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Benjamin Harrison 
Campaign Poster
This poster for Benjamin 
Harrison’s 1888 presiden-
tial campaign harkened 
back to the successful 
presidential campaign of 
his grandfather, William 
Henry Harrison. Benjamin 
Harrison used a log cabin 
to illustrate his Indiana 
roots but also contempo-
rary political slogans about 
industry protection and 
free trade.
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7
Progressive era Politics and reform

We must turn to these new social and economic questions which have to do with the daily  
lives and happiness of human beings and which press for answer; questions that involve the  
righteousness of American business, a juster distribution of wealth by preventing dishonest  

accumulation of gain; questions that look to the physical, mental, moral upbuilding  
of all the workers in factory and on farm throughout the entire Republic.

— Indiana Senator Albert Beveridge to the Republican State Convention, 1906
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Indiana’s Intense style of Politics

H






H





alty passed from father to son. Everyone knew there 
were Republican families and Democratic families. 
Politics was so intense, in part, because elections were 
always close. Often hoosiers divided almost fifty-fifty 
in their choice of political party. Thus, a shift in a few 
votes could decide an election. Especially important 
for each party was to make sure all their loyal voters 
turned out on Election Day.
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for example, since voters there always chose  
Democratic candidates. Likewise, there was no  
reason to campaign in New England, since New  
England states always voted Republican.

The national parties also sought the indiana  
vote by putting a hoosier on the national ballot,  
particularly as a vice-presidential candidate. These 
included Schuyler Colfax (1868), william h. English 
(1880), Thomas A. hendricks (1876, 1884), Charles w. 
Fairbanks (1904, 1916), John w. Kern (1908), and 
Thomas R. Marshall (1912, 1916). Republican  
Benjamin harrison was the only major-party hoosier 
presidential nominee (1888, 1892). harrison served  
as president from 1889 to 1893.

 

Political Event  
in New Albany

Political events could be 
grand affairs with waving 
flags and live music. state 
politician and attorney 
evan stotsenberg from 
new albany spoke at this 
event, ca. 1895–1937.

Political Issues and Progressive reform

Beneath all the waving flags, buttons, and speeches 
were real political issues and real differences between 
the two parties. indiana Democrats held to the  
Jefferson–Jackson tradition of individual freedom. 
They preferred small government and low taxes and 
claimed to represent the common man. They attracted 
particularly strong support among descendants of 
Upland southern pioneers in southern indiana.

Republicans tended to expect more from govern-
ment. They wanted local, state, and national govern-
ments to play a larger role in such areas as education, 
public health, women’s rights, and prohibition of 
alcohol. Republicans believed government could  
make life better.
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Election Day with Suffragists
S



There were always new issues to influence parties 
and voters. An economic depression from 1873 to 
1878 touched off a wave of reform across the country, 
involving farming, education, democratic methods, 
and the economy. Reformers came together to form 
the Populist Party in the 1890s. while the Populist 
Party attracted some notice in indiana, most hoosiers 
rejected this third party because its political and social 
ideas were radically different than the political beliefs 
they held traditionally. By 1896 the Populist Party 
joined the Democratic Party. Although the Populists 
were largely unsuccessful in indiana, they laid the 
foundations for future hoosier reformers.

New reform issues flooded the political arena in 
the first decade and a half of the twentieth century. 
Progressive reformers in both parties urged more gov-
ernment action to solve some of the negative conse-
quences of urban and industrial growth. Progressives 
sought wide-ranging reform: stricter child labor laws, 
regulation of monopolies, a state income tax, public 
health measures, conservation of natural resources, 
prohibition of the sale of alcohol, and expanded de-
mocracy through direct primary elections, direct elec-
tions of United States senators, and women’s suffrage. 
Progressives also sought the powers of initiative and 
referendum on the state level. initiative gave citizens 

Collections of the Indiana Historical Society
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Woodrow Wilson  and 
Thomas Marshall
This campaign illustration from 
1912 features presidential 
candidate Woodrow Wilson on 
the left and vice presidential 
candidate Thomas Marshall on 
the right. Wilson and Marshall 
won and served from 1913 to 
1921. Prior to serving at the 
federal level, Marshall had been 
governor of Indiana from 1909 
to 1913.
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the power to propose laws and referendum allowed 
citizens to voice their opinions on proposed  
legislation.

