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A SHOPKEEPER'S MILLENNIUM: SOCIETY AND REVIVALS IN 

ROCHESTER, NEW YORK, 1815-18371 

 

Paul E. Johnson 

Introduction 

In November 1830 the evangelist Charles Grandison Finney faced an audience of 

merchants, master craftsmen, and their families at Third Presbyterian Church in Rochester, New 

York. The people at Third Church were inheritors of New England Calvinism, and they knew that 

the world was beyond their control. In 1815 the town's Presbyterians had declared themselves 

impotent before a God who “foreordained whatsoever comes to pass”….  

Finney had been fighting that idea since the middle 1820s, in revivals that had taken him 

throughout northern and central New York and, most recently, into Philadelphia and New York 

City. Now he turned to the audience at Third Church and completed the revolution. “God has 

made man a moral free agent,” he declared. Evil was the product not of innate depravity but of 

choices made by selfish men and women. Sin and disorder would disappear when they chose 

good over evil and convinced others to do the same. Finney stared down from the pulpit and said 

flatly that if Christians united and dedicated their lives to the task, they could convert the world 

and bring on the millennium in three months. The evangelist finished, and his audience stirred. 

Then scores of people rose from their seats, many of them weeping, and pledged their lives to 

Jesus. With that act they left the imperfect and confining world that God had made for corrupt 

man, and entered a world where men worked ceaselessly to make themselves and others perfect. 

Similar scenes took place in towns and cities throughout the northern United States in the 

winter of 1830-31. The revival made new hearts in hundreds of thousands of middle-class men 

and women, and set them off on a massive and remarkably successful crusade to remake society 

in God's name. This book attempts to explain why it happened. 

The awakening of 1831 climaxed a generation of revivals that historians have called the 

Second Great Awakening. But while it was continuous with earlier enthusiasms, it had a unity, an 

intentionality, and a sheer size that set it apart… Church membership relative to the population 

doubled between 1800 and 1835, and most of the growth came after 1830. The churches of New 

England grew by one-third in 1831. In Rochester, church membership doubled in six months, and 

there were similar gains in communities throughout the northern United States…. 

For the revival of 1831, more than any other event, marked the acceptance of an activist 

and millennialist evangelicalism as the faith of the northern middle class… Within a few years 

free agency, perfectionism, and millennialism were middle-class orthodoxy…. 

The temperance, abolition, moral reform, and missionary societies of the 1820s had been 

organizations of gentlemen who wished to slow the course of social and political change and 

reinforce their domination over a hopelessly godless multitude. In the early 1830s newly 

converted evangelicals invaded all of these organizations and took most of them over. The new 

reformers did not want to control the inevitable excesses of drunkards and prostitutes and 

Jacksonian Democrats. They wanted to liberate them from their sins. Through individual 
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conversion and public example, and increasingly through mass politics and outright coercion, 

they promised to eliminate sin from society and pave the way for the Second Coming…. 

The 1820s witnessed the beginnings of large-scale manufacturing in American cities, and 

with it came attempts to subject farm boys and preindustrial artisans to the discipline and 

monotony of modern work. Historians of labor are finding that in the 1830s proto-industrialists 

fought that battle with religious weapons. Their most favored means of combating drunkenness, 

spontaneous holidays, and inattention to work were the temperance society, the Sunday school, 

and the revival. Indeed many masters and manufacturers saw industrialization as a civilizing 

mission: they believed in their hearts that in proletarianizing workmen they were rescuing them 

from barbarism and granting them the benefits of Christian discipline. The workingmen, of 

course, saw things differently, and the crucial first generation of industrial conflict in this country 

was fought largely along religious lines…. 

By the middle 1830s the revival had entered national politics… [ The 1830s] political 

contests found evangelical Protestants on one side and nearly everyone else on the other… The 

voting studies describe a correlation between religion and politics: from the 1830s on, party 

preference traces to religious belief. [This pattern] certainly did not exist before 1830. The unity 

and militance of Whig-evangelical voters may have stemmed less from cultural inheritance than 

from recent events…. 

