Andrew Carnegie
Generous and naive while often grasping and ruthless, Andrew Carnegie personally embodied the contradictions that divided America in the Gilded Age. At a time when America struggled--often violently--to sort out the competing claims of democracy and individual gain, Carnegie championed both. He saw himself as a hero of working people, yet he crushed their unions. The richest man in the world, he railed against privilege. A generous philanthropist, he slashed the wages of the workers who made him rich.

The roots of Carnegie's internal conflicts were planted in Dunfermline, Scotland, where he was born in 1835, the son of a weaver and political radical who instilled in young Andrew the values of political and economic equality. His family's poverty, however, taught Carnegie a different lesson. When the Carnegies emigrated to America in 1848, Carnegie determined to bring prosperity to his family.

Carnegie's climb from the slums of Pittsburgh to the mansions of New York paralleled America's transformation from a sleepy agricultural nation into the world's foremost industrial power. By 1868 Carnegie, then 33, was worth $400,000 (nearly $5 million today). But his wealth troubled him, as did the ghosts of his radical past. He wrote himself a telling letter, promising that he would stop working in two years and pursue a life of good works: “To continue much longer overwhelmed by business cares... must degrade me beyond hope of permanent recovery.”

Yet Carnegie's business cares held him in sway. For three decades, he dominated the steel industry, and although he allowed himself time for vacations in Scotland (where he purchased the opulent Skibo Castle) and for his troubled courtship of Louise Whitfield, his thoughts rarely strayed from his mills.

In a period of turbulent labor unrest, Carnegie publicly supported the idea of labor unions. In his own mills, though, his position was less clear. He usually avoided using strike breakers, but drove a hard bargain and typically got his way, most notably during the bloody lockout at his Homestead works in 1892.
The Homestead strike began when company manager Henry Clay Frick sought to impose a wage cut (which Carnegie had approved). When the steel workers’ union refused his terms and called a strike on June 29, Frick brought in about 300 Pinkerton detectives to protect workers who remained on the job.  On July 6 an all-day armed clash occurred between strikers and detectives, in which strikers trapped a barge load of Pinkertons crossing the river and killed seven.  The governor sent in 8,500 militiamen to protect the plants and workers inside from further attacks by strikers. Under militia protection, nonunion laborers manned the steel mills from July 12 to November 20, when the strike collapsed. Frick's success permanently weakened unionism in the entire steel industry, which was not unionized successfully until the 1930s. Union members blamed Carnegie for the episode.

But Carnegie’s empire grew. By 1900, Carnegie Steel produced more steel than the entire British steel industry. When he sold the company to J.P. Morgan in 1901, Carnegie personally earned $250 million (approximately $4.5 billion today).

Carnegie then turned his enormous energies to philanthropy and the pursuit of world peace, hoping perhaps that donating his wealth to charitable causes would mitigate the grimy details of its accumulation. In the public memory, he may have been correct. Today he is most remembered for his generous gifts of music halls, educational grants, and nearly 3000 public libraries. By the time of his death in 1919, he had given away over $350 million (more than $3 billion in 1996 dollars).
Cornelius Vanderbilt
“I have been insane on the subject of moneymaking all my life.” -- Vanderbilt, quoted in the New York Daily Tribune, March 23, 1878. 

Cornelius Vanderbilt (May 27, 1794-January 4, 1877) was an American steamship and railroad builder, executive, financier, and promoter. He was a man of boundless energy, and his acute business sense enabled him to outmaneuver his rivals. He left an estate of almost $100 million. 

Vanderbilt was born to a poor family and quit school at the age of 11 to work for his father who was engaged in boating. When he turned 16 he persuaded his mother to give him $100 loan for a boat to start his first business. He opened a transport and freight service between New York City and Staten Island for eighteen cents a trip. He repaid the loan after the first year with an additional $1,000.
By the time he was 40, Vanderbilt's wealth exceeded $500,000, but he still looked for new opportunities. During the California gold rush of 1849, people traveled by boat to Panama, by land across the Isthmus on muleback, and onto steamers to the Pacific coast. Vanderbilt challenged the Pacific Steamship company by offering similar service via an overland route across Nicaragua, which saved 600 miles and cut the going price by half. This move netted him over $1 million a year.   He greatly reduced the New York-San Francisco passenger fare and garnered most of the traffic. 

