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ABSTRACT
Does the presidency matter for the nation’s short-run economic performance? If so, then by which mechanisms?
The two presidencies of Grover Cleveland are coincident with two of worst economic depressions in US history.
This provides us with a valuable rarity: a “natural experiment” with which to test several hypotheses and
generate new theory. This paper deals with Cleveland’s first administration. Cleveland was a clean, but
inexperienced and poorly educated, politician who entered office during the apex of this corrupt spoils system,
and on the tail of the Smoldering Depression of 1881-1885. Critics thought him a political “dwarf” who lacked
“the mental qualifications” for office. One could therefore argue that Cleveland’s first administration (18851889) simply benefited from good timing. However, there were myriad opportunities for Cleveland to passively
allow, or actively produce, another financial panic or recession. Instead Cleveland’s dedication to a stable,
reliable US dollar appears to have been essential to his economic performance. He prevented a run on the US
currency and destabilizing capital flight. On the other hand, he failed to effect more positive policy changes.
Here Cleveland’s problem appears to have been his negative view of government, and of the presidency, as well
as his refusal to play the roles of public educator or Congressional deal-maker. These failures would come back
with a vengeance during his second term.
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Introduction
The two administrations of Grover Cleveland (1885-1889, 1893-1897) were bookended around the oneterm presidency of Benjamin Harrison (1889-1893). Together they provide us with a valuable anomaly: a
natural experiment. That is, these two presidents faced nearly identical political-economic conditions, but with
differing economic outcomes. In particular, both men repeatedly flirted with economic disaster, especially
currency crises. Sometimes they met with success, other times with failure. And each president, in his own way,
contributed to the “Great Depression” of 1893-1897. We can therefore compare differences in the men, their
ideas and actions, and their leadership styles, to look for insights into the sources of effective management of the
economy. Both presidents come out poorly in this analysis, but for very different reasons. This paper will focus
on Cleveland’s first term in office.
Grover Cleveland was a clean, but inexperienced and poorly educated, politician who entered office
during the apex of this corrupt spoils system, and on the tail of the Smoldering Depression of 1881-1885.
Though “without genius or brilliancy”, biographers and contemporaries alike describe him as painfully honest,
straightforward, and stubbornly juridical.1 He tended to distrust people, and put his faith instead in the law.
Critics thought him a political “dwarf” who lacked “the mental qualifications” for office.2 Conservatives and
pro-business interests applauded his “small government” laissez-faire doctrine. White Southerners were relieved
simply to have a fellow Democrat in office.
Cleveland saw little role for presidents, or governments, in managing the economy. Before entering
office, he took extraordinary action to ward off a brewing dollar panic. Thereafter he elected to mostly just cheer
or harangue from the sidelines. Many Americans, including Cleveland himself, linked corruption in government
with the nation’s economic problems: financial crises, economic recessions, labor strikes, monopoly abuses, and
unnecessary trade protectionism. Each of these evils seemed to flow from the spoils system. Hence, Cleveland’s
solution, his “North Star”, was to harken back to pre-Civil War democratic ideals. This meant an honest and
limited Federal government, run with business efficiency and strictly according to the Constitution. And if
government must act, then the intervention should be objective, non-partisan, and minimal. Hence, Cleveland’s
numerous vetoes were perhaps his most assertive use of executive power. He used them to strike down hundreds
of spending bills that benefited individuals or special interests. But Cleveland’s inflexible attachment to minimal
government, and to a restrained presidency, rendered him incapable of actions that might have better grown the
economy and prevented the crises that would ruin his second term.
As a whole, the 1880s were rocky years and, during his first term (1885-1889), the strictly constitutional
Cleveland oversaw a merely average economy. It grew in some months or years, but not others. Prices rose and
fell in tandem with economic growth, but never approached inflation. In fact, the country was plagued by
persistent deflation, which meant that real interest rates stayed stubbornly high. Steep interest rates were
exacerbated by unreliable gold reserves, resulting in tighter than expected supplies of money and credit. This
increased political support for the full legalization of less-valuable silver as US currency. Hence concerns about
the value of the US dollar remained a constant menace to investors, especially when Congress proposed that
people be allowed to coin cheap silver on demand. A year-long recession struck in the middle of Cleveland’s
first administration, mostly due to a wave of blizzards and droughts that devastated the Great Plains and
paralyzed the eastern seaboard. But by spring 1888, a rapid recovery was underway. The stock market was
highly volatile throughout the period. It skyrocketed a few months after Cleveland took office, but then gyrated
wildly downwards throughout the remainder of his first term. International trade grew at a healthy clip every
year, but the trade balance collapsed as imports overran exports. Hence trade and tariffs were major campaign
issues come 1888. Nevertheless, the federal debt shrank dramatically and the federal budget remained in surplus
during Cleveland’s first term. When all these conflicting elements are combined together, over four years, they
sum to a relatively mediocre economy. Although individual circumstances were newsworthy, the second half of
the 1880s was neither a period of overall economic decline nor one of well-balanced prosperity.
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Background
Throughout his life, Cleveland was known for two things: hard work and rigid conservatism. Nicknamed “Big Steve” for his unusual height and girth, Stephen Grover Cleveland was born in 1837 to an
impoverished, disciplinarian Presbyterian minister. His large family moved frequently around New Jersey and
central New York, in constant pursuit of a devoted flock and good paying work. Nevertheless, Grover would
always recall his childhood as idyllic.3 As a boy, he aspired to go to college, like his father, grandfather, and
brothers. But, after his father’s unexpected death, poor family finances prohibited it.4 Grover instead attended
local academies, supplemented by homeschooling. Hence, Cleveland was amongst the presidents least educated
in economics or public policy.5 Nor was he especially brilliant. Even his sister admitted that he was “a lad of
unusual good sense, who did not yield to impulses…but as a student Grover did not shine.”6 And throughout his
political career, Cleveland was perceived as being ignorant or simple.
Instead of intellect, Cleveland gained success through his persistence and diligent work habits. As a
teenager, he worked as a store clerk, then a bookkeeper and teacher at an asylum for the blind. And due to his
lack of college training, he never gave up on self-education as means for advancement. “Every moment of his
spare time was given to the hardest kind of study” recalled a fellow teacher.7 Yet Grover initially had little
direction. “I am kind of fooling away my time” he confessed to his sister.8 So, in 1855, he started off for Ohio to
train to be a lawyer. He was waylaid in Buffalo by a wealthy uncle, who got Grover hired as a clerk at
prominent local law firm. Cleveland worked long hours at the firm, studied intensely, and was admitted to the
New York bar by 1859. Three years later he had established his own law practice, and was the chief provider for
his mother and sisters. He continued his long office hours and assiduous study of the law, quickly becoming
known for being an attorney “[of] patient industry and of downright—and always upright—hard work.”9
Buffalo was then controlled by the new Republican party, whose members included many of
Cleveland’s family; but Grover was surrounded by Democrats at work. The earnestly serious Cleveland also
found the Democratic party “to represent greater solidity and conservatism”, and he felt “repelled” by the
“flamboyant and theatrical” leading Republican candidates.10 Therefore, the businesslike new attorney naturally
gravitated towards the Democrats. In local elections, Cleveland volunteered to get men “lined up” to vote for his
party, served as a ward delegate, and then a ward supervisor.11 For his efforts, in 1863, he was appointed
assistant district attorney of Erie County for two years. Once again, he was recognized for his professionalism,
hard work and an almost surgical attention to legal detail. Thus, in 1865, Cleveland was nominated by local
Democrats to run for District Attorney, but he was beaten in the election by a Republican.
After his electoral defeat, Cleveland returned to private practice, while continuing to hustle for local
Democrats. With his growing reputation for seriousness, honesty, and effort, Cleveland was drafted in 1870 to
run for Erie County sheriff, a position usually reserved for party hacks. This was an odd assignment for
Cleveland. After all, he was a bachelor who enjoyed saloons, card games, and even occasional barroom
fisticuffs.12 Nevertheless, after winning election, he performed his sheriff’s duties without compromise. He
returned to private practice in early 1874 and methodically built his fortune over the next seven years, often
working for large corporate clients. Yet again, Cleveland’s integrity and industry attracted the attention of local
powerbrokers in the media and politics. Hence, in 1881, when city Democrats needed a clean candidate to battle
the notoriously corrupt bi-partisan ring that ran Buffalo city government, they recruited Cleveland to run for
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mayor. He campaigned little, relying mostly on his exceptional reputation. He won by a landslide, even
receiving support from reformist Republicans willing to cross party lines.