Whig politicians, industrial moralizers, temperance advocates, missionaries, and family 

reformers worked tirelessly to build a world that replaced force, barbarism, and unrestrained 

passion with Christian self-control… It was the moral imperative around which the northern 

middle class became a class. In 1825 a northern businessman dominated his wife and children, 

worked irregular hours, consumed enormous amounts of alcohol, and seldom voted or went to 

church. Ten years later the same man went to church twice a week, treated his family with 

gentleness and love, drank nothing but water, worked steady hours and forced his employees to 

do the same, campaigned for the Whig Party, and spent his spare time convincing others that if 

they organized their lives in similar ways, the world would be perfect. To put it simply, the 

middle class became resolutely bourgeois between 1825 and 1835. And at every step, that 

transformation bore the stamp of evangelical Protestantism…. 

The people who flocked to Charles Finney's meetings had experienced an abrupt and 

decisive commercial revolution in agriculture, rapid territorial expansion, the beginnings of 

industrialization and sustained urban growth, the democratization of politicsa generation of 

change that transformed Jefferson's republic of self-governing communities into Jackson's 

boisterous capitalist democracy…. 

We know that the extension of the market after 1815 revolutionized the ways in which 

people lived…. [W]e can demonstrate ways in which various [economic and social] changes 

intersected in the lives of persons who joined churches during revivals, and thus define the 

specific social strains that underlay the rise of evangelicalism. We can, in short, systematically 

trace the social origins of revival religion…. 

The sequence of rapid urbanization, religious revival, and political and social 

reorganization struck that community with uncommon force. Rochester was the first of the inland 

cities created after 1815 by the commercialization of agriculture. In 1812 the site of Rochester 

was unbroken wilderness. By 1830 the forest had given way to a city of 10,000, the marketing 

and manufacturing center for a broad and prosperous agricultural hinterland. Rochester was the 

capital of western New York's revival-seared “Burned-over District,” and a clearinghouse for 

religious enthusiasms throughout the 1820s and 1830s. The city holds a special place in the 
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history of revivals, for Charles Finney's triumph there in 1830-31 was the most spectacular event 

within the national revival of that year. In short, Rochester was the most thoroughly evangelized 

of American cities…. The pages that follow attempt a systematic explanation of Charles Finney's 

revival in Rochester…. 

 

Society 

 Rochester retained the economic functions and much of the look and feel of a country 

town. But market operations that stabilized the business community in the 1820s filled the streets 

and workshops with the fastest-growing population in the United States. Many were transients on 

their way farther west. But most lived and worked in Rochester, creating a bottom-heavy and 

unstable urban population… 

 Few American communitiescertainly none in which Rochester businessmen had 

livedhad ever held such a young, unstable, and poor population. Day laborers and journeyman 

craftsmen made up 71 percent of the adult male work force. In Philadelphia, as late as 1820, the 

comparable figure was 39 percent. Rochester may have looked like a country town. But 

underneath, it was a blue-collar city. When Charles Finney arrived late in 1830, he found 

merchants and master workmen at the top of a city that they owned but could not control. The 

following pages trace their loss of dominance into three closely related spheres: the organization 

of work, relations between work and family life, and the changing spatial organization of the 

town. 

 

Society: Work 

 The loss of social control began, paradoxically, with the imposition of new and tighter 

controls over the process of labor. For while market operations revolutionized the scale and 

intensity of work, they freed wage earners from the immediate discipline exerted by older, 

household-centered relations of production. Shoe factories…are among the operations for which 

that process can be documented in some detail. 