He made money so rapidly, that in 1853 he announced that he was going to take the first vacation of his life. He built a sumptuously appointed steam yacht, The North Star and embarked for a triumphal tour of Europe. The Nicaraguan government canceled the charter for Vanderbilt’s railroads.  In a famous incident, he told them that the law was too slow; rather, he would ruin them financially. He did this in just two years by running another group of steamers.
Despite the wealth Vanderbilt created, and the far-reaching benefits the nation reaped from his transportation enterprises, public controversy dogged his entire career. In 1859, for example, The New York Times created the metaphor of the “robber baron” to criticize Vanderbilt’s penchant for competition. In January 1867, he halted all rail traffic into Manhattan to settle a business dispute; since a winter storm prevented ferries from reaching the city, he essentially cut off New York from the rest of the country.  Vanderbilt explained his philosophy to the New York State legislature: “It is not according to my mode of doing things, to bring a lawsuit against a man that I have the power to punish in my own hands.”
Vanderbilt's transportation empire was challenged by his own workers during the Great Railroad Strike of 1877.  When union workers presented grievances about two consecutive pay cuts in a year's time, Vanderbilt blamed the low wages on the depressed economy, and called upon workers to make sacrifices until business improved.  Instead, railroad workers across the country went on strike.  Various state militias were called out to crush the strike, railroad owners including Vanderbilt hired scabs (strikebreakers), and the federal government also intervened against the unions.  The Great Strike, like many others during the Gilded Age, was broken by a combination of corporate and governmental power.
Vanderbilt was never known for philanthropic activities. His only unsolicited contributions were $50,000 for the Church of the Strangers in New York City and $1 million to Central University, which then became Vanderbilt University. 
Upon his death, he was the richest man in the United States with an estate was estimated at $100 million.  If he could have sold his entire estate at full value to American buyers when he died, he would have taken roughly $1 out of every $20 in circulation. By contrast, William "Bill" Gates III, considered the wealthiest man in the world before the financial panic of 2008, would have taken $1 out of every $138 at that time.  Cornelius Vanderbilt left almost all of his fortune - $95 million - to his son William.  The Vanderbilt heirs are known for building many mansions in the United States, including Biltmore Estate in Asheville, NC.

John D. Rockefeller
John Davison Rockefeller was born July 8, 1839 on a farm in Richmond, New York.  The family lived modestly, John’s father being a “pitch man” charging up to $25.00 for treatments for cancers.  His mother was very religious and disciplined and taught her children to work, to save and to give to charities.  John left high school in 1855 and took a six-month business course at Folsom Mercantile College.  After graduation, Rockefeller worked hard and impressed his employers, arranging complicated transportation deals moving freight by railroad, canal and lake boats.  
In 1859, several months before his 20th birthday, Rockefeller entered into business for himself.  The company sold farm implements, fertilizers and household goods.   Rockefeller's company was fairly successful but did not bring him the wealth he desired.  Rockefeller sold his original business and invested it in a new company called Standard Oil.
Rockefeller felt the state of the oil business was in disarray.  Entry costs were low and the market was glutted with oil and a resulting high level of waste.  He felt the inefficiency of the smaller firms, in their attempts to survive, drove the prices down below the production costs and hurt the larger more efficient firms like his own.  His solution was one large company, vertically integrated, controlling the refining and storage of oil, and the manufacturing of ancillary products such as paint and glue.
One of the business problems that Rockefeller encountered was the high cost of transporting his oil to his Cleveland refineries (40 cents a barrel) and the refined oil to New York ($2 a barrel). Rockefeller negotiated an exclusive deal with the railway company where he guaranteed sixty car-loads a day. In return the transport prices were reduced. The cost of his oil was reduced and his sales increased dramatically. 