As mayor of Buffalo, Cleveland fought successfully against the party machines and ran an energetic,
honest, and efficient city government. He shut down so much dubious legislation that he became known as “the
veto mayor”.13 And rather than award lucrative city contracts to Buffalo’s political bosses, Mayor Cleveland
insisted on competitive bids, which were then evaluated by an independent commission of policymakers and
engineers. He personally oversaw city construction projects so as to eliminate patronage, kickbacks, and bribes.
Cleveland even nixed the honest shuffling of money from one holiday fund to another because he feared it might
violate the public’s intention.14 Such rectitude and political independence was big news in Gilded Age New
York state, which was then infamous for the Tammany Hall political machine, run by Democrats, and the
corrupt politics it embodied.15 And it won Cleveland much attention. His reforms in Buffalo sparked “nothing
short of a popular revolt,” recalled a former political rival, “I cannot remember a time when interest in any
municipal matter[s] reached such a height.”16
Hence, after just eleven months as Buffalo’s mayor, Cleveland was recruited to run for Governor of
New York by reformers and a public eager for clean government. Again, he won by a landslide. His electoral
coattails also brought rare Democratic majorities into both houses of the state legislature. Once in the governor’s
office, in 1883, Cleveland again fought corruption, defied the political machines, and ran an energetic, honest,
and efficient state government.17 In just his first two months, he vetoed eight extraneous budget bills, even wellintentioned spending on veteran’s monuments, library tax breaks, and money for new fire engines. In denying
such government largess, Cleveland predicted that “I shall be the most unpopular man in the state of New
York.”18 Yet many of the major newspapers, and the public, applauded him. He continued to reject his party’s
patronage requests, infuriating many Democrats. “Tammany was not guaranteed a single one— not so much as a
night watchman at Castle Garden” groused one spoilsmen.19 Cleveland also sought to be a non-partisan
“unifier”. For example, he supported a powerful civil service reform law put forward by a young Republican
legislator, Teddy Roosevelt.
Election of 188420
The cycle now repeated itself at the national level. Cleveland the honest, efficient governor who was
cleaning up New York state politics, swiftly became national news. The Nation soon praised “the well-known
and respected features of the present Governor of New York”21, while the Harper’s Weekly political cartoonist
portrayed Cleveland as subduing the Tammany tiger. Anti-monopolists were not pleased with Cleveland’s
laissez-faire philosophy, however, and considered him a tool of the corporations. Nevertheless, after only
eighteen months as governor, the Democrats nominated Cleveland as their Presidential candidate in 1884. He
had proved himself against the city and state bosses; reformers now wanted him to clean up Washington D.C.
“They love Cleveland for his character, but they love him also for the enemies he has made” proclaimed one
supporter. 22 Cleveland’s opponent, Senator James G. Blaine, was a moderate Republican faction-leader who
had stridden the national political stage since the late 1860s. But after two decades in office, Blaine now stood
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“accused of every roguery from shaking down a railroad to guano speculations” and had accumulated a
reputation for being “a man who has prostituted public office to private gain and lied about it…”.23
The two parties’ platforms were nearly indistinguishable in 1884, and neither side emphasized policy
differences in their campaigns. Both called for higher tariffs, worker protections, and new limits on Chinese
immigration.24 Republicans wanted to strengthen railroad regulation. Democrats advanced a foreign policy
based on a new Pan-Americanism. For the first time in twenty years, race, Reconstruction, and the Civil War
were barely mentioned.25 Rather, widespread concern with “frauds and jobbery...in every department of the
Government” was the top issue for both spoilsmen and reformers.26 This meant that trust, integrity, and
“manliness” in battle against the political machines, became top priorities for voters. Hence, the campaign
rapidly descended into a series of well-orchestrated personal attacks and scandal-mongering in what has been
stereotyped as “the meanest and most meaningless campaign of the Gilded Age”.27 Accusations of fraud,
embezzlement, adultery, bastardy, drunkenness, religious impiety, and domestic violence were regularly
plastered across the nation’s newspapers.
The 1884 election results were narrow and divided. Although reform appealed to some voters, many
Republicans still savored power and patronage; even more feared government by Democrats, in whom they saw
“the worst elements of [the] population”, and Cleveland, in whom they saw an uneducated “rural sheriff”.28 In
the North and mid-West, the Prohibition Party and Greenback Party each made relatively strong showings,
together garnering between 3-11 percent of the popular vote in over a dozen states.29 As a result, Cleveland won
by a tiny margin, just 57,000 votes out of 10 million cast. In fact, with just under 49 percent of the popular vote,
he was a minority victor. Congressional elections too were closely split. Despite losing a dozen seats, Democrats
held on to 56 percent of the House, while Republicans kept their slim 52 percent majority in the Senate.
Nevertheless, after enduring the “stolen election” of 1876 and the failings of Republican Chester Arthur’s
indifferent presidency (1881-1885), Democrats and reformers felt that they finally had their man in the White
House.
Cleveland’s Vision
Cleveland was not a deep thinker or theorist. He had few original ideas. He was not a policy devotee. As
a Presidential candidate, he freely admitted that “he had not studied national questions deeply”.30 Even on his
signature issue, civil service reform, historians report that often “his role was more passive than active; he did
little to push reform measures. He simply let the public know that he favored reform and stood out of their
way.”31 And having risen through the ranks of executive power in just two years, he entered the White House
with few policy prescriptions and without a comprehensive program for the country.
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He largely blamed the nation’s economic troubles on corruption and irresponsibility.32 Politics had
fallen into “fraudulent and corrupt practices” resulting in “wasteful public extravagance” which, he thought,
were the ultimate causes of the nation’s economic troubles.33 Specifically, he believed that the spoils system and
government mismanagement fostered financial speculation and over-investment in politically favored sectors.
Everyday Americans then imitated government with their own foolish excesses because, as Cleveland argued,
“…public extravagance begets extravagance among the people.”34 He also maintained that corruption and
partisanship in Federal spending eroded trust in the US economy, in the Federal government’s ability to pay its
debts, and hence in the entire US financial system. Thus, he likely perceived the 1881-1885 depression as a form
of mass economic judgement. It was akin to a financial vote of no-confidence on corrupt, inefficient
government. America had gone off its Constitutional rails. So, in order to mend the economy, Cleveland
believed that American politics must get back on its traditional and legal tracks.
As consequence, Cleveland possessed a near religious devotion to two beliefs about executive
leadership. The first was that he should provide a government that was strictly Constitutional. It must be fair and
objective, above party or faction, and immune to pleas for special favors or subsidies. From his earliest political
speeches to his final addresses, he held that “public office is a public trust”.35 More specifically, he insisted that
“[p]ublic officers are the servants and agents of the people to execute laws which the people have made, and
within the limits of a constitution which they have established.”36 This meant strict limits on party loyalty.
“Party men we may all well be;” he wrote later in life, “but only with the reservation that thoughtful and
patriotic citizens we must be.”37
The second was that he should provide a government that was small, efficient, and run more like a
business. Spending should not exceed revenues. Contracts and hiring should be based on ability and fit, not on
political alliances. And “…all unnecessary offices should be abolished, and all employment of doubtful benefit
discontinued.”38 For Cleveland believed that “…the application of business principles to public affairs” would
rebuild investor trust and reduce waste.39 A small, business-like government was also a government that could
do less harm to the people, and to democracy itself. Fewer actions taken by government officials meant fewer
actions that could be corrupted or wasted.