Progressive reform issues bitterly divided hoo-
siers. The Republican Party’s progressive wing, 
led by Senator Albert Beveridge, eventually joined 
Theodore Roosevelt’s new political organization, the 
“Bull Moose” Party. Standpat Republicans, who were 
staunchly conservative and resistant to change, saw 
little need for reform. This caused a split in the Repub-
lican Party that helped Democrats dominate indiana’s 
political stage between 1909 and 1916. it also ended 
Beveridge’s political career since standpat Republicans 
turned their backs on the reformer.

The reform movement divided Democrats as well. 
however, Democrats found popular leaders such as 

Thomas Marshall who minimized conflict within the 
party by implementing programs of slow and cautious 
reform. As indiana’s governor (1909–1913), Marshall 
was described as a “‘liberal with the brakes on.’” he 
sought modest progressive legislation that included 
some increased state regulation. Marshall also wanted 
the state to write a more modern constitution but 
this proposal failed. Marshall later served as woodrow 
wilson’s vice president from 1913 to 1921. 

I









Indiana at 100

Although there were certainly unsolved problems 
facing hoosiers as they celebrated their centennial of 
statehood in 1916, there were also good reasons to 
be proud of indiana. Economic growth had created a 
booming economy with factories pushing out goods 
and fields waving with corn. Cities bustled with new 
cultural and social opportunities. indiana authors, 
such as Booth tarkington and James whitcomb Riley, 
and indiana painters, such as t. C. Steele, were among 
the best in the nation. For many hoosiers there was 
a singular contentment in their state during the new 
century. This feeling was captured in a poem published 
in an indianapolis newspaper in 1919. The author,  
william herschell, had been a young railroad worker 
and participated in the 1894 Pullman Strike before 
becoming a journalist. he titled his poem, reproduced 
below, “Ain’t God Good to indiana?”

Ain’t God good to Indiana? 
Other spots may look as fair,
But they lack th’ soothin’ somethin’ 
In th’ Hoosier sky and air. 
They don’t have that snug-up feelin’ 
Like a mother gives a child; 
They don’t soothe you, soul an’ body, 
With their breezes soft an’ mild.
They don’t know th’ joys of Heaven 
Have their birthplace here below; 
Ain’t God good to Indiana? 
Ain’t He, fellers? Ain’t He though?
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7.1
Benjamin Harrison and  
Indiana-style Politics

No other people have a government more worthy of  
their respect and love or a land so magnificent in extent,  

so pleasant to look upon, and so full of generous suggestion  
to enterprise and labor. God has placed upon our head a 

diadem and has laid at our feet power and wealth  beyond 
definition or calculation.

— Benjamin Harrison, 1889 Inaugural Address

Benjamin Harrison
Benjamin Harrison served as 
the President of the United 
states from 1889 to 1893.

As of 2016, Benjamin harrison (1833–1901) is 
the only U.S. president elected from indiana and is the 
only grandson of a former president to be elected. he 
brought to the executive office legal expertise, military 
service, Christian principles, and a hefty measure of 
hoosier pragmatism. 

ancestry and early life

H







H








Before he was thirty, harrison was on his way 
to becoming a pillar of the indianapolis community. 
A devout Christian, he became an elder in the city’s 
First Presbyterian Church at age twenty-eight. his law 
practice was also successful; he earned a reputation as 
a riveting courtroom speaker and served as the city’s 
attorney. in 1860 harrison ran as a Republican for 
his first political office, reporter of the state Supreme 
Court, and won. in this office he prepared summaries 
and accounts of the court’s proceedings. he left the 
position when the Civil war erupted.

civil War Hero

H






Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs  
Division, LC-DIG-cwpbh-03891
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President Benjamin  
Harrison Home
Benjamin Harrison’s house in  
Indianapolis was not only where he 
lived with his family before and after 
his presidency but was also the scene 
of his “front porch” political campaign. 
today the home is a national Historic 
landmark and a popular house 
museum containing original Harrison 
furniture, which is open for tours  and 
programs.
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Harrison’s  
Election Day
Frank Leslie’s Illustrated  
Newspaper of november 17, 
1888, depicts how Benjamin  
Harrison’s supporters 
swarmed the yard of his  
Indianapolis home after he 
won the presidential election. 
His campaign was a “front 
porch” campaign in name 
only, as Harrison did not  
add a porch to the house  
until after he returned  
from the White House.
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territory for the army. in 1864 the regiment moved to 
the front lines of Major General william t. Sherman’s 
Atlanta Campaign.