We begin with shoemaking, one of the key links in Rochester's relations with the 

countryside. Hides came down the Genesee and were tanned and fabricated into shoes for sale 

back to the farmers. The earliest shops were small and concentrated on custom work. But within a 

few years shoemakers were serving a broad regional market. In 1821 a master shoemaker boasted 

that he was “constantly adding to the number of his workmen” and that he could satisfy not only 

retail customers but “any store in the state, west of Albany.'“ The 1827 directory listed 111 

journeyman shoemakers, most of whom seem to have worked in a few large establishments. Jesse 

Hatch counted nine shops that combined shoemaking and retailing in 1831, and left a description 

of the one in which he found work: 

It was customary for the boss, with the younger apprentices, to 

occupy the room in front where, with bared arms and leather 

aprons, they performed their work and met their customers. A 

shop in the rear or above would be occupied by the tramping 

journeyman and the older apprentice ... The shops were low 

rooms in which from fifteen to twenty men worked… 

In the earliest shops, masters had hired few helpers. Shoemaking and retailing were performed in 

the same room and by the same men. But Hatch's employer dealt personally only with his 
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customers and with a few of his younger employees, and it is doubtful that he spent much time 

making shoes. The front and back rooms had become very different kinds of space. 

A newer form, which came to dominate the trade in the late 1820s and early 1830s, 

completed the separation of men who made shoes from those who sold them. Now masters kept 

only a foreman and a few trusted employees in the shop. These fitted customers, rough-cut the 

uppers, and sent them by runner to shoemakers' boardinghouses that dotted back streets in the 

downtown area. There journeymen shaped and finished the parts. Runners took these to the 

homes of women who sewed shoes together, then brought the finished product back to the store. 

The timing of this change is unclear, and certainly it varied from shop to shop. Hatch remembered 

that in 1831 “most of the work” was done in boardinghouses. In 1834 Rachel Gibson worked as a 

shoe binder on Mechanic Street. Three doors down lived James Piersons, a runner. Neither 

occupation was represented in the directory published seven years earlier. At the same time, the 

proportion of journeymen who lived in boardinghouses doubled. By the early 1830s the business 

of selling shoes was separate from the act of making them. Control over the trade fell from 

shoemakers to the merchant capitalists (many of them former shoemakers), who arranged the 

purchase of raw materials, organized the cheap and rapid production of shoes, and marketed the 

finished product…. 

[Shoemaking was] controlled by merchant capitalists, men more skilled at organizing and 

driving workers and selling what they made than at making things themselves. In each trade the 

result was a dilution of traditional skills, an expansion in the size of work groups, and the making 

of a lot of money by men who controlled the operation. There were similar developments among 

metal workers, [barrel makers, construction building crews,] tailors, hatters, clothiers, and boat 

builders… In most manufacturing operations, the greatest rewards went to masters who turned 

themselves into businessmenor to men who had never been masters at all. 

While most wage earners came under the ultimate control of merchant capitalists, 

changes in the pace, scale, and organization of work varied enormously from trade to trade…. But 

while circumstances varied, journeymen all over the city experienced harsher, more impersonal, 

and more transparent forms of exploitation than had men in the same trades a few years earlier. 

At the same time they were freed from controls imposed by the smaller workshops, for the 

businessmen who bought and controlled their labor were seldom present when the work, was 

performed. They worked together and talked and joked among themselves, and they forged 

sensibilities that were specific to the class of wage-earning craftsmen. Basic to that mental set 

was the proposition that master and wage earner were different and opposed kinds of men. In 

1829 an editor had occasion to use the word boss, and followed it with an asterisk. “A foreman or 

master workman,” he explained. “Of modern coinage, we believe.” Five years later…striking 

carpenters used the word again. This time, there was no asterisk. 

 

Society: Households 

The reorganization of work brought change into the most intimate corners of daily life. 

For until the coming of merchant capitalism, most Rochester wage earners lived with their 

employers and shared in their private lives. Evidence is fragmentary and incomplete, and 

quantifiable data are unavailable, but this much is clear: in 1820 merchants and master workmen 

lived above, behind, or very near their places of business, and employees boarded in their homes. 