Thus Cleveland tended to oppose any government expenditure, even benevolent, that was not approved
by the voters and in accordance with the Constitution. To Cleveland, every spending bill stank of favors to some
political machine, special interest, or individual. He particularly opposed most forms of government welfare. He
insisted that public assistance “would necessarily produce more unfairness and unjust discrimination and give
more scope for partisan partiality, and would result in more perversion of the Government’s benevolent
intentions…”.40 Such convictions would forever taint him with a reputation of “indifference to human suffering
and poverty”.41 Because, other than federal pensions for war veterans and their dependents, the Gilded Age had
no social safety net for the elderly, sick, poor, or unemployed. The boss system, albeit inefficient and corrupt,
did provide a rough form of welfare to lower income Americans, especially recent immigrants piling into the
nation’s cities. And for all Cleveland’s principled objections to that system, he proposed no alternatives other
than private charity.
As for his administration, Cleveland sought a passive, strictly Constitutional presidency. Cleveland
constantly reminded Americans that “It should be remembered that the office of the President is essentially
executive in its nature. The laws enacted by the legislative branch of the government, the Chief Executive is
bound faithfully to enforce.”42 Policymaking would be left to legislators. The executive’s job was to prevent
32
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them from making unconstitutional mistakes. If the people did not like the nation’s laws or policies, then they
could vote for representatives to change them. In practice, Cleveland often governed like a lawyer; hence he was
a “stickler for legalism and the rights of property,” notes one historian of the period.43
But in doing so, Cleveland also committed himself, and the country, to a political-legal system not yet
equipped to govern the powerful, often vicious, forces of the late 19th century industrial capitalism.44 For
decades, railroad corporations had used anti-competitive practices to exploit farmers and small businesses.45
“These vast and powerful corporations have inaugurated a series of abuses…debauched and demoralized our
Courts and Legislatures…robbed the nation…flooded the land with worthless stocks…trampled upon individual
and public rights and liberties” howled their critics.46 Now, during the mid-1880s, similarly harmful monopolies
were forming in steel, copper, coal, iron, flour, sugar, telephones, and other essential industries.47 And as
industry gradually displaced small farms as employers, a new class of impoverished industrial labor had arisen.
Hundreds of thousands of transportation, manufacturing, and mine workers now toiled away long hours for
subsistence wages under brutal conditions. An industrial aristocracy seemed to be forming. The original US
Constitution provided little recourse, having been written for an agricultural economy, and not designed to deal
with such challenges.48
Finally, Cleveland was infamously rigid in his views. His lack of trust in people, with their implacable
greed and self-seeking behavior, constantly led him back to the law. Historians describe him as “bull-headed”49
and “stubborn”50, and even contemporary admirers called him “inflexible”51. His critics were even less
diplomatic. For example, future Republican statesman John Hay nicknamed his most ornery mule “Grover
Cleveland”,52 while the acerbic editor of the Texas Iconoclast opined “Cleveland is a ‘strong man’ exactly as the
hog is a strong animal. Stubborn without courage, persevering without judgment…There are several other points
of resemblance; but I have no desire to be hard on the hog.”53 Supporters cheered Cleveland’s steadfast loyalty
to his, and their, ideals. But in practical terms, such inflexibility meant that the obstinate Cleveland had trouble
adapting his philosophical worldview in order to take advantage of real opportunities or avoid economic crises.
The Smoldering Depression of 1881-1885
Cleveland’s election came amidst the trough of the Smoldering Depression of 1881-1885.54 It had
started as a typical business slowdown during autumn 1881. But it was accelerated by a boom in European
agriculture in 1882. As global exports of meat and grains glutted the food supply, farm prices and incomes
tumbled in America. So too fell the profits of suppliers, railroads, and the banks that catered to agriculture. The
following year, during 1883, mounting bankruptcies in these sectors began to injure the nation’s broader loan
and credit institutions. Then, in mid-1884, these conditions combined with a series of well-publicized bank
43
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failures and financial frauds in New York City, resulting in a panic on Wall Street. The entire US economy then
sagged through early 1885, possibly an overall contraction of 25 percent, with nationwide unemployment
running as high as 13 percent.55
As for Cleveland, he saw no use for intellectual theory and no duty for presidents to mend economic
downturns. He never mentioned the depression during his election campaign; nor after he was inaugurated.
Time and anti-corruption reforms were the best remedies. Action by the federal government action was not only
unconstitutional, it would also encourage more bad behavior. The best remedy was clean, restrained,
constitutional government.
1885: Silver vs. Gold
Nevertheless, Cleveland did worry about the US dollar and America’s creditworthiness. Hence
Cleveland’s first action to safeguard the economy involved the perennial contest between silver and gold. And
he took it before even entering the White House.
Some history here is useful. Since the mid-1870s, Americans had waged an ongoing political battle
between those who sought to join the international gold standard (often Eastern financial interests, shippers, and
importers) versus pro-silver interests (small businesses and farmers in need of credit, Western miners). The
official dollar values of gold and silver coins had been set by federal law back in 1792 and were revised only
occasionally, if at all.56 Hence the free-market price of uncoined, bulk metal “bullion” might differ from that of
coined specie. At first, neither metal was produced much in the US. This forced early Americans to earn their
gold and silver currency though exports and by attracting foreign loans and investment. This changed after 1848,
when vast gold deposits were discovered in California. In 1859, even larger silver deposits were found in
Nevada.57 But the dollar value of silver bullion was often higher than that of federally coined silver, especially
on European markets.58 So most American silver eventually found its way abroad. The Civil War added
inflation to the mix. The wartime printing of paper greenbacks, along with vast oversupplies of domestic silver,
caused silver to lose over half its value relative to gold on American markets. Meanwhile, Great Britain,
Germany, and other major economic powers were gradually adopting the gold standard, making gold coins and
bars the preferred currency for international trade and finance. Hence silver coins had largely fallen out of use in
the United States by 1870.59
In an attempt to eliminate silver coins entirely, and to hasten the US towards the gold standard, pro-gold
advocates in Congress passed the 1873 Coinage Act to demonetize silver. It ended the US Mint’s practice of
coining silver upon demand, and it eliminated silver coins as legal tender for transactions over five dollars.
Henceforth, silver coins could be used in private transactions, but the federal government might not accept them.
The bill aroused little opposition at the time. Gold supporters cheered the act, few others cared. But the
successful exploitation of silver deposits in Nevada, Colorado, Idaho, and Montana during the 1870s changed
the political calculus. Soon the US was producing half the world’s silver, but there was little demand for it at
home. Meanwhile, the rapid paydown of federal war debts by Presidents Grant and Hayes, combined with the
Panic of 1873, drastically reduced the supply of money and credit available in the US. Therefore, in 1878,
Congress had passed the Bland-Allison Act over the veto of President Hayes. It restored silver coins as full legal
tender and required the Treasury to accept between $2 million and $4 million worth of silver bullion for coinage
annually. This would increase domestic demand for silver, while simultaneously improving supplies of money
and credit. But since silver bullion, by weight, was now worth only around 80 percent of gold, many feared
Bland-Allison’s effects on US creditworthiness. “Will any bank, can any bank, receive from depositors silver
worth eighty cents to the dollar, and pay out in gold on depositors’ checks worth one hundred cents to the
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dollar?” fretted The Nation.60 Creditors who were owed gold would flee the US in fear of being paid in cheap
silver, and a financial panic would ensue. Trade and investment contracts with gold standard countries would
also become more difficult. The administrations of Hayes, Garfield, and Arthur had therefore kept silver coinage
to its legal minimum and no crisis occurred.61
The Smoldering Depression of 1881-1885 and the banking crises of 1884 threatened to wreck the
situation. As the economy slowed, Americans began to use silver, or paper greenbacks, to pay their debts and
taxes; meanwhile America’s foreign creditors demanded payment in gold. With silver and paper money going
into the US Treasury, and gold bleeding out, the Federal government was on track to drop dangerously below
the $100 million threshold in gold reserves recently legislated by Congress.62 By early 1885, the amount of gold
held by the US Treasury had already fallen by a third and showed no signs of slowing.63
America’s ability to fully pay its debts was now in question.64 US banks had already begun stockpiling
gold in expectation of a crisis. Cleveland’s election provided no relief. Whether it was fears of the first
Democratic administration in decades, or trepidation about the nation’s dwindling gold supplies, the stock
market tumbled for weeks starting in mid-November. Chester Arthur, still president, showed little inclination to
intercede; he was by now an ineffective and disengaged lame-duck.
