are welcome to submit other questions and/or corrections and we will attempt to respond
to them here.
More about the Knights of Labor
The Knights of Labor was an early labor organization,
founded in 1869 by Uriah Stephens and several other
tailors in Philadelphia. It was in the early years a secret
society heavily invested with ritual and symbolism,
much of it borrowed from Masonic rites. Early members
of the society were inducted after careful vetting.
Typically a member would get to know a prospective
Knight as a friend and then, after feeling him out over a
prolonged or short period as to his views on labor and
personal morals, invite him to a meeting without ever
letting on where they were going. The very name of the
organization was never to be spoken in public. Knights
swore to uphold a code, of which the most basic rules
were behind the initials S.O.M.A., which stood for
“secrecy,” “obedience,” and “mutual assistance.” From

the very beginning the Knights sought to be more than a labor union, but rather a way of life—
even a religion. Drawing on medieval notions of chivalry and knighthood, the initiates of the
group aspired to a vision of manhood that included honesty, sobriety, solidarity, and courage, as
well as aid to the weak. Labor was viewed as noble and holy and those engaged in it heroic.
Meetings not only included lectures on economics and political questions involving the proper
role and rewards of labor, but also poems, songs, and theater. Secret signs and handshakes,
insignia, flags, banners, and jewelry were all part of the package.
The Knights of Labor differed from other labor organizations in its inclusiveness: Anyone who
labored for a living was eligible to join, with few exceptions—those being lawyers, politicians,
priests, and purveyors of alcohol, as well as the capitalist investor and management classes.
Nevertheless, there were exceptions made even for these categories. (Terence Powderly himself
became the mayor of Scranton, Pennsylvania, and later practiced law). The Knights welcomed
both people of color and women as members, although the degree of welcome varied from local
to local, with the Southern chapters decidedly reluctant to admit blacks. (Sadly, Chinese workers
were ineligible to join—an unfortunate blemish on an organization that was ahead of its time in
many ways.) Some segregated chapters of black men and women of various races were also
formed. As a rule, women members were few, partly because women were not as attracted to the
ritual nature of the organization. Black men, on the other hand, were most enthusiastic about the
Knights organization, perhaps because they had long been used to underground secret resistance
movements.
The Knights of Labor started and finished its existence in an antagonistic relationship with
organized religion. Organized Christian churches, particularly the Catholic religion, were
distrustful of secret organizations that might present competition for souls and minds. The
Knights were disdainful of what they called “churchianity” because of its almost universal proemployer bias. The Knights organization was actually heavily Christian, insisting that they
represented the true vision of Christ. No wonder the churches condemned them!
In 1879, Terence Powderly became the leader of the Knights, known as the Grand (later General)
Master Workman. Powderly believed that to be effective the order needed to shed its secrecy. In
1882 members voted to go public. At this point, the organization began to be more of a labor
union and less of a philosophy club. Under the leadership of Powderly, the Knights became
prominent. Although the organization officially disapproved of strikes and boycotts (preferring
employee-owned cooperatives instead), the Knights’ leadership of several successful strikes in
the mid-1880s led to an explosion in membership. By 1886, it is estimated that 700,000 people
had joined the Knights of Labor. Unfortunately, this very success played a role in the
organization’s decline. New members were often ignorant of the underpinnings of Knightly
philosophy, desperate for help in surviving crippling wage cuts and working conditions,
undisciplined, impatient, often hotheaded and sometimes violence prone, with little
understanding of economics or strategy, unwilling to pay dues, and unrealistic in their
expectations of what the organization could accomplish. Indeed, all of these factors contributed
to the failure of the 1886 strike that is the subject of our musical. The failure of the 1886 strike,
in turn, disillusioned many members, who then drifted to other developing labor groups. By
1893, when Terence Powderly was ousted from leadership of the Knights, the organization was
decidedly on a downward slope. Nevertheless, some locals of the Knights of Labor struggled on

into the twentieth century, many of them having made the decision to revert to secrecy once
again. One account has the last local finally shutting its doors in 1949.
A certain amount of mystery and romance surrounded the Knights of Labor in its relatively short
but high arc across American history. And to many its progressive outlook and policies made it
an attractive idea — so much so that at least one man believes it should make a comeback. See
Silver Persinger’s Knights of Labor website at { http://www.knightsoflabor.org/here.} The full
version of the Song for the Knights of Labor is also available at that website.
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