On most jobs, employment was conditional on co-residence. Even workmen whose fathers and 
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brothers headed households in Rochester lived with employers. Work, leisure, and domestic life 

were acted out in the same place and by the same people, and relations between masters and men 

transferred without a break from the workshop to the fireside. 

In traditional usage the word family, with all that it implied, stretched to include co-

resident employees. When the publisher Everard Peck married in 1820, his wife spent weeks 

setting up a new household, then wrote home: “We collected our family together which consists 

of seven persons and we think ourselves pleasantly situated. “ How newlywedsboth of them 

marrying for the first timehad gathered such a large family must remain a mystery. But some of 

those seven almost certainly worked for Everard Peck. (In 1827 the Peck household included 

Everard and his wife and children, his brother and business partner Jesse, a day laborer, and four 

journeyman printers and bookbinders.) Peck took these men into his home knowing that he owed 

them more than room and board. He assured his father-in-law that 

We cannot be too frequently or too forcibly reminded of the 

responsibility under which we are placed, to discharge faithfully 

the important trust committed to our charge. Although we are 

conscious that we fall short of discharging our duty to each other 

and to those who are placed in our family and under our care we 

have not been we hope altogether unmindful of it. Our own 

happiness, the welfare of those connected with us, and the 

harmony and good order of our family, doubtless depend very 

much on the manner in which we commence our new course in 

life. 

Puritan family government was in decay, but it still ranked high in Rochester Protestants' 

ideas of where authority was located and how it should be exercised. Wage earners were young 

and poor and numerous. Left alone, they might cause trouble. But with each of them a member of 

some household, and with householders answerable for the behavior of everyone under their care, 

the community could breathe easy. Public opinion held heads of families accountable for what 

their “children and dependents” did. So did New York law, and a justice of the peace threatened 

to take legal action when he spied a group of boys and young men skating on Sunday, “to the 

great shame and disgrace of their parents and masters.” For those who attended Presbyterian and 

Baptist churches, religious sanctions reinforced custom, law, and watchful neighbors. The 

covenant at First Presbyterian Church reminded householders that they were “under solemn 

obligations to restrain their children and dependents…from all sinful and unlawful amusements,” 

and to enforce their attendance at church. The rules of practice at Second Church, drawn up at the 

height of the boom in 1825, repeated those admonitions… As late as 1828, a businessman 

reaffirmed the belief that “every habitual sin openly practised in the family, by any of its 

members, is justly chargeable upon its head”… The tradition that a man's responsibility for the 

welfare and behavior of his wife and children extended to whoever else slept beneath his roof 

came to Rochester with the first settlers. If we may believe these pious men, it remained strong 

for many years.  

But even as merchants and masters talked of patriarchy, the intimacy on which it 

depended fell apart. Everard Peck was co-publisher of a small weekly newspaper when he 

established his household in 1820. By 1830 he operated printing offices and a daily paper, a 

bookstore, a paper mill and warehouse, and speculated extensively in Rochester real estate. While 

he continued to board employees, his attention was engaged in operations that went beyond 

relations with young printers and bookbinders. The same subtle estrangement was occurring in 
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stores and workshops all over Rochester. And in more and more cases, the change was not so 

subtle: workmen were leaving the homes of their employers. 

The custom of providing room and board as part of a workman's wages was alive in 

1827. But it certainly was in decay…. Proprietors in 1827 were in transit between family-centered 

work relations and pure wage labor. A second directory appeared in 1834... Merchant capitalists 

were in firm control of the shoe trade by 1834, and the organization of work among shoemakers 

changed dramatically... By 1834 the figure for live-in shoemakers had dropped to one in 

twenty…  

Rochester merchants and masters had grown up in communities in which labor relations 

and family life were structurally and emotionally inseparable… But in the l820s the nature of 

work and of the work force made it difficult to provide employees with food, lodgings, behavioral 

models, and domestic discipline… An editor addressed these questions to the town's churchgoing 

businessmen: 