Frightened policymakers instead reached out to the newly elected Grover Cleveland for action. A month
before his inauguration, Cleveland received an urgent message from a senior Congressman warning him that
“The stock of gold in the Treasury is being exhausted and cannot be replenished…already the banks and trust
companies are hoarding.”65 Cleveland, acting as a private citizen, signed a rare private letter to Congress
warning that “It is of momentous importance...to prevent the increasing displacement of gold by the increasing
coinage of silver”.66 He cautioned that “our danger, and our duty to avert that danger, would seem plain...”, and
he urgently recommended “a present suspension of the purchase and coinage of silver.”67 Congress
overwhelmingly rejected his suggestions. Cleveland then allowed his letter to be published in the nation’s
leading newspapers. In an age when even sitting Presidents left policy to Congress, such a strongly worded
statement from an incoming executive was striking. Critics called it a “fundamental blunder” and “flunkeyish”.68
But such an unusual show of force by the president-elect had the effect of calming financial markets for the few
weeks until Cleveland’s administration began.
Then, immediately upon entering office, President Cleveland and his Secretary of the Treasury took
action to defend the dollar. They suspended the previous administration’s accelerated bond redemptions. This
reduced the outflows of gold and allowed incoming Federal revenues to pile up. Also, wherever possible,
Cleveland ordered the Federal government to pay out in paper greenbacks rather than in gold or silver. The
economic recovery, begun around May 1885, further aided inflows of specie. As a result, by early 1886, the
Treasury vaults were flush with gold. The currency crisis of winter 1884-1885 was averted and soon forgotten.
But Cleveland then halted his assault on silver. His negative view of government overrode his desire to
take further action. He had the allies necessary, and the public sufficiently educated, to lead a repeal of pro-
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silver legislation passed under the Hayes administration.69 Cleveland might even have created an omnibus bill
combining monetary reforms with tariff reductions. After all, he had the support of party members who urged
precisely such action, and major newspapers predicting it to the public. A Congressman then observed “…he
had the game in his own hands. The opposition to his policy was melting away like snow in a thaw.”70 However,
Cleveland believed that such actions by a President would tread unconstitutionally upon Congressional ground.
He therefore strictly limited the advocacy and pressure he applied to Congress to mere policy recommendations
in his December 1885 annual message to Congress. So the issue died. This refusal to act forcefully in 1885-1886
would haunt him during his second term, when pro-silver legislation would trigger a deep recession.
Reform
Instead, Cleveland threw himself into rooting out corruption and waste in government; for those are
what he believed to be the true sources of the economic recession. “Our citizens have the right to protection
from the incompetency of public employees who hold their places solely as the reward of partisan service” he
declared in his inaugural address.71 Such a pledge was considerable. The federal government then employed
over 134,000 people; only 16,000 of whom were in the new “classified” civil service jobs mandated by the 1883
Pendleton Civil Service reforms.72 These “classified” men had to earn their positions through civil service
exams. Most of the remainder were to be appointed by the new president. Reformers were concerned that
Democrats, eager to plunder federal spoils for themselves, would ignore the recent Pendleton reforms, kicking
off a new cycle of corruption. Months before his inauguration, Cleveland soothed these fears. In a letter to the
National Civil Reform League, he promised that “practical reform in the civil service is demanded…I regard
myself as pledged to this”.73 Even privately, Cleveland declared to colleagues “Henceforth I must have no
friends”, signaling his intent to defy demands for patronage, even from political allies.74
He was mostly true to his word. For his cabinet, Cleveland selected no party bosses nor spoilsmen. He
instead assembled a team that was geographically diverse, but unified in their relative competence, discretion,
integrity, and dedication to Cleveland’s vision. There were no dynamic innovators or great leaders amongst
Cleveland’s cabinet, just honest and hard-working men. His cabinet was also heavily drawn from conservative,
pro-business communities, rather than from agriculture or labor. “It is distinctively representative of the interests
of the Eastern half of the country” complained the Chicago press.75 Hence the administration had a general tilt
towards laissez faire government that, at least since the 1870s, most favored big business. Cleveland’s
management style was to rely upon his cabinet for advice, and even to delegate considerable authority to them in
their departments. But he always reserved final decisions for himself.76
In a bold reformist move during his first days in office, Cleveland directed his Cabinet and their
assistant secretaries to clean their departments of inefficiency and corruption. And, loyal to Cleveland’s vision,
his cabinet eagerly pursued the task. Entire departments were quickly reorganized to be run according to modern
business practices, rather than as sources of political favors. As early as August 1885, Pulitzer’s New York
World was proclaiming that Cleveland “…has already in a little more than five months destroyed nests of
corruption in the Navy Department, the Treasury, the Indian Bureau, the Land office, the Coast Survey, and the
War Department.”77
At first, the spoilsmen and political bosses revolted against Cleveland. After decades out of power, the
Democrats now had their first president in twenty-five years. They wanted the same patronage that the
Republican presidents had doled out since 1861. But Cleveland stubbornly refused to promote or hire friends or
political allies carte blanche. He even kept Republican appointees in place if they had performed well, and he
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gave no rewards to Democrats for mere political service or party loyalty. By summer, political observers were
either celebrating or critiquing Cleveland’s refusal to play the patronage game for his party. Some Democrats
were furious, many feared loss of votes and supporters in the next elections. So, in order to prevent a schism
within the Democratic party, Cleveland began to compromise on patronage during autumn 1885, but mostly just
for low-level jobs in the postal service.78
An Unstable Economic Recovery: 1885-1886
The economy began to improve sometime during late spring 1885. After the gold and banking crises
had been resolved, and confidence restored, the depression essentially burned itself out. Inventories emptied and
demand revived. After a tentative summer, industrial production surged ahead strongly that autumn. The
recovery then continued, with few interruptions, for a solid year. By March 1886, the new Bureau of Labor was
reporting “the effects of the depression are wearing away, and all the indications are that prosperity is slowly,
gradually, but safely returning.”79 Cleveland likely believed that the economy was responding positively to his
administration’s campaign to reduce waste and corruption in the federal government. For on economic policy,
he had gone dormant. After his brief but energetic defense of the gold standard in early 1885, little had issued
forth from the White House on the economy for the remainder of the year.
Then, in early December 1885, he delivered a seventy-page Annual Message to Congress. It was the
longest ever at the time, and it came packed with policy recommendations. Newspapers eagerly predicted fierce
battles with Congress to enact them. And yet, Cleveland assured friends “I did not come here to legislate”.80 It
had been his Constitutional duty to present an annual report to Congress, within which he might make
suggestions. But those were his legal limits. To the public, he explained “I…insist upon the entire independence
of the executive and legislative branches…I have certain executive duties to perform; when that is done my
responsibility ends…The Senators and members have their duties and responsibilities.”81 Strict constitutionalism
was working; he would stick to a restrained presidency.
In fact, his dogged insistence that, as president, he keep his constitutional distance from economic
legislation emboldened pro-silver forces. Their counter-attacks on gold began soon after Congress reconvened in
early March 1886.82 Angry Democrats swore that adherence to the gold standard was “a repudiation of the
policy of [the Democrats] and a complete acceptance of the financial policy of the Republican Party which had
been overthrown in 1878.”83 Western states which produced silver still sought to increase demand for it. They
were joined by farmers and small businessmen who still wanted increased silver supplies as a basis for badly
needed credit and investment.84 The leader of the Senate Democrats therefore submitted a bill to formally place
the US on a bi-metallic (silver and gold) standard.85 Because silver bullion was then legally priced in dollars at
only ~85 percent worth its weight in gold (i.e. undervalued), this would lead people to hoard gold and conduct
commerce in silver, thereby driving gold out of circulation. American gold would eventually find its way
overseas where its full value would be recognized, placing the US on a de facto silver standard. “[W]e shall
gradually but surely be stripped of our gold and loaded down with the silver from other countries” warned the
New York Times.86 Problems in trade with, and debts to, countries on the gold standard would soon follow. The
bimetallism bill was narrowly defeated in a bipartisan vote.