H











legal career 
Benjamin Harrison was a typical citizen of the  
Hoosier capital and wished always to be known as such.  
It was his chosen home.

— Historian Ross Lockridge, 1938

Back in indianapolis, harrison picked up where 
he had left off before the Civil war. After serving out 
his term as State Supreme Court reporter, he resumed 
his law practice and was extremely successful. in 1881 
alone harrison tried six cases before the United States 
Supreme Court, which enhanced his national reputation. 

By 1874 harrison’s income was large enough 
to build a sixteen-room brick home on a lot that he 
bought in 1868 at 1230 North Delaware Street. At the 
time the house was outside indianapolis’s city limits, 
but it is well within city limits today. in time, many 
prosperous indianapolis citizens also made their home 
in the north part of the city. today, the Benjamin 
harrison home is open to the public and hosts many 
exhibitions and events.

I







the “soldier-citizen” and the  
1888 Presidential election

I













Go to the white house they did. Even though 
harrison lost the popular vote by 90,000 votes, he 
defeated Democratic incumbent Grover Cleveland by 
carrying the Electoral College 233 to 168. winning in 
New York and indiana, both important swing states, 
sealed his victory. harrison was called the “centennial 
president” because he was sworn in a century after 
George washington’s inauguration. his inauguration 
speech was brief compared to that of his grandfather, 
william henry harrison, who set the record for giving 
the longest inaugural speech in United States history. 

President Benjamin Harrison, 1889–1893
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Final years

After leaving the white house, harrison returned 
to private life in indianapolis. Even though he trav-
eled for speaking engagements and went to Europe 
on diplomatic missions, he always came back home to 
indiana. in 1896 he married Mary (Lord) Dimmick, 
Caroline’s niece, who was twenty-five years younger 
than him. Their daughter Elizabeth was born in 1897. 
in 1901 harrison died from pneumonia at his home o
Delaware Street. he is buried in Crown hill Cemetery 
next to Caroline. when Mary died in 1948, she, too, 
was buried next to the late president.

n 

the legacy of caroline scott Harrison 
It has been said “that the men to make a country are  
made by self-denial;” and is it not true that this Society,  
to live and grow and become what we would desire it to  
be, must be composed of self-denying women? Our  
hope is in unity and self sacrifice.

— Caroline Scott Harrison, Address to First Continental 
Congress, Daughters of the American Revolution,  
February 22, 1892, Washington, DC

Caroline Scott Harrison 
C


Long before her husband became president, 
Caroline Scott harrison had a reputation as a genteel 
woman with artistic talents. in indianapolis many ad-

mired her dedication to charitable 
causes, especially those associated 
with orphans and veterans. 

As America’s twenty-third First 
Lady, harrison was a role model 
for subsequent First Ladies. She 
brought her appreciation of culture 
to the white house by introducing 
French language and art classes. 
Seventy years later First Lady 
Jacqueline Kennedy also filled the 
white house with art, from the vi-
sual to the performing arts. harri-
son started the white house china 
collection, which Kennedy later 
took a special interest in. harrison’s 
“American made” inaugural gown 
was designed by Mary williamson 
of Lafayette, indiana. More than 
120 years later, First Lady Michelle 
Obama made a commitment to 
wearing clothes created by Ameri-
can designers.

Co
u

rt
es

y 
o

f 
Be

n
ja

m
in

 H
arr

i
so

n
 P

re
si

d
en

ti
al

 S
it

e

2033-12 Hoosiers American Story.indd   176 8/29/14   11:00 AM



Chapter 7 | Progressive Era Politics and Reform | 177

Harrison China
caroline scott Harrison  
designed and painted the motif  
of goldenrod and ears of corn 
on this plate, which was part of 
her White House china. 
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Continental Congress of the DAR to the white house 
for a reception and elegant dinner, which was served 
on the harrison china that she had designed. har-
rison gave a speech to her guests that evening—the 
first public address given by a sitting First Lady. A DAR 
historian and friend of harrison’s commented that 
it was a great self-sacrifice for harrison to accept the 
honor of the office of President-General because even 
in 1890 the First Lady’s health was in decline. in 1894 
the indianapolis DAR chapter was named after harri-
son, who, shortly before her death in 1892 had urged a 
friend from indianapolis to start a DAR chapter in her 
hometown. today the Caroline Scott harrison Chapter 
DAR has around 500 members.

