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INTRODUCTION

This Is Who We Were: In The 1910s is an offspring of our 13-volume Working Americans series, which
was devoted, volume by volume, to Americans by class, occupation, or social cause. This new edition is
devoted to one decade—the 1910s. It represents various economic classes, dozens of occupations, and
all regions of the country, and is a comprehensive look at the decade that was shaped by the
automobile, electricity, immigration, and World War I, through the eyes and ears of everyday
Americans, not the words of historians or politicians.

This Is Who We Were: In The 1910s presents 28 profiles of individuals and families—their life at home,
on the job, and in their neighborhood—with lots of photos and historical images of the time. These
authentic stories portray both struggling, and successful Americans, and capture a wide range of
thoughts and emotions.

The profiles, together with the other sections outlined below, present a complete picture of what it was
like to live in America in the 1910s, from the Russian immigrant who worked in a Pittsburgh steel
factory, to well-known entertainers and athletes, to World War I servicemen.

Section One: Profiles

Each of the 28 profiles in Section One begins with a brief introduction that anchors the text to the
decade. Then, each profile is arranged in three categories: Life at Home; Life at Work; Life in the
Community.

Section Two: Historical Snapshots

Section Two is made up of three long, bulleted lists of significant events and milestones. In
chronological order—Early 1910s, Mid 1910s and Late 1910s—these offer an amazing range of firsts
and turning points in American history, including a few “can you believe it?” facts, such as:

• $700 tuition at Harvard University
• adoption of the 19th Amendment, granting women suffrage
• Orville Wright’s record breaking airplane flight
• discovery of the ozone layer
• linkage of high-cholesterol diets to heart problems
• introduction of a test measuring intelligence, and the term IQ
• first successful blood transfusion using stored blood
• adoption of daylight savings time

Section Three: Economy of the Times

One of the most interesting things about researching an earlier time is learning how much things cost
and what people earned. This section offers this information in spades. Each of three categories—
Consumer Expenditures, Annual Income of Standard Jobs, and Selected Prices—offers actual figures
from three specific years during the 1910s for easy comparison and study.

At the end of Section Three is a Value of a Dollar Index that compares the buying power of $1.00 in
2013 to the buying power of $1.00 in every year prior, back to 1860, helping to put the economic data
in This Is Who We Were: In The 1910s into context.
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Section Four: All Around Us

There is no better way to put your finger on the pulse of a country than to read its magazines and

newspapers. This section offers 60 original articles, book excerpts, speeches, and advertising copy that

influenced American thought in the 1910s. With articles declaring “Why Girls Go Wrong,” “Our

Responsibility in the War,” “The Darker Side of Driving,” and “Meeting the Child Labor Problem,” this

section is the eyes and ears of America in the 1910s.

Section Five: Census Data

This section includes two elements, both invaluable in helping to define the decade of the 1910s. First,

10 State-by-State comparative tables that rank data from the 1910, 1920, and 2010 Census. Topics

include Population, Foreign-Born, and Homeownership Rate. Second, actual reprints from the 1920

Census of Population, including a United States Summary and detailed statistics on various topics,

such as Color or Race, Marital Condition, Mother Tongue of the Foreign-Born White Population,

Inability to Speak English, and Dwellings and Families.

This Is Who We Were: In The 1910s ends with a comprehensive Bibliography, arranged by 13 topics

from African Americans to World War I, and a detailed Index.

The editors thank all those who agreed to be interviewed and share their personal photos for this

book. We also gratefully acknowledge the Prints & Photographs Collections of the Library of Congress.
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Medical Education Reformer in 1910
Abraham Flexner authored the groundbreaking 1910 “Flexner Report,” which revolutionized
medical education and radically reduced the number of medical schools in the United States.

Life at Home

• Abraham Flexner was not a doctor; he was a secondary school teacher and principal in Louisville,
Kentucky.

• Abraham’s father, Moritz, was born in Neumark, Bohemia, in 1820; Moritz spent his teenage years in
Strasbourg, where he lived with an uncle, a rabbi.