As silver advocates in Congress planned their next move, gold supporters prodded Cleveland to act
more decisively. Yet, deep into summer 1886, Cleveland was still assuring a powerful pro-silver Congressman,
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“…I am not at all inclined to meddle with proposed legislation while it is pending in Congress.”87 Encouraged
by this, the House passed a bill designed to force the Treasury to resume accelerated bond buy-backs. Its
declared intent was to pay down the national debt, reduce interest rates, and increase the availability of money
and credit. But in practice, it would have forced the Treasury to spend down its gold stocks. It therefore
represented an indirect, and poorly veiled, attempt to force the country onto cheap silver. The buy-back bill
passed the House in mid-July 1886, by a large majority and with considerable Democratic support. A watereddown version then passed the Senate. Cleveland feared any version would “endanger and embarrass the
successful and useful operation of the Treasury Department and impair the confidence which the people should
have in the management of the finances of the government.”88 Nevertheless, rather than take a strong public
stand, he instead let the bill expire quietly with a pocket veto.
With the threat of additional pro-silver legislation growing, Cleveland finally took action to defend the
Treasury’s holdings of gold. He ordered silver-backed certificates to be printed in small denominations (those
used for most daily purchases), while gold-backed certificates were restricted to large denominations (so as to
reduce demand for them). In a similar attempt to reduce the circulation of greenbacks, Cleveland began to
substitute large denominations for small as they came into the Treasury. But that mostly exhausted the tools then
available to the executive branch. If Cleveland wanted stronger remedies then he needed new legislation from
Capitol Hill. Yet other than make occasional recommendations to Congress, Cleveland stubbornly refused to
lead any battles there for the remainder of his first term in office. To his mind, it was not presidential.
Ultimately, this would cause major problems for his successor, and worse for Cleveland in his second term.
Labor Unrest and the Haymarket Riots
Labor posed another economic problem for Cleveland. Although the Depression of 1881-1885 was
finally easing, its depth and duration had taken a deep toll on American workers. After years of declining wages
and lengthening work hours, labor unrest peaked during 1886. Union membership soared to over 1.2 million, a
record not surpassed until fifteen years later. “History is on the move over there at last” rejoiced Friedrich
Engels in London.89 Labor leaders demanded four things: an eight-hour workday, steady wages, restrictions on
immigrant labor, and an end to convict labor. And when they did not get them, the unions struck. In 1886, the
number of strikes doubled from the previous year, involving over 600,000 workers.90 Operations were
frequently shut down at the nation’s mines, factories, and railroads. Violence erupted as strikers fought bloody
street battles against law enforcement, vigilantes, and scabs. The public lived in constant anxiety. The New York
Sun warned its readers that union leaders “can at any moment take the means of livelihood from two and a half
million souls...can shut up most of the mills and factories, and can disable the railroads.”91
Like most executives during the Gilded Age, Cleveland was inconsistent on the emerging issues of
corporate power and labor rights. In his speeches and public writings, he repeatedly scolded industrial
monopolies and corporations for abuses of power. He warned that “when by combination, or by the exercise of
unwarranted power, [corporations] oppress the people, the same authority which created [them] should restrain
them and protect the rights of the citizen.”92 But as mayor, governor, and president, he neither took much action
nor advanced much policy to do so. Likewise, he often spoke boldly about the rights of, and protections for,
American workers. “The laboring classes constitute the main part of our population,” he claimed repeatedly,
“They should be protected in their efforts peaceably to assert their rights...and all statutes on this subject should
recognize the care of the State for honest toil, and be framed with a view of improving the condition of the
working man.”93 But again, he did little for labor while in office, seeing himself constrained by the Constitution
and private contract rights.
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His boldest action on labor as president took the form of a special message to Congress, the first of its
kind in American history, sent in late April 1886.94 But with his typical restraint, Cleveland asked Congress
merely for “legislative care” that “[labor’s] reasonable demands should be met in...a spirit of appreciation and
fairness”. In fact, Cleveland warned Congress that “any effort...by the Federal Government must be greatly
limited by constitutional restrictions.” His preferred solution was for Congress to create a permanent labor
commission that could launch investigations of abuse and oversee corporate-labor negotiations. Congress,
backed by industry in the North, mine-owners out West, and plantation owners in the South, rejected this
suggestion as too bold. It instead empowered Cleveland to appoint arbitration boards on an ad hoc emergency
basis. Congress also passed legislation that legalized labor unions, set new immigration restrictions, granted an
eight-hour work day to some Federal postal employees, and limited prison labor. But none of these actions
addressed the fundamental tensions driving labor-industry acrimony. Hence the conflicts, often violent, would
continue.
Tensions boiled over in early May 1886 during labor protests in Chicago.95 As part of a nationwide push
to limit work hours, leaders of an anarchist labor association organized an evening rally in Haymarket Square.
Its purpose was to protest deadly police violence and “to explain the general situation of the Eight-Hour
[workday] Movement”.96 Toward the end of the Haymarket speeches, 175 policemen marched in to disperse the
dwindling crowd. Suddenly, an unknown assailant hurled a bomb into the ranks of police, who began firing
wildly. The workers fired back. Between the bomb and the melee that followed, eleven people were killed,
while over fifty officers and an untold number of civilians were wounded. The event shocked the country. A
“red scare” ensued, as the Illinois State Attorney reportedly ordered his men to, “Make the raids first and look
up the law afterward!”97 Suspected anarchists and communists were rounded up indiscriminately. The criminal
trials that followed became headline news, sparking a national debate over industrial capitalism and the rights of
labor. Popular fears spread of “all forms of Socialism, Communism, Nihilism, and Anarchy…preaching their
gospel of disaster”.98 Calls for action came from all quarters. But President Cleveland felt he had already done
his constitutional duty, and let the matter alone.
The Interstate Commerce Act of 1887
Railroad monopolies were also a perennial headache for the American economy.99 Their business
practices seemed shady, if not outright exploitative. For example, in order to reduce price competition, the
railroad corporations divvied up traffic amongst themselves, or shared revenues in formal traffic “pools”. To
maximize profits, different prices were charged on the same routes depending on the customer. Also, special
rebates were regularly awarded to the largest corporate customers on more competitive lines, but not to others or
on monopolized routes. Meanwhile, “stock watering” and speculation in railroad shares contributed to recurring
bank panics.100 Many of these tactics are common practice now. But they seemed like “organized theft” to 19th
century Americans.101 After all, most people had grown up in an economy based on small farmers and
tradesmen, dealing in agricultural commodities and basic household goods, conducting exchanges in small lots
in free markets. Before 1870, monopolies and large corporations had been rare. But by the mid-1880s, industrial
corporations were already coming to dominate economic life in new and alarming ways. And as the oldest and
largest industrial corporations, which had also grown to monopolize long-distance transportation services,
railroads became a lightning rod for public discontent.
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Farmers, merchants, and the ticket-paying public clamored for government regulation of the rails.102 In
response, for twenty years (roughly 1867-1887), Congressmen had introduced over 150 bills to regulate the
railroads. None passed. Railroad attorneys and property rights advocates, like Cleveland himself, ably defended
corporate interests in Congress and the courts. The same rights and protections invoked by early Americans to
protect themselves from a predatory aristocracy, were now being employed to defend private monopolies
against regulation by the people. Finally, in 1876, the Supreme Court conceded that the rails “engaged in a
public employment affecting the public interest” and therefore concluded that railroad rates and practices could
be regulated by the government.103 State governments now sprang into action with all sorts of new legislation.104
However, while state governments might regulate railroads within their borders, the most profitable traffic was
increasingly regional and transcontinental.105 And, in 1886, the Supreme Court ruled that regulation of interstate
routes only “should be done by the Congress of the United States under the commerce clause of the
Constitution.”106 This ruling created “a twilight zone in which states could not and the federal government did
not regulate railroads.”107 Meanwhile, by the mid-1880s, overbuilding had created cutthroat competition
amongst some railroads, while consolidation created large monopolies elsewhere. Pools became ineffective, as
their terms amplified in complexity and members cheated. As a result, many railroads themselves now
supported federal regulation of some sort.