2033-12 Hoosiers American Story.indd   177 8/29/14   11:00 AM



178 | Hoosiers and the American Story

7.2
Improving Hoosiers: dr. John n.  

Hurty and Progressive Health reform
“We must not cease our labors, as a body, until the  

citizens of this State have pure air to breathe, pure water 
to drink, unadulterated food and medicines, live in  

buildings that are not sources of infection to themselves  
or their neighbors, and have an intelligent body of agents 
to warn and protect them from preventable, indigenous, 

and importable causes of disease.”

— Dr. Luther D. Waterman, MD, president of 
the  Indiana State Medical Society, 1878

H





I



in order to supervise the health of the state’s citizens. 
in its first decade, the board’s accomplishments were 
modest due to lack of funding and weak leadership. it 
primarily focused on establishing local health boards 
in counties and larger cities throughout the state.

dr. John n. Hurty, Indiana’s  
“Most Useful citizen”
“Dr. Hurty has been called the most useful citizen of Indi-
ana, and I am sure that no one that knows what he has  
accomplished will begrudge him this.”

— Dr. W. E. Stone, President of Purdue University, 1915

I















John Hurty
John Hurty, head of the 
state Board of Health from 
1896 to 1922, at work with 
his secretary louise lin-
genfelter in 1917. Posters 
concerning public health 
hang in the background. 
Hurty’s views are expressed 
through one of the posters 
that states, “Hygiene can 
prevent more crime than 
any law.”Co
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I











Hurty’s youth

Baby Class
Mothers in terre Haute learned how to bet-
ter care for their newborns in this class held 
by the Public Health nursing association in 
1930. Public health efforts aimed to 
improve the care and nutrition of babies 
and reduce a troubling infant mortality rate.

Born in Lebanon, Ohio, in 1852, John Newell 
hurty was the son of Ann irene and Josiah hurty, 
a German-American schoolteacher who strongly 

believed in the benefits of cleanliness and fresh air. 
hurty adopted his father’s philosophy, which greatly 
influenced his career as a scientist and indiana’s first 
public health reformer. 
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Fer





















































the state Board of Health released this grim poster in 1912 expressing its view of 
what  constituted unhealthy behavior.
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I









	

During the twenty-six years hurty directed the 
indiana State Board of health he zealously champi-
oned causes that made indiana a national model for 
public health, thereby gaining a national reputation 
as a cutting-edge progressive reformer. Between 1899 
and 1915 more than thirty-five laws were passed to 
improve the daily lives of hoosiers. A few of these were 
the Drug Sample Law (1907)—which prevented drugs 
from being distributed freely; the hydrophobia Law 
(1911)—that required that dogs receive the rabies vac-
cine; the Cold Storage Law (1911)—which regulated 
the temperature and time span food could be held in 
cold storage; and the Anti-Rat Law (1913)—that at-
tempted to reduce the number of rats both for eco-
nomic and public health reasons.

sterilization law and eugenics
A person who is morally defective has no right to impose 
another defective on the human family. We take from them 
their lives when they are murderers—hang them,  
electrocute them—and it is not nearly so severe to take 
from them their right to procreate.

— Dr. John N. Hurty, 1909

Among the lengthy list of laws passed on hurty’s 
watch, one gave indiana a dubious distinction—the 
1907 Sterilization Law, which extended the state’s 
quest for order and cleanliness to human behavior. The 
first of its kind in the nation, this eugenics law empow-
ered penal and mental institutions to sterilize inmates 
deemed “criminals, idiots, imbeciles, and rapists.” Sup-
porters of the law hoped that sterilization would help 
improve the human race and decrease social problems.

The first year the law was in effect, doctors steril-
ized 119 men at the indiana Reformatory in Jefferson-
ville and hundreds more later. Genetics was a new field 
of study and its research was widely accepted. hurty 
relied on this new research; he was one of the first 
in the nation to give talks on “morons” and “making 
a better race.” he claimed that “‘all social problems, 
which we have assiduously tried to solve by education, 
care, cure and relief, are fast becoming recognized to 
be biological problems.’” hurty was proud of indiana’s 
leadership in a movement that he considered a “higher 
hygiene, through which we can hope to better the 
race.” historian Alexandra Minna Stern notes, “hurty 
praised his signature quarantine (1903), school sanita-
tion (1911), and pure food and drug (1906) acts in the 
same breath as the . . . sterilization laws.”
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created by indiana University and the indiana State 
Archives, which was converted to a digital archive and 
published online the following year. 