• Abraham’s mother, Esther Abraham, was born in 1834, one of six children, in the village of Roden
near Saarlouis in the Rhineland; getting an education meant she had to share her textbooks with her
brothers and sister.

• After immigrating to America, Moritz first tried New Orleans and then settled in Louisville,
Kentucky.

• Moritz was a hat merchant, and Esther was a seamstress.
• Abraham was born in 1866, the sixth of their nine children.
• Education for their children was at the heart of their ambitions; Abraham’s parents repeatedly said,

“Our children will justify us.”
• Severe financial losses in the Panic of 1873

forced the Flexners to abandon their dreams
of sending all their sons to college; simply to
make ends meet, they were forced to move
several times, into smaller and smaller homes.

• To help support the family, the teenage
Abraham worked at the Louisville library six
days a week, from 2:30 in the afternoon to 10
in the evening; he made $16 a month.

• He used the time to read hundreds of books
and keep up with national affairs through
Nation, the Saturday Review and several city
newspapers.

• Abraham also wrote to the editors, including
one letter that championed the secret ballot
and its adoption by Kentucky.

• He prepared himself carefully for each
project; he liked to quote Pasteur’s remark,
“chance favors the well-prepared mind.”

• Following a pattern going back two
generations, Abraham delighted in reading
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aloud his literary favorites: Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Keats’s “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” and
Wordsworth’s “Ode: Intimations of Immortality.”

• The older boys took menial jobs to help support the household, while Abraham and his three
younger siblings were able to remain in school.

• Abraham was the first of the children to finish high school.
• With assistance and encouragement from his older brother, Abraham attended Johns Hopkins

University in 1884, entering at age 17.
• Revered institutions such as the University of Virginia and Vanderbilt University were impoverished

and still hobbled as a result of the Civil War.
• In Baltimore merchant Johns Hopkins had left $7 million, nearly his entire fortune, to endow a

university and to fund the building of a hospital, which he wanted to be associated with the
university.

• Abraham fully understood that his money would run out after two years, so he graduated in two
years by taking a double load of courses.

• Johns Hopkins stressed postgraduate education—then very rare in the United States—and
Abraham hoped to continue his studies, but the fellowship he sought eluded him.

• He returned to Louisville to teach Latin and Greek at Louisville High School before founding, in
1890, an experimental school, which had no formal exams or grades but excelled at preparing
students for prestigious colleges.

• Abraham wanted a place to test his ideas about education.
• He believed that education should be marked by small classes, personal attention, and hands-on

teaching.
• With the success of his school, Flexner was able to help his older brother Simon to attend Johns

Hopkins and to support his sister Mary so that she could attend Bryn Mawr College.
• In addition, Abraham’s wife, playwright Anne Crawford, a former pupil in his school and a graduate

of Vassar College, had found financial success on Broadway with the production of her play “Mrs.
Wiggs of the Cabbage Patch.”

• This, too, enabled Abraham to pursue a master’s degree in psychology from Harvard and to spend a
year at the universities of Berlin and Heidelberg.

• Despite his initial enthusiasm, he left Harvard after a year, disappointed in his professors and
assistantship.

• Never to earn an advanced degree, Flexner embarked instead upon an extended period of
observation of all types of schools and universities, in both New York and Europe.

• In 1908, Abraham published his first book, The American College: A Criticism.
• Strongly critical of many aspects of American higher education, it was especially scathing in regard

to the university lecture as a method of instruction.
• According to Abraham, lectures enabled colleges to “handle cheaply by wholesale a large body of

students who would be otherwise unmanageable, and thus give the lecturer time for research.”
• This book received little notice except from the president of the Carnegie Foundation for the

Advancement of Teaching, Dr. Henry S. Pritchett.
• Pritchett soon offered Abraham the opportunity to conduct a survey of medical schools, even

though Flexner not only had never attended a medical school but had never so much as been inside
one.

• Thus he joined the research staff at the Carnegie Foundation in 1908.

Life at Work

• When Abraham Flexner stepped into the role of medical school evaluator, he knew he would be
vulnerable to attack, especially if his reports were negative.

• As it turned out, most of them were.