The result was the Interstate Commerce Act of 1887. Despite his legal experience with the issues,
Cleveland demanded no role in its design. Congress sent it to him in late January 1877 and, after two weeks of
study, he signed it without comment. In principle, it banned pools, rebates, price discrimination, and mandated
that rates be “reasonable and just” and be published for all to see. But the new Interstate Commerce Commission
(ICC) it created to enforce these regulations had little real impact. After an initial flurry of activity, the ICC
found itself virtually powerless. The language of the Interstate Commerce Act was so weak, ambiguous, and
experimental, that the ICC’s decrees were often ignored or its mandates reversed by the courts. Its main
advantage was to publicize abuses and the need for still better federal regulation. Ninety years later, the verdict
from historians remained that “[n]early everyone agrees that the Interstate Commerce Commission has
failed…few dispute its lack of success”108
The Recession of 1887-1888
The economic recovery which initially greeted Cleveland did not last long. After late summer 1886,
economic growth became sporadic and unreliable. Wheat and cotton prices remained under pressure as crop
yields rebounded. By the end of the year, farm prices were headed back towards their depression lows. Net gold
inflows paused. Deflation returned to the cities. Still nervous from the recent downturn, banks remained
conservative on lending, while federal debt paydowns reduced the supply of government bonds.109 Thus real
interest rates rose again towards 6 percent.
Between spring 1887 and spring 1888, a severe recession struck. It was largely caused by historic
droughts and blizzards that devastated ranchers, farmers, railroads, and industry alike. The first drought hit
during summer 1886, when severe heat waves and poor rainfall ravaged Texas. Cattle died off and many
ranchers ate their seed corn in order to survive. Then came the “Hard Winter” of 1886-1887. Records for cold
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and snow were set around the country, with 3-4 inches falling in downtown San Francisco, and freezing
temperatures reaching deep into the South.110 But it was the blizzards on the Great Plains that did the worst
economic damage that winter. They buried entire states in several feet of snow for weeks, while temperatures
dipped below -50 degrees at times. “It was as though the Arctic regions had pushed down and enveloped us.
Everything was white.” wrote one Montana rancher.111 From the Dakotas to Texas, millions of livestock,
including anywhere from 50-90 percent of most cattle herds, froze to death.112 Due to both the weather and the
ranching bust, demand for manufactured products fell. Industrial production contracted sharply, dropping
around 9 percent, between March and July 1887.113 Then, during summer 1887, droughts returned to the Great
Plains and prairies, further punishing farmers and ranchers. The following winter, 1887-1888, brought record
snowfall and a “Great Blizzard”, this time to the Mid-Atlantic and Northeast. Ice flows clogged the Ohio and
Mississippi Rivers. Roads and rails were unpassable, even in the cities. Telegraph and telephone lines were
downed, snarling communications. Hundreds of ships were grounded or wrecked, and docks were destroyed,
rendering the nation’s largest eastern ports unusable. Washington DC, Baltimore, Philadelphia, New York, and
Boston were immobilized. Even the New York Stock Exchange closed for two days. Much of the American
economy was virtually paralyzed. Industrial production alone plunged 14 percent that winter.114 Farmers called
for aid, while the manufacturing sector clamored for trade protection, as did many American workers who
believed that free trade pushed down wages and eliminated jobs.
Despite calls for federal assistance, Cleveland doggedly stuck by his Constitutional ideals. For example,
when suffering Texans appealed for aid, Congress passed a bi-partisan bill to provide a meagre $10,000 in seedgrain to save farms in selected counties in that state. Scores of federal aid packages been granted to disaster
victims over the decades,115 but President Cleveland vetoed the appropriation, arguing that:
“I can find no warrant for such an appropriation in the Constitution; and I do not believe that the power
and duty of the General Government ought to be extended to the relief of individual suffering… the
lesson should be constantly enforced that, though the people support the Government, the Government
should not support the people.”116
Cleveland also struck down hundreds of spending bills for infrastructure, pensions, and regional aid. All told, he
exercised his veto a total of 414 times during his first administration, only a quarter of which were pocket
vetoes.117 This sum is roughly twice that of all previous Presidential vetoes combined. And of Cleveland’s
vetoes, only two were overridden by Congress during his first term, giving him an almost unrivaled success rate
in American history. The “veto mayor” and “veto governor” had become the “veto president”.
The vast majority of Cleveland’s vetoes were against private pension bills for veterans of the Civil
War.118 These individual acts, written to benefit individual Americans, had become a form of patronage used to
buy support for Republican Congressmen. And, fearing the wrath of the “soldier vote”, every president since
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Lincoln, all Republicans, had signed each of the thousands of pension bills which came to their desks. The
expenditures became enormous. By Cleveland’s time, pensions were the largest category in the annual budget,
supporting some 325,000 Americans and consuming over 20 percent of Federal spending.119
With arguably few veterans’ votes to lose, Democratic Cleveland refused to continue this practice
without more serious vetting. He vetoed hundreds of pension bills that he judged fraudulent. In one such veto,
he complained “I am so thoroughly tired of disapproving gifts of public money to individuals who in my view
have no right or claim to the same, notwithstanding apparent Congressional sanction...the [freewheeling]
granting of pensions invites applications without merit and encourages those who for gain urge honest men to
become dishonest.”120 Republicans in Congress therefore passed a comprehensive bill that would award
pensions to any Civil War veteran disabled for any reason, even old age. Furthermore, the bill gave pensions for
disabilities incurred after the war, and provided financial incentives to physicians and towns to aid in
certification.121 Again, Cleveland vetoed it.
The economic effects of Cleveland’s pensions vetoes were mixed. On one hand, he reduced a persistent
form of corruption and inefficient pork. For example, The Nation applauded Cleveland's veto of the mass
pensions bill, proclaiming that he had “saved the Treasury from a tremendous onslaught of pension-beggars”122
Nor did Cleveland veto all pensions, just those that seemed fraudulent to him. On the other hand, Cleveland’s
attack on pensions limited perhaps the only existing form of public welfare. The New York Tribune therefore
bemoaned that Cleveland’s vetoes were “…sending the destitute, aged mothers of soldiers to the poorhouse, in
order that the Democratic party may gain a reputation for economy.”123 But Cleveland believed that Congress
was wasting money, encouraging widespread fraud and dependence, and choosing economic winners and losers,
all the while treading on the authority of the executive branch (i.e. individual Congressmen should either respect
the judgements of the Pensions Bureau or pass legislation to change the way it made decisions).
Admittedly, Cleveland was somewhat flexible here, more opposed to specific grants of welfare than to
general acts of government favor. For example, two weeks after quashing the Texas Seed Bill, Cleveland signed
the Hatch Act of 1887, which provided a far greater sum, $15,000 per year, in federal funding to each land-grant
college to support agricultural experiment stations and the circulation of information about new farming
techniques. Out West, he opened up millions of acres of government land, hitherto appropriated by railroads and
cattle barons, to new settlers. Nor did Cleveland veto a generous rivers and harbors improvement bill, arguably
for defense, which critics lambasted for its pork and jobs. And in a blatant act of government favoritism,
Cleveland defended cattle and dairy interests by signing a bill that taxed and regulated margarine so as to make
it less competitive with butter. Yet, such transgressions were rare. More often, Cleveland denounced the “selfish
and private interests which [convince the public] that the General Government is the fountain of individual and
private aid…”124
Trade and the Great Tariff Debate of 1888125
Ultimately, it was trade that would prove Cleveland’s most controversial battle. The US during the mid1880s was relatively closed to international trade— it comprised just 12 percent of the country’s economic
activity—but some sectors depended heavily upon it.126 Southern farmers sent large portions of their cotton and
tobacco crops abroad, as did Midwestern wheat farmers.127 So too did pig farmers find ready buyers of
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American ham and bacon in foreign markets. Meanwhile, many struggling American consumers, and certain
manufacturers, relied on imports of cheap unprocessed foods (especially sugar) and crude materials (wool,
leather, and other textiles), which together constituted 75 percent of all imports.128 In fact, the US government
itself depended upon imports since tariffs brought in around 55 percent of all Federal revenues.129 These import
tariffs allowed Gilded Age Americans to simultaneously afford low taxes, rapid debt reduction, generous
pensions for Union Army veterans and their dependents, river and harbor improvements, and the construction of
a new, modern Navy.130
Yet the existing tariff regime was problematic and begged for reform. First, the rates were exorbitant.