On April 12, 2007, the installation of a marker 
on the state library’s east lawn recognized the 1907 

eugenics sterilization law. The marker’s intent was to 
raise public awareness of the practice of eugenics in 
indiana history and to acknowledge some 2,500 hoo-
siers who were sterilized against their will during the 
movement.
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Muscatatuck  
Sterilization  
Petition
In 1940 the superintendent 
of the Muscatatuck state 
school petitioned to have a 
“feeble-minded” student of 
his school sterilized 
because, in his opinion, it 
would improve both the 
welfare of the student and 
society. this was not a lone 
case. sterilizations of young 
people took place over 
several decades in the first 
half of the twentieth 
century until the steriliza-
tion law was repealed in the 
1970s. [names have been 
edited out of this petition.]
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7.3
albert J. Beveridge: Hoosier  

reformer in the nation’s spotlight
It is a noble land that God has given us; a land that can 

feed and clothe the world; a land whose coastlines 
would inclose half the countries of Europe; a land set 

like a  sentinel between the two imperial oceans of the 
globe,  a greater England with a nobler destiny.

— Albert J. Beveridge, “March of the Flag”  
campaign speech, Indianapolis, 1898

a Hard Worker from Humble roots

Albert Jeremiah Beveridge was born on a farm in 
highland County, Ohio, on October 6, 1862. After his 
father fought in the Civil war, he faced chronic finan-
cial difficulties. when he lost the farm, he moved his 
family to illinois. There, Beveridge pieced together the 

equivalent of a high school education while doing hard 
labor as a farmer, railroad worker, and logger.
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Albert Beveridge
this portrait of albert  
Beveridge by Frances  
Johnston was taken in 
1900, a year after  
Beveridge’s election to  the 
U.s. senate. Beveridge 
grew more progressive  
during the ensuing decade.
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DC
I shall fearlessly stand in the Senate of the United States 
for the business interests of this country, when that means 
the welfare of all the people; and I shall fearlessly stand for 
the labor interests of the land, when that means the pros-
perity of all the people; and I shall just as fearlessly stand 
against the demands of any class, when those demands do 
not involve the interests of the entire American people.

— Albert J. Beveridge, speech upon inauguration  
to United States Senate, 1899

Beveridge got his start in indiana politics in 1884 
when he began making stump speeches for Republican 
candidates around the state. he proved so sensational 
in this work that he frequently received speaking 
invitations from the party’s candidates in neighboring 
states. Beveridge found himself part of a new genera-

tion of hoosier Republican leaders who appeared on 
the scene in the 1890s. his main rival for party promi-
nence was Charles warren Fairbanks, a man as cool 
and reserved as Beveridge was charming and gregari-
ous. Known by his detractors as “the indiana icicle,” 
Fairbanks was a wealthy lawyer and part owner of the 
Indianapolis News. he won a U.S. Senate seat in 1897, 
and in 1904 gained the vice-presidency as Theodore 
Roosevelt’s running mate. 

Despite their common party ties, Beveridge and 
Fairbanks differed on a number of political issues, 
among them the topic of American overseas expan-
sion. where Fairbanks was cautious about involve-
ment in the affairs of other nations, Beveridge was an 
enthusiastic promoter of the new American empire. 
his famed “March of the Flag” speech of 1898, which 
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Republican Cartoon by Udo Keppler, 1910
this political cartoon titled “the Walls of Jericho” illustrates Progressive members of the senate, including albert 
Beveridge, holding an ark with the words “square tariff deal” printed on its side, protesting what they believed to be 
an unfair tariff bill supported by standpat republicans. tariffs were one of the many issues that caused a split in the 
republican Party.
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advocated expansion to Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the 
Philippines, helped propel him to the U.S. Senate the 
following year. At age thirty-six, he was one of the 
youngest senators in Congress.

Beveridge and Wiley: among the  
Progressive standard Bearers

I


















Thanks to public health laws, an outbreak of 
salmonella or botulism from contaminated food is not 
an everyday occurrence and makes front-page news 
around the country today. in large part, we can thank 
two landmark bills that President Theodore Roosevelt 
signed into law in July 1906. Both laws gave the fed-
eral government the power to safeguard the American 
food and drug supply. two progressive hoosier reform-
ers, Albert J. Beveridge and harvey w. wiley, were the 
driving forces behind those laws.

