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Organizing New York for

“Social Betterment”

DAVID C. HAMMACK

N the spring of 1906 controversy paralyzed the work of New
York’s distinguished City Club. Two years carlier the Club
had hired Lawrence Veiller, a phenomenally energetic social

worker and tenement reform expert, to serve as its secretary. Veil-
ler swept through the Club with unanticipated force, reorganizing
the membership office, instituting “a complete and adequate sys-
tenr of keeping track of all legislation by means of card records,”
and urging, with tireless enthusiasm, that the Club “adopt a Pos-
itive Program of Constructive Legislation.” By early 1906 Veiller
was becoming, in the eyes of the public and of Club members
alike, the whole show. Many Club members disliked his “positive
program” and his effort to build a political organization to put that
program into law. The Club’s Board of Trustees sought to defend
him, but the rank and file members agreed with Veiller’s critics
and did not want the Club to support a comprehensive program of
reform legislation. In December 1906, the trustees accepted their
secretary’s resignation and thanked him warmly for his services:
“Handicapped in many ways, often the subject of severe criticism
for carrying out the instructions of the Board of Trustees, Mr.
Veiller nonetheless achieved an unprecendented success.”*

If the City Club was not to support Veiller and his “positive
program,” who was? There was no obvious position—and very
little support—for him in the Democratic and Republican parties.
The fusion administration of Mayor Seth Low, in which Veiller

* The George McAneny Papers at Princeton University contain City Club
records that reveal Veiller’s brief and little known stint with that club.

Opposite: Jessie Tarbox Beals’s 1916 photograph of life in a New York

tenement which has no natural light or sanitation facilities.
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had played a prominent role as Deputy Director of the new Tene-
ment House Department, had represented the end, not the estab-
lishment of the Citizens” Union as a viable political party. In any
case American political parties, unlike their European counter-
parts, did not have large central headquarters with permanent re-
search and policy planning staffs. The Merchants’ Association,
the New York Board of Trade and Transportation and the Cham-
ber of Commerce all had such staffs, but they also had their own
distinct agendas.

Veiller’s first impulse was to organize a new “Civic Association”
devoted to “the solution of the city’s social and municipal prob-
lems,” managed by a board of nine directors and “supported
mainly by large contributions from a comparatively small number
of people.” If only he could find a few wealthy backers, Veiller
reasoned, he would not be forced to deal with an unwieldy and
uncooperative body like the membership of the City Club.

Veiller gained most of his objectives, but not through a new or-
ganization: his proposed “Civic Association” became instead the
“Department for Improving Social Conditions” of the Charity
Organization Society. The decision-making process that produced
this result reveals a great deal about personalities, politics and re-
form in the Progressive Era. We can now follow that process in
detail, thanks to the recent gift of the Community Service Society
of New York archives to the Libraries. The Community Service
Society began as the Association for Improving the Condition of
the Poor in 1843; it took its present name when it merged with the
Charity Organization Society (established in 1882) in 1939, and
the archives include extensive records of both organizations.

Documents in this collection make it clear that the Charity Or-
ganization Society was a natural base for Veiller. By the end of
1906, its president, Robert W. de Forest, and his Executive Com-
mittee associates had “reached a deliberate conclusion” that their
organization’s ‘“‘greatest opportunity for service” lay not in co-
ordinating the work of private charities for which they were best
known, but “in organizing all the forces of the community for
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permanent social betterment.” They agreed that “no less attention
should be given to the care of needy families in their homes.” But
they had become convinced that “the most effective work is to
strike at those conditions which made these families needy, and, so
far as possible, remove them.”
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Letter written by Lawrence Veiller to Mrs. Joseph Shaw Lowell, first
director of the Charity Organization Society, enumerating the “causes
of need” among families in his district.

Veiller had long been associated with this sort of effort. As a
Charity Society district worker in 1898 he had written a remark-
able letter to Mrs. Josephine Shaw Lowell, the Society’s first direc-
tor, asserting that only “32% of the poverty” afflicting families in
his district “was the result of their own faults, while 689, was due
to causes beyond their control.” One of those causes was illness,
often brought on by unsanitary conditions in New York’s tene-
ments. In the mid-189os de Forest led the Charity Society into
tenement reform work. In 1899 he set up a Tenement House Com-
mittee with Veiller as executive secretary. In 19oo he accepred the