Between 1875-1885, the overall tax rate on dutiable imports averaged above 43 percent, while tariffs on some
individual goods reached far higher.131 Tariffs thereby “raise the price to consumers of all articles
imported…[and] create a tax upon all our people” complained Cleveland.132 Second, tariffs created winners and
losers. Especially hurt were millions of American consumers in the lower classes, farmers, and the Democratdominated South (which faced reciprocal tariffs on their export crops, while paying exorbitant prices for
manufactured goods). On the other hand, domestic manufacturers benefited from reduced foreign competition,
which allowed them to raise prices on their own goods. “The benefits of the tariff all go one way,” complained a
Southern congressman, “from the consumer to the manufacturer, but not from the manufacturer to the
consumer”.133 Also, customs officials were usually the agents of local party bosses, therefore tariffs were also a
primary source of funds for the political machines. Thus, to Cleveland, tariffs were an outgrowth of the spoils
system, constituting a “vicious, inequitable, and illogical source of unnecessary taxation…”134 Finally, with the
Federal budget consistently in surplus, high tariffs created an embarrassment of riches in government coffers.
Throughout the 1880s, the US Treasury brought in around 38 percent more in revenues than Congress spent,
much of it in tariffs.135 When the US Treasury invested these excess funds (i.e. purchased bonds on the open
market), it drove up interest rates, while further enriching wealthy financial interests in the Northeast. And while
a government surplus may not seem problematic to 21st century Americans, the 19th century view was that
surpluses took money out of circulation, while also creating a large, irresistible reserve of pork which further
tempted spoilsmen in Congress and the bureaucracy. Hence many blamed high tariffs for causing the
Smoldering Depression of 1881-1885.
Cleveland was admittedly a late-comer to the tariff debate. Other than vague partisan support for lower
tariffs shared by most Democrats since the 1840s, Cleveland had rarely spoken of them. Nor had he ever much
studied the matter. “I am ashamed to say it, but the truth is I know nothing about the tariff…” he admitted to a
Republican reformer, “Will you tell me how to learn?”136 He was certainly no free-trader. Cleveland recognized
the value of protective tariffs for the budding American industrial sector and, he hoped, for the workingmen
employed there. As a Democrat, Cleveland was also wary of causing a schism amongst his party in Congress;
not all Democrats supported the same tariffs on the same products. And since half of all US trade was conducted
with Great Britain,137 many Americans also saw free trade as a dangerous form of British imperialism,
“…tantamount to conspiracy: a secretive British-led attempt to stunt the growth of US ‘infant’ industries and
foil Republican imperial designs.”138 Hence in his first annual message to Congress, Cleveland limited his
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recommendations to vagaries such as “I think the reduction should be made in the revenue derived from a tax
upon the imported necessaries of life.”139
But Cleveland’s lack of leadership on silver convinced many that he would be similarly weak on trade.
For example, in early 1886, a handful of pro-reform Democrats attempted to pass new tariff legislation, but
protectionist Democrats in Congress torpedoed the effort before it even made it to the House floor. As usual, the
strictly constitutionalist Cleveland refused to interfere. The next plan was to ride a wave of voter frustration
during the 1886 midterm elections. But the November elections failed to reveal any major shifts in public
opinion; nor did they much alter the balance of power in Congress. In his December 1886 message to Congress,
Cleveland therefore increased the urgency, though not the specificity, of his call for tariff reform. He even
threatened to call a special session of the newly elected Congress. The threat was ignored. Again, no progress
was made.
Finally, seeing tariffs as the last refuge of the spoilsmen, and with consumers and labor crying for relief
amidst the Recession of 1887-1888, an exasperated Cleveland dedicated his entire December 1887 annual
message to Congress to tariff reform. In unusually stark and indelicate terms, Cleveland blasted the existing
tariff regime. He described it as an “...indefensible extortion and a culpable betrayal of American fairness and
justice...that multiplies a brood of evil consequences”140 and demanded change. Cleveland proceeded to propose
a new tariff system that would lower duties on “the necessaries of life used and consumed by all the people,”
(such as sugar, clothing, carpets, and raw materials), while still maintaining protective tariffs for many
American industries.
Coming as a surprise, for he consulted few in Congress or his party, Cleveland’s trade message
suddenly threw the entire country into a controversial “Great Tariff Debate” during a close election year. For
months, newspaper headlines and editorial pages were consumed by trade arguments. The battle over tariffs
even invaded American popular culture. In Mark Twain’s new novel, published later that year, the “Connecticut
Yankee” argued tariffs with a fictional blacksmith in King Arthur’s Court. The socialist Edward Bellamy, who
intended to attack money and individualism, felt obligated to also lambaste customs duties in his instant 1888
classic, Looking Backward. Even the great American poet, Walt Whitman took up the fight against
protectionism, declaring “The whole thing is hoggish—put on hoggish foundations”.141 Certainly, during spring
and summer, Congress debated little else. Cleveland’s allies in the House drafted a new tariff bill that would
reduce tariffs on iron, standardize duties on cotton, and completely abolish import taxes on hemp, flax, lumber,
and wool. It was actually a mild reform, just a 7 percent reduction in tariffs overall.142
Immediately, the potential economic losers began to push back. Pleas for compromise came from
several directions. For example, to reduce the embarrassingly large Federal surplus, former House Speaker
Samuel Randall (D-PA) wanted to split revenue reduction between tariff reform and cuts on internal taxes,
especially the excise taxes on tobacco and whisky produced in his part of the country. Wealthier mid-western
Democrats prefered to cut taxes and tariffs on the luxury items which they consumed. The Senate Republicans
drafted a counter-proposal that would have raised duties on manufactured goods, clothing, and many of the
items on Cleveland’s reduction list.
However, Cleveland now stubbornly refused to intervene. He would neither compromise on the bill nor
make side deals to attract Republican votes. One scholar of the tariff fight argues that “Where Cleveland
primarily failed was in the area of public education”.143 He was willing to use a combination of threats and
partisan pressure to maneuver his bill through the House, mostly along party lines. But “…[Cleveland]
considered a barnstorming tour to inspire grassroots support to be beneath the dignity of the presidential
office… He left to others the labors of instruction.”144 So, with the public confused by tariff schedule
complexities and hysterical rhetoric, the bill died in the Republican-dominated Senate. Little was accomplished.