Beveridge sent Roosevelt a copy of Upton Sinclair’s 
novel The Jungle, a graphic exposé of the revolting con-
ditions in Chicago’s meatpacking industry that created 
a national uproar upon its publication in 1906. with 
the president’s support, he drafted the Federal Meat 
inspection Act (FMiA) that mandated the inspection 
of all livestock, slaughterhouses, and meatpacking 
plants. At the time, the meat from the United States 
sold to other countries had to be inspected, but no 

such safeguards existed for meat consumed by the 
American public. After an uphill battle in Congress, the 
FMiA passed. Exhausted, Beveridge wrote a friend, “i 
was about played out when Congress closed. i was not 
much more than a fish worm physically.” Nevertheless 
elated and proud of his achievement, he concluded 
that the meat bill was “the most important exercise of 
federal power ever sanctioned by Congress.”
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As necessary as the reform laws seemed to pro-
gressive leaders such as Beveridge, these issues bitterly 
divided hoosiers. Despite being too reformist for many 
hoosier voters, Beveridge won his bid for reelection 
in 1905 as the Republican Party split in two. indiana 
senators Beveridge and Fairbanks—one an outspoken 
reformer, the other a “standpat” conservative Repub-
lican—stood on opposite sides of the fence. Due to 
the split in the Republican Party, the Democratic Party 
dominated the national stage from 1909 to 1916. 
when Beveridge ran for a third term in the Senate in 
1910, he lost. historian Daniel Levine comments that 
Beveridge “was convinced that he had failed to be re-
elected in 1910 not because he had been too progres-
sive but because the Republican party had not been 
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progressive enough.” A staunch supporter of President 
Theodore Roosevelt, Beveridge joined Roosevelt’s new 
Progressive “Bull Moose” Party in 1912, hoping to 
resuscitate his political career. however, he lost a 1912 
bid for indiana governor and attempts to regain his 
senate seat in 1914 and 1922.

Beveridge in later years

After the failure of his 1912 gubernatorial bid, 
Beveridge turned to another of his interests, historical 
research and writing. he excelled at this as he had in 
all of his previous pursuits. Beveridge wrote a four-
volume biography of U.S. Supreme Court Justice John 

Marshall, which won  
a Pulitzer Prize for  
biography in 1920.  
During the 1920s he was 
an active member of the 
American historical  
Association (AhA). After 
completing two volumes 
of a planned four-volume 
study of Abraham Lin-
coln, Beveridge died in 
indianapolis in 1927. his 
second wife Catherine 
(Eddy) Beveridge donated 
$50,000 to the AhA in 
Beveridge’s memory in  
order to establish an 
award for the best book 
written in English on 
the history of the United 
States, Latin America, or 
Canada. The award is still 
given annually.

Harvey Wiley
Harvey Wiley, a chemist at Purdue University who became chief chemist for the United 
states department of agriculture in 1883 is shown in a laboratory late in his career. 
Wiley was known as the “father” of the 1906 Pure Food and drug act.
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7.4
albion Fellows Bacon:  

Indiana’s Housing reformer
I began to notice how the threads of the social problems,  
the civic problems and even the business problems of a 

city are all tangled up with the housing problems, and to  
realize that housing reform is fundamental.

— Albion Fellows Bacon, Beauty for Ashes (1914)

Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, LC-DIG-ggbain-13343

Albion Fellows Bacon
A





W








turies. But one day in the late 1890s Bacon, a wife and 
mother in her thirties, visited a tenement in Evans-
ville, and her life changed radically. Years later she said 
the experience removed the blinders she had been 
wearing. For the rest of her life, she dedicated herself 
to the job of improving housing for the poor—an ardu-
ous, uphill journey, especially for someone who did not 
even have the right to vote.

a sheltered early life

Mary (Erskine) Fellows named her third daughter 
after her recently deceased husband, Reverend Albion 
Fellows, who is said to have died from pneumonia at 
age thirty-eight. The young widow soon moved with 
her daughters Lura, Annie, and newborn Albion,  
to rural McCutchanville near family. Bacon fondly 
remembered her idyllic childhood in southern indiana,  
where her sheltered life revolved around school and 
church. She and her sister Annie were passionate 
about writing poetry and fiction and were thrilled 
when a couple of their early efforts were published.

I








On October 11, 1888, Bacon, then twenty-three, 
married prosperous dry goods merchant hilary Ed-
win Bacon at trinity Methodist Church in a double 
ceremony with her sister, Annie, and Annie’s groom 
william Johnston. hilary and Albion soon settled in a 
pretty, spacious house on the edge of Evansville where, 
Bacon later recalled, “‘My husband, my housekeeping, 
flowers, music, reading, my friends, and a pleasant 
social round, filled up the hours.’”

