
   Western Union and the Creation of the American 

Corporate Order, 1845–1893 

  This work chronicles the rise of Western Union Telegraph from its 
 origins in the helter-skelter ferment of antebellum capitalism to its apo-
gee as the fi rst corporation to monopolize an industry on a national 
scale. The battles that raged over Western Union’s monopoly on nine-
teenth century American telecommunications – in Congress, in courts, 
and in the press – illuminate the fi erce tensions over the rising power of 
corporations after the Civil War and the reshaping of American politi-
cal economy. The telegraph debate reveals that what we understand as 
the normative relationship between private capital and public interest 
is the product of a historical process that was neither inevitable nor 
uncontested. Western Union’s monopoly was not the result of market 
logic or a managerial revolution, but the conscious creation of entrepre-
neurs protecting their investments. In the process, these entrepreneurs 
elevated economic liberalism above traditional republican principles of 
public interest and helped create a new corporate order. 

 Joshua D. Wolff completed a PhD in history at Columbia University, 
where he has also served as a lecturer in history. He is an associate for 
a global management consulting fi rm.   
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  This book has followed a long and twisted path through graduate school, 
in and out of academic jobs, and concurrent with a series of life events 
typical of the transition from quarter- to mid-life and not particularly 
conducive to the speedy completion of a manuscript. Over time the list of 
people and institutions deserving of acknowledgment has grown lengthy 
indeed, and this is a mere digest of the major players. 

 I am greatly indebted to my colleagues and mentors in the history 
department at Columbia University. Among my colleagues, a few names 
feature prominently in the “I would not have made it through gradu-
ate school if it weren’t for X” category, notably Kevin Murphy, Jeremy 
Derfner, and Emily Lieb (who agreed with me whenever I argued that 
I  should  give up, and yet maintained a fi rm confi dence that I would not). 
Eric Wakin returned to Columbia at just the right moment to provide 
a fresh perspective and a new voice of encouragement. Among the fac-
ulty, Herb Sloan was an early and stalwart supporter who never failed 
to inspire and instigate and always treated me like a potential colleague. 
I can scarcely express in this small space how much I owe to Elizabeth 
Blackmar as a teacher, guide, and friend. Her generosity and selfl ess com-
mitment to her students exemplifi es the very best traditions in graduate 
education. This book began as a sprawling series of questions raised in 
marathon chats in her offi ce, and though I am afraid the answers are not 
all here, her inspiration can nonetheless be found on many a page. It was 
my great fortune that Eric Foner agreed to serve as advisor when this 
book was in its dissertation phase. My comments can do little to add to 
his reputation as an outstanding teacher and scholar, but let me say as 
one of his students that one could not ask for a better mentor. Thanks as 
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well to the members of my dissertation committee: Foner, Blackmar, Kim 
Phillips-Fein, Anders Stephanson, and David Weiman. 

 My students at Columbia also played an indispensable role for which 
I am grateful. On the face of things, they kept me distracted when too 
much time on the book would surely have produced diminishing returns. 
More importantly, they kept me sharp and engaged. The vitality, good 
humor, and intellectual challenges they brought to my classroom and my 
gabled cell in Hamilton Hall fi lled me with vigor in a way that solitary 
scholarship did not. I owe a special thanks to the students who braved 
my history of capitalism seminar, my laboratory for experimenting with 
many of the themes in this book. 

 My entry into the world of telegraph scholarship began with a lucky 
break when I met Alison Oswald at the Archive Center at the Smithsonian 
Institution’s National Museum of American History. Alison introduced 
me to both the rich, massive Western Union Collection and to several 
of the scholars who have made use of it. Her suggestion that I get in 
touch with Richard John proved particularly auspicious. Richard’s will-
ingness to share his time, wisdom, and encyclopedic knowledge of this 
topic enormously infl uenced my research. Alison also introduced me to 
David Hochfelder, who has been similarly generous with his knowledge 
of all matters telegraphic. 

 During the research and writing of this manuscript, I enjoyed material 
support from several sources. I began my research as a Richard Hofstadter 
Fellow in the Columbia University Department of History. Travel funds 
were provided in a Lemelson Center Short-Term Visitor Fellowship at 
the Smithsonian and a Filson Fellowship at the Filson Historical Society 
in Louisville. Pete Daniel sponsored me as a Visiting Scholar at the 
Smithsonian, providing me with offi ce space and greater access to the 
wonderfully helpful staff of the Archive Center at the National Museum 
of American History. The Doris G. Quinn Foundation provided valuable 
backing with a dissertation completion grant. The Bancroft Dissertation 
Prize helped with the transition from dissertation to book. Cambridge 
University Press graciously accepted my manuscript when it was still very 
close to the original dissertation. I am grateful to the editors who saw 
potential in the rough draft and for the readers whose keen criticism 
helped light the path toward a better book. 

 I received a great deal of support for my work from outside the bound-
aries of “the guild.” Seth Kamil and Big Onion Walking Tours provided 
both fi nancial sustenance and a sense of professional purpose while con-
stantly renewing my love for New York. The many friends who have 
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been force-fed obscure points about Western Union over the years and 
nonetheless claimed that they looked forward to the book merit greater 
thanks than I can offer here, but one deserves special mention: Jeff Tapick 
provided not only steadfast friendship but also a room in his apartment 
in Washington, turning what might have been a lonely year away from 
home into a very pleasant sojourn. 

 Of all my friends and colleagues, Andrew Edwards invested the most 
time and energy in the book. My former student, research assistant, free-
lance editor, and “dissertation therapist,” Andrew came to the rescue at a 
critical time, bringing fresh questions, arguments, and inspiration when 
I was running low. No less importantly, he cruelly cut thousands of words 
from the manuscript when self-indulgence stayed my hand. Every reader 
of this book should be grateful to Andrew, but none so much as I. 

 Last, but absolutely not least, I owe tremendous thanks to my fam-
ily. My wife Melissa supported me in this endeavor from start to fi nish, 
sharing her life with this book and its voracious demands for attention 
and space (no small sacrifi ce in New York apartments). Her encourage-
ment and patience appeared never to fl ag, even when my own did. My 
daughter arrived fairly late in the process and her contributions have 
been entirely without her knowledge or consent. One day I will explain 
to her why the telegraph trumped the playground on some weekends, 
and how that tradeoff was another powerful motivator to get this pro-
ject completed. My sister pursued a PhD at Columbia at the same time 
that I did, and we were very lucky to travel this winding road together. 
My parents cheered me along throughout my graduate career and in the 
years since very kindly refrained from asking about my progress on the 
book any more often than convention required. My father’s career in the 
telecommunications industry informed my thinking about the telegraph 
in countless ways. For years he and I have enjoyed an ongoing conversa-
tion about communications policy, technology, and business. I hope this 
book, now that it is fi nished, will start our conversation anew.  
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