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Cleveland and Presidential Relationships
Given his resolve for a strictly “constitutional”, and hence passive, presidency, Cleveland’s failed
attempts at relationship-building may seem irrelevant; but they might also help to explain his economic
leadership problems. First, the press. Cleveland respected the democratic ideals of a free press “as a regulator
and check upon temptation and pressure in office…”145 But in practice, he hated reporters. Their headlineseeking and scandal-baiting infuriated him. He regularly referred to journalists as “ghouls” and openly blasted
the newspapers “for unjust and false accusations and for malicious slanders invented for the purpose of
undermining the people’s trust and confidence…”146 Cleveland never understood how good men could ruin his
reputation for profit. Nor did journalists especially value Cleveland. “Frankly, we couldn’t ‘get him’” recalled
one reporter; another complained the president was so unapproachable, that getting any news from the
administration was done “much after the fashion in which highwaymen rob a stage-coach”.147
Nor did Cleveland grasp how to campaign or mingle with the American people. For example, one
scholar of the administration, has written:
[Cleveland had] little talent for mobilizing public opinion or generating publicity for his policies, and he
would have considered a barnstorming tour to inspire grassroots support to be beneath the dignity of the
presidential office. He spoke about the need for a ‘campaign of public education’ in behalf of tariff
reform, but he left to others the labors of instruction.148
Instead, during his sparse free time, Cleveland went hunting and fishing, or he courted his bride-to-be, rather
than rub elbows with the American people. He so much hated his lack of privacy that, after he married,
Cleveland purchased a home and a small farm plot three miles northwest of the White House. The first couple
lived there for much of each year, with the president commuting as necessary to the executive mansion.149 But
“[p]robably his greatest weakness,” recalled one Washington journalist, “was his inability to meet men
agreeably—particularly those who differed in opinion with him. He was always suspicious of them, and was too
easily moved to denounce them personally.”150
To be fair, Cleveland had little staff to help him with public relations.151 In the White House, Cleveland
was aided only by a private secretary, who came with him from the New York Governor’s office. Another dozen
clerks, stewards, and valets helped to run daily affairs. Even then he refused to delegate. A White House
doorman who served ten presidents labeled Cleveland “the hardest working President I ever saw in my life.”152
Most of his peers agreed. He worked long hours, from early morning until long past midnight. He carefully
vetted almost every piece of legislation and appointment that came across his desk. Cleveland even frequently
answered the single telephone, or even the front door, himself. A skeptical senior Democrat quipped that
Cleveland was “the kind of man who would rather do some thing badly for himself than to have somebody else
do it well.”153
It did not help that, as Cleveland governed like a lawyer, he spoke and wrote like one too. He “had no
talent for oratory...” writes one scholar, “A public speech of any kind was a heavy labor, and he had no talent for
extemporaneous address”154 He gave few speeches, and when he did, he was rigidly formal and unsmilingly. His
prose was filled with ponderous phrases and unnecessary vocabulary that clogged endless run-on sentences to
obfuscate even simple thoughts.155 For example, he prefaced simple policy statements with long vacuous set-ups
like:
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The laws of progress are vital and organic, and we must be conscious of that irresistible tide of
commercial expansion which, as the concomitant of our active civilization, day by day is being urged
onward by those increasing facilities of production, transportation, and communication to which steam
and electricity have given birth…156
His annual messages to Congress droned on with such weighty vernacular for dozens of pages, some of the
lengthiest on record. His critics saw it as subterfuge. To them, the simple-minded Cleveland was posing as an
intellectual by using “archaic and obsolete words of resounding length.”157
Cleveland even had poor relations with his own Democratic party. He had spent few years in elected
office and therefore had built little in the way of a national party following. As president, he often failed to
consult senior Democrats on his few policy decisions or major speeches. He refused their urgent requests for
patronage. Nor would he help them to organize in Congress. He neither sought much to lead nor influence the
party. As a result, “The Democrats, in fact, did not recognize him as their leader, but only as their candidate for
the office of President,” wrote Woodrow Wilson, then a political science professor at Princeton, who explained
that “…Mr. Cleveland was renominated for the presidency by acclamation [in 1888], not because the politicians
wanted him, but because their constituents did.”158 Rank-and-file Democrats felt little warmth for Cleveland, but
they knew where he stood and most respected him for it; and they dreaded Republicans even more.
1888 Election
Cleveland only narrowly lost his re-election bid in 1888. He was re-nominated by his party uncontested,
the first time for a Democrat in fifty years. Conservative, pro-business “Bourbon” Democrats159 supported him.
They wanted a small, clean laissez-faire government at a time when other candidates seemed to favor special
interests, socialism, or a return to the spoils system. He also carried the “solid South”. He even won the popular
vote. But the tariff fight ultimately scuttled his chances.160 “[T]he Republicans have got us on the run on the free
trade issue” complained a Democratic organizer.161 “There was no denying the fact that he had wrought his own
defeat and his party’s by forcing a hot fight when matters were going peacefully enough” surmised Wilson.162
He therefore lost the Northern and Western states that had been key to his electoral college victory four years
earlier. Cleveland also refused to campaign vigorously, seeing it as beneath the dignity of a president.
The vote was excruciatingly close though. Just 14,000 more votes in New York alone, Cleveland’s
home state, would have won him a second term. Thus, his prospects for a return in 1892 were good. In fact, on
their way out, Mrs. Cleveland blithely told a White House servant “Now, Jerry, I want you to take good care of
all the furniture and ornaments in the house…for I want to find everything just as it is now when we come back
again…We are coming back just four years from today.”163
Cleveland left his successor a healthy, albeit erratic, economy. Real GDP per capita had staggered back
up to record highs.164 Industrial production was finally booming again by early 1889.165 Agriculture had mostly
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recovered.166 Inflation for urban consumers was minimal.167 This was a blessing for workers, whose wages grew
slowly and only towards the end of Cleveland’s term.168 The end of deflation also meant that real interest rates
dropped from 6 percent to 3.5 percent for high-quality borrowers.169 The wealthy enjoyed only mixed returns
under Cleveland. By 1889, the wild stock market had recovered from its 1885 nadir, but it remained unreliable
and significantly below its highs for Cleveland’s term.170 Fiscal conservatives were pleased. For Cleveland had
mostly kept a lid on federal expenditures, which barely grew during his term despite an expanding population.
As a result, in just four years, he had successfully reduced the federal debt by 15 percent.171 The trade story was
less happy. Imports grew every year under Cleveland, for a total of over 24 percent; but exports grew only 7.2
percent and had begun to flag during his fourth year in office.172 Nevertheless, America’s stocks of monetary
gold had recovered strongly from 1884 and stood at record highs and investors trusted the US currency.173
Given its volatility, Cleveland’s first-term economy was, taken as a whole, mediocre; but it finished on a fairly
strong note.
Conclusions
We find in Grover Cleveland a simple, stubborn small-government Constitutionalist. To the extent that
he held an economic philosophy, it was his sincere belief that “[g]ood and pure government lies at the
foundation of the wealth and progress of every community”.174 This made good sense at a time when
governments were mismanaged by corrupt political machines. Cleveland’s solution was a fairly negative view
of the presidency, and of the federal government. The president’s job was to administer and recommend, not to
dictate. And other than his formal declarations and messages, almost always directed at Congress rather than the
public, Cleveland’s active use of the veto was perhaps his only forceful application of presidential power. He
made plenty of suggestions to Congress, but he mostly restrained himself in politics and policy. He did use his
office, and the Federal government, to defend the currency and to decrease wasteful spending, but not to
alleviate hardship or to pro-actively advance the economy. This mostly relieved Cleveland from having to
leverage relationships with other major political-economic actors, or the American people, a task that he
generally floundered at anyway.
One could therefore argue that Cleveland’s first economic administration (1885-1889) simply benefited
from good timing or suffered from bad luck. During his first months in office, the Smoldering Depression
essentially burned itself out. Eighteen months later, a wave of droughts and blizzards brought recession. When
the weather normalized, the economy recuperated. So one might reasonably conclude that, as long as Cleveland
did no damage, the economy would naturally improve.
However, there were myriad opportunities for Cleveland to passively allow, or actively produce, another
financial panic or recession. Instead Cleveland’s dedication to a stable, reliable US dollar appears to have been
essential to his first administration’s economic performance. He prevented a run on the US currency and
destabilizing capital flight. On the other hand, he failed to effect more positive policy changes. In particular,
Cleveland failed to enact major currency, tariff, welfare, or labor reforms. Also, federal aid to farmers or
ranchers might have eased the 1887-1888 recession. In other words, he acted to veer the economic “ship of
state” away from the dangerous vortex of financial crisis, but then let it drift rather than guide it towards safe
harbor. Here Cleveland’s problem appears to have been his negative view of government, and of the presidency,
as well as his refusal to play the roles of public educator or Congressional deal-maker, with all cajoling,
coercing, and sugaring that came with those vital tasks. These failures would come back with a vengeance
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during his second term. In the meantime, his successor, Benjamin Harrison, would bring an entirely different
vision and leadership style to the same set of problems. A future paper will strike that comparison.
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