The couple welcomed their daughter Margaret in 
1889, Albion Mary in 1892, and twins Joy and hilary 
Jr. in 1901. Bacon was active in her church but avoided 
getting involved with local social and political issues 

of the day, wishing to “‘exclude every ugly 
or blighting thing’” from her life. it was 
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concern for conditions at her middle daughter’s school 
that propelled her into civic activism—she led the fight 
to clean up a blighted lot to establish a safe playground 
on school grounds. Soon after, Margaret and Albion 
Mary contracted scarlet fever, a disease that in those 
days often proved fatal. Although Margaret and Albion 
Mary survived the fever, Bacon noticed that many 
of the poorer children in the school were sickly. For 
example, one child had a mother who had recently died 
from tuberculosis, a bacterial disease that is spread 
through the air. Bacon rolled up her sleeves and agreed 
to serve on the sanitation committee of the city’s Civic 
improvement Association.

An Evansville Tenement, ca. 1914
This cramped tenement in evansville illustrates just how terrible the conditions were in places where poor families 
lived. These were the conditions that albion Fellows Bacon wanted to improve. This photo appears in the book Bacon 
wrote, Beauty for Ashes (1914), with the caption “day shifts and night shifts used the same beds.” 

a Force to Be reckoned With
Sights and smells rose and assaulted me, choked and  
gashed me, and the scars remain yet. They will until  
my dying day. I had never dreamed that people  
lived like that in our city.

— Albion Fellows Bacon, 1914

Bacon was horrified by what she saw when she 
went to visit Evansville’s tenements, where the city’s 
poorest families lived. women and children “boiled 
over every window and door” in dilapidated, garbage-

ridden buildings, often with little running water. She 
had read about such tenement conditions in places 
such as New York City and Chicago, but she could not 
believe they existed in her city. She joined the city’s 
Visiting Nurse Circle, the Evansville Flower Mission, 
the working Girls’ Association, and a local chapter of 
the Young women’s Christian Association (YwCA). 
within a few years, state legislators would know her 
name. 

I
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Women’s Rights Poster
In the early twentieth century, 
women actively participated in 
community organizations and ad-
dressed political issues. their move 
into the public sphere continued 
during the United states’ involve-
ment in the First World War in 
1917 and 1918. yet as this poster 
points out, for all that they contrib-
uted to the country, women still 
did not have the right to vote. 
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Bacon considered her achievement merely a begin-
ning. The 1909 bill had been watered down. For several 
years Bacon worked to build a stronger coalition to 
refuel indiana’s housing reform movement. in 1913, 
with a Progressive climate in state politics, she lobbied 
for nothing that “decency does not demand . . . simply 
light and air, water, drainage, provision for waste and 
a degree of privacy, without which decency is difficult 
and home life is impossible.” On February 26, 1913, 
the General Assembly passed Senate Bill 118, making 
indiana a leader in housing reform legislation. 

Women’s suffrage
It was a point of pride with me to avoid all the little things 
that cause the reproachful remark “That’s just like a wom-
an,” and to take all the fates of war, at least outwardly, in 
the calm impersonal way men do.

— Albion Fellows Bacon, Beauty for Ashes (1914)

Bacon was aware of other women reformers cham-
pioning women’s right to vote, but housing reform was 
always her top priority. She did not publicly hop on 
the women’s suffrage bandwagon. One historian calls 
Bacon an “inadvertent” feminist. while she eventually 
endorsed women’s suffrage, it was from a standpoint 
of practicality rather than from the basic sentiment 
of equality. Rather, for Bacon, women’s votes were a 
means to an end—advancing many of the reforms she 
worked for. 

Bacon remained a social activist, though she 
slowed down when her health began to decline. She 
passed away at home at age sixty-eight. her daughter 
Joy put it simply, “Mother just burned herself out.” 
She is buried in Evansville’s Oak hill Cemetery. today, 
part of Bacon’s legacy lives on in Evansville through  
Albion Flats, a historic housing unit downtown, and 
the Albion Fellows Bacon Center, a non-profit organi-
zation that works to eliminate domestic abuse.