Have apprentices and clerks immortal souls? Are their masters, 

or employers, being professed Christians, to be considered as 

having charge of those souls? Is prayer, and especially family 

prayer, one of the means of grace? Are those masters or 

employers, being professors of religion, doing their duty, who 

keep their apprentices or clerks in the shop, or store, during the 

time of family worship, when those apprentices and clerks reside 

in, and are members of the family? These apprentices and clerks, 

being excluded from family prayer, is there not reason to fear 

they are also forgotten in secret devotion? May not these 

questions furnish one reason why there are so many ungodly 

clerks and apprentices in our country? 

Certainly Rochester had its share of ungodly young employees. And men who had 

abdicated immediate, personal responsibility for their spiritual state could blame no one but 

themselves. 

Society: Neighborhoods 

In 1820 most Rochesterians worked, played, and slept in the same place. There were no 

neighborhoods as we understand them: no distinct commercial and residential zones, no 

residential areas based upon social class. The integration of work and family life and of master 

and wage earner produced a nearly random mix of people and activities on the city's streets. That 

changed quickly after 1825. Masters moved their families away from their places of business, and 

some of the side streets took on a distinctive middle-class, residential character. Workingmen, 

freed from their employers' households, moved into neighborhoods of their own. Within a few 

short years, the transformation of work and the estrangement of master from wage earner were 

recapitulated in the social geography of Rochester. 

In 1817 the English traveler Basil Hall sat at his window in the Eagle Tavern and 

sketched the buildings running east from the courthouse square on Buffalo Street. They included 

a cabinet factory, a grocery, a painter's shop, a provisions store, and a shoe factory. Each of them 

was a modest, two-story wooden structure, and each had what appears to have been living space 

on the second floor. Masters and merchants used those rooms… The town's central intersection 

remained mixed commercial, manufacturing, residential, and recreational space…. The side 

streets on which the remaining two-thirds of Rochesterians lived were as thoroughly mixed as the 
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Four Corners. Residents of even the wealthiest blocks walked out of their houses to find a cross 

section of the city…. 

By 1834…the business district stood nearly empty at night: only 15 percent of proprietors 

continued to live on those streets. Masters had separated their families from their work… 

Business-owning families were in retreat from the world of work, and from the increasingly 

distinct world of workingmen…. By 1834 the social geography of Rochester was class-specific: 

master and wage earner no longer lived in the same households or on the same blocks. But except 

at the outskirts, no class could claim regions of the city as its own. Nearly every family still lived 

within 750 yards of the Four Corners, and residents of the most exclusive streets could look 

across their back fences or around the corner and see the new working-class neighborhoods. And 

every night the sounds of quarrels, shouting, and laughter from the poorer quarters invaded their 

newly secluded domestic worlds…. 

[C]omfortable residents of the first ward and boarders at the prestigious Eagle Tavern 

contended not only with the poor neighborhoods that surrounded them but with the theater on 

State Street, Theater crowds were rowdy. During a performance of Othello, the manager had to 

stop the show and plead with the audience to stop shouting and throwing things at the actors. A 

sleepless editor complained that 

the inhabitants who are so unfortunate as to reside within 

gunshot of the theatre, have been compelled to hear till midnight 

or after, reiterated peals of hooting, howling, shouting, shrieking, 

and almost every other unseemly noise, that it is possible for the 

human gullet to send forth, insomuch that it is next to impossible 

to obtain repose till the theatrical audience have retired to their 

homes or hovels. 

And so on. Businessmen and their families worried incessantly about what went on in the squalid 

streets and questionable establishments that surrounded their homes. Perhaps the fact that they 

could hear transgressions but not see them added a touch of menace to that they perceived. 

Society: Sociability (The Case of Drinking) 

By l830 the household economy had all but passed out of existence, and so had the social 

order that it sustained. Work, family life, the makeup of