10

This Is Who We Were: In The 1910s



• In 1910 he published the Flexner Report, which was funded by the Carnegie Foundation.
• The report examined the state of American medical education and led to far-reaching reforms in the

way doctors were trained.
• At an American Medical Association convention in Chicago, Abraham declared that two-thirds of

America’s medical schools were dangerous to the profession and to the public.
• His report caused an uproar.
• Ultimately the Flexner Report triggered reforms in the standards, organization and curriculum of

North American medical schools.
• The Flexner Report caused more than 100 medical schools to close down, and most of the remaining

schools were reorganized to conform to the educational model Flexner advocated.
• The number of medical schools fell from 155 to 31 as the American Medical Association took steps

to eliminate uncertified for-profit medical schools.
• But that was why Henry Pritchett had wanted Abraham to take the lead, perceiving that as an

analyst Abraham was incisive, incorruptible, and beholden to no one.
• To Pritchett, Abraham Flexner was a “layman educator” capable of completing a key assignment in

the Carnegie Foundation’s larger institutional classification scheme, such as differentiating colleges
from secondary schools, and universities from colleges.

• Abraham was paid $5,000 a year.
• He began in Chicago, where he found that the reports of the American Medical Association were

credible, painstaking documents that went to great lengths to be diplomatic.
• Prepared by a committee of physicians from medical schools, the reports were tactful and

cautious—but Abraham was not a doctor, and he was under no obligation to be diplomatic.
• Abraham’s next trip was to Tulane University in New Orleans; keenly conscious of his own

ignorance and inexperience, he wanted make his start in a location well removed from New York.
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• His assignment was to view an institution from an educational standpoint: its entrance
requirements, the number and training of its faculty, its financial resources and stability, the quality
of its laboratories, and its relationship with its training hospitals.

• Abraham found that entrance requirements were often ignored and that many of the faculty
members were local doctors rather than college professors.

• Equipment, he discovered, was often both inadequate and poorly maintained.
• Many students were pronounced to be medical doctors even though they had had little practical

experience, owing to minimal access to hospital patients.
• Abraham was fearless.
• After a trip to St. Louis to see the medical school of Washington University, where Dr. Pritchett had

been a professor of astronomy, Abraham wrote, “Its medical department is entirely out of harmony
with the spirit and equipment of the rest of the university. Unless this department is to be a drag and
a reproach, one of two courses should be adopted: The department must be either abolished or
reorganized.”

• At Bowdoin College in Maine, he produced a similar scorched-earth report, even though the
president of Bowdoin was a trustee of the Carnegie Foundation.

• Abraham found that many of the schools were “essentially private ventures, moneymaking in spirit
and in object.”

• One criticism regularly leveled at his approach was that his inspection tours, which rarely took more
than a few hours, were inadequate and superficial.

• He was accused of trying to reduce the number of new doctors in order to limit competition for
physicians already in practice.
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• Abraham nevertheless became known as the “severest critic and the best friend American medicine
ever had.”

• The Flexner Report led to the closure of most rural medical schools and all but two of America’s
African American medical colleges.

• It also set the stage for modern American medical education.

Life in the Community: Louisville, Kentucky

• At the dawn of the twentieth century, Louisville was struggling to be a cosmopolitan city.
• One hundred years earlier, the recently invented steamboat had brought new life to Louisville via

the Mississippi River.
• Until then, most of the cargo on the Mississippi was going downstream.
• In 1815 the Enterprise, captained by Henry Miller Shreve, became the first steamboat to travel

northward from New Orleans to Louisville, showing the commercial potential of the steamboat in
making upriver shipping practical.

• Industry and manufacturing flocked to Louisville; its population grew rapidly, tripling between 1810
and 1820.

• By 1830 its growth would surpass that of Lexington, making it the state’s largest city.
• The completion of the Louisville and Portland Canal in 1830 allowed boats to circumvent the Falls

of the Ohio and travel through from Pittsburgh to New Orleans.
• In 1831 Catherine Spalding moved from Bardstown to Louisville and established Presentation

Academy, a Catholic school for girls; she also established the St. Vincent Orphanage, which was
later renamed St. Joseph Orphanage.