Within a year four of his thirty competitors were out of business. Eventually Standard Oil monopolized oil refining in Cleveland. Rockefeller turned his attentions to controlling the oil industry throughout the United States. His competitors were given the choice of being swallowed up by Standard Oil or being crushed. By 1890 Rockefeller's had swollen into an immense monopoly which could fix its own prices and terms of business because it had no competitors. In 1896 Rockefeller was worth about $200 million.
In November 1902, Ira Tarbell, one of the leading “muckraking” journalists, began a series of articles in McClure's Magazine on how Rockefeller had achieved a monopoly in refining, transporting and marketing oil.  Rockefeller responded to these attacks by describing Tarbell as "Miss Tarbarrel".   President Theodore Roosevelt, who had been elected on a program that included reducing the power of large corporations, attempted to use the Sherman Anti-Trust Act to deal with Rockefeller's monopoly of the oil industry. This was largely ineffective and it was not until 1911 that the Supreme Court dissolved the Standard Oil monopoly.
Rockefeller's competitors were not the only ones whom he offended.  In 1914, workers at a Ludlow, Colorado mine owned by Rockefeller went on strike to protest low pay, unsafe working conditions, and the fact that many essential businesses in mining towns were owned by the mine operators themselves ("company towns").  The Colorado National Guard was called out to crush the strike which led to the death of 19 miners and their families in the Ludlow Massacre.  Rockefeller's mine operators hired "scabs" (strikebreakers) and continuing clashes between miners and authorities led to the death of more than 100 people, the deadliest labor conflict in American history.
But by the time that his company faced scrutiny from journalists and the federal government, Rockefeller had already given up leadership of the day-to-day business of Standard Oil and focused his efforts on philanthropy.  Ever since he was a boy following his mother’s teachings, he had contributed to his church and other charities.  From the mid 1890’s until his death in 1937, Rockefeller’s activities were all philanthropic.  He hired the Reverend Frederick T. Gates who had worked with the American Baptist Education Society and the University of Chicago to help him manage his philanthropy.  In 1897, his son, John D. Rockefeller, Jr. assisted Gates and with their advice, Rockefeller established a series of institutions that are important in the history of American philanthropy, science, medicine and public health that continues today. 
	John Pierpont "JP" Morgan
	

	

	

	Financier, art collector, and philanthropist. Born on April 17, 1837, in Hartford, Connecticut. Son of a banker, Morgan went into the family business and became one of the most famous financiers in the history of business. After working for his father, he started his own private banking company in 1871, which later became known as J. P. Morgan & Co. His company became one of the leading financial firms in the country. It was so powerful that even the U.S. government looked to the firm for help with the depression of 1895. The company also assisted in thwarting the 1907 financial crisis.
During his career, his wealth, power, and influence attracted media and government scrutiny. During the late 1800s and even after the turn of the century, much of the country's industries were in the hands of a few powerful business leaders, especially Morgan. He was criticized for creating monopolies by making it difficult for any business to compete against his. Morgan dominated two industries in particular—he helped consolidate railroad industry in the East and formed the United States Steel Corporation in 1901. A crucial material in the extensive growth of the nation, U.S. Steel became the world's largest steel manufacturer. The government, concerned about Morgan had created a monopoly in the steel industry, filed an antitrust suit against the company in 1911.
Morgan worked with President Theodore Roosevelt to help bring an end to the 1902 Anthracite Coal Strike, which was starving his railroad holdings of precious coal fuel and threatened to leave the public freezing during the winter.  Morgan convinced mine operators to enter into arbitration with their striking workers rather than let the strike drag on into the winter.  The commission set up by Morgan and Roosevelt ultimately gave the miners a 10% pay increase, and a reduction in the number of work hours, though it did not recognize the right of the workers to unionize.  This was the first strike in American history in which the federal government entered as a neutral arbitrator rather than using force to crush the labor union.

Morgan had many interests beyond the world of finance. He enjoyed sailing and participated in a number of America's Cup yacht races.  He was the founder of the Metropolitan Club of New York and its president from 1891 to 1900.  To build the club, he donated the land on 5th Avenue and 60th Street at a cost of $125,000, and commanded architect Stanford White, "Build me a club fit for gentlemen. Forget the expense.”

Morgan was also an ardent art collector, creating one of the most significant collections of his time. He later donated his art collection to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and his collection of written works to the Morgan Library—both in New York City. He made considerable donations to Harvard’s medical school and Trinity College.
Morgan died on March 31, 1913, in Rome, Italy. At the time of his death, he was hailed as a master of finance and considered one of the country's leading businessmen.