Winning the right to Vote

I




for middle-class women to venture from their homes. 
Some women joined garden clubs and literary societies, 
while others were eager to improve their communities 
through charitable work and other forms of communi-
ty housekeeping. The middle class women who partici-
pated in these efforts gained new skill sets in organiza-
tion and publicity as well as in public speaking. women 
civic reformers of Bacon’s day applied these skills in 
a man’s world to succeed in reaching their objectives 
in ways they felt would improve their cities—through 
housing reform, child labor regulations, prohibition, 
and women’s rights.

Reform was gradual in the Progressive Era, but 
especially so in cautious indiana. One by one, new laws 
improved life for Americans and awarded equal rights 
to a growing number of people. Although women did 
much of the heavy lifting in social reform, they did so 
without the right to vote. Finally, in 1920, thanks to 
the work of thousands of woman suffragists and social 
crusaders such as Albion Fellows Bacon, they gained 
that right with the Nineteenth Amendment to the U.S. 
Constitution.

Votes for Women Button, ca. 1900 
similar to politicians, suffragists used buttons and 
banners to spread their message.
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Essential Questions
1 why was the political culture in indiana so intense in 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries?

2 in general, what type of government did Republicans 
of this era favor? what about Democrats?

3 why is President Benjamin harrison’s administration 
considered by historians to be “activist” or “reform-
minded”?

4 how was the state of indiana a national leader in 
public health laws and practices? what role did  
Dr. John N. hurty play in making indiana a leader in 
public health?

5 what does the term “eugenics” mean? how was this 
practice employed in indiana?

6 what Progressive reforms did indiana Senator Albert 
Beveridge advocate?*

7 why did the Republican Party split in the early 1900s?

8 what type of Progressive reforms did Albion  
Fellows Bacon lobby for?*

*See student activities related to this question.

Indiana’s Progressive Leaders
I















Activity 1: Albert J. Beveridge  
and American Imperialism
Introduction: in 1898, as a result of the Spanish Ameri-
can war, the United States gained from Spain control of 
Guam and Puerto Rico. Also as a result of this war, Cuba 
gained its independence, and the United States won the 
ability to purchase the Philippine islands for  
$20 million.

I










The Opposition tells us that we ought not to govern 
a people without their consent. I answer, The rule of 
liberty that all just government derives its authority 
from consent of the governed, applies only to those 
who are capable of selfgovernment[.] We govern the 
Indians without their consent, we govern our terri-
tories without their consent, we govern our children 
without their consent. How do they know what our 
government would be without their consent? Would 
not the people of the Philippines prefer the just, 
humane, civilizing government of this Republic to 
the savage, bloody rule of pillage and extortion from 
which we have rescued them? And, regardless of this 
formula of words made only for enlightened selfgov-
erning people, do we owe no duty to the world? Shall 
we turn these peoples back to the reeking hands from 
which we have taken them? Shall we abandon them, 
with Germany, England, Japan hungering for them? 
Shall we save them from those nations, to give them a 
selfrule of tragedy?
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1 According to Beveridge, opponents of American 
imperialism argued that a governed people must 
provide what in order for their government to be 
just?

2 what examples does Beveridge supply to refute 
this argument?

3 why does Beveridge describe American 
imperialism as “a duty to the world”?

4 how do you think the citizens of the Philippines 
and of Guam and Puerto Rico might have felt 
about Beveridge’s comment that they needed to  
be rescued from “a selfrule of tragedy”?

5 how are the reasoning and attitudes displayed  
by Beveridge in this excerpt consistent with the  
Progressive goal to make the world a better place?

6 how are the reasoning and attitudes displayed by 
Beveridge in this excerpt inconsistent with the 
means used by Progressives to achieve this goal 
(for example, the democratic process; encouraging 
citizens to be active participants in their society).

Activity 2: Albion Fellows Bacon
u	E














Mentally divide the photograph into four quadrants. 
For each section, take note of the objects you see. 
Then, answer the following questions on a separate 
piece of paper:

1 Based upon the objects you observed in the space, 
what room does this appear to be (for example, 
bathroom, kitchen, bedroom, etc.)? Or, does the 
space appear to have more than one main func-
tion? what do you see that makes you say that?

2 what adjectives would you use to describe the 
conditions in this tenement?

3 how many coats do you see hanging on the wall? 
how many chairs do you see? how many beds are 
there? Make a guess about how many people live 
here.

4 Does it appear that fresh air, light, and fresh water 
are available to the residents? Cite evidence for 
your answer.

5 what kinds of laws or housing codes might im-
prove the living conditions in a tenement such as 
this?

u	
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