• In 1839 a precursor of the modern Kentucky Derby was held at Old Louisville’s Oakland Race
Course.

• More than ten thousand spectators attended the two-horse race, in which Grey Eagle lost to
Wagner—36 years before the first Kentucky Derby.

• The Kentucky School for the Blind in Louisville was founded in 1839.
• Following the 1850 Census, Louisville was reported to be the nation’s tenth-largest city; Kentucky

was the eighth most populous state.
• The Louisville and Nashville Railroad (L&N) Company was founded in 1850 by James Guthrie, who

also was involved in the founding of the University of Louisville.
• When the railroad was completed in 1859, Louisville’s strategic location at the Falls of the Ohio

became central to the city’s development and cemented its importance in the rail and water freight
transportation business.

• Part of that business was the slave trade.
• Before the Civil War, Louisville conducted one of the largest slave markets in the United States;

shifting agricultural patterns had left what was seen as an excess of slaves in parts of the Upper
South and a shortage in the Deep South.

• Kentucky slave traders sold 2,500-4,000 slaves annually; the expression “sold down the river”
originated as a lament of Eastern slaves who were sold in Louisville and shipped south on the
Mississippi River.

13

This Is Who We Were: In The 1910s

Louisville, Kentucky



• Kentucky officially declared its neutrality early in the Civil War but heavily supported the Union
army.

• The first Kentucky Derby was held on May 17, 1875, at the Louisville Jockey Club track (later
renamed Churchill Downs).

• One year later, professional baseball launched its National League; the Louisville Grays team was a
charter member.

• In 1877 the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary relocated to Louisville from Greenville, South
Carolina, where it had been founded in 1859.

• Its new campus, at Fourth and Broadway, downtown, was underwritten by a group of Louisville
business leaders eager to add the promising graduate-professional school to the city’s resources.

• It grew quickly, attracting students from all parts of the nation, and by the early twentieth century, it
was the second largest accredited seminary in the United States.

• On August 1, 1883, President Chester A. Arthur opened the first annual Southern Exposition.
• Exhibitions included the largest to-date installation of incandescent light bulbs, which had recently

been invented by Thomas Edison, a former Louisville resident.
• Downtown Louisville began a modernization period in the 1890s, with Louisville’s second skyscraper,

the Columbia Building, opening on January 1, 1890.
• One year later, landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted was commissioned to design Louisville’s

system of parks.
• Two Louisville sisters, Patty and Mildred J. Hill, both schoolteachers, wrote the song “Good Morning

to All” for their kindergarten class; the song did not become popular, and the lyrics were later
changed to the more recognizable, “Happy Birthday to You.”

• Early in the twentieth century, controversy over political corruption came to a head in the 1905
mayoral election, called the most corrupt in city history.

• The Waverly Hills Sanatorium was opened in 1910 to house tuberculosis patients.

��������
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• Motion picture houses in Lawrence charged $0.10 in the afternoon and normally $0.20 in the
evening; the local daily newspaper cost $0.02, and the Boston Sunday paper was $0.07.

• Doctors charged $2.00 for an office call and $3.00 for a house visit.
• A considerable portion of the city’s social life was conducted through the city’s approximately three

hundred clubs and fraternal societies; Lawrence had more such organizations than any other city of
comparable size.

• Some of the lodges also offered their members sick or death benefit privileges.
• Approximately 70 percent of the wage earners and their families had burial insurance.
• Lawrence was predominantly Roman Catholic, and the churches were well supported.
• About one-third of the children attended Catholic parochial schools. The church charged $0.60 a

month per child.
• In addition to Roman Catholic churches, there were several Protestant churches, for Germans and

Swedes, among others, and five churches of the Greek or other Eastern rite.
• Automobiles were still a luxury of the affluent; most were open, since the sedan, or closed car, had

not gained popularity.
• In 1919 there were seven million cars on the road in the United States, a number that clearly was

growing rapidly.
• The average speed limit in most states was 15 miles an hour in residential areas and six miles an

hour on curves.
• There were no automatic traffic lights to regulate traffic.
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During the 1912 “Bread and Roses” strike, strikers sent their children to live with sympathizers in New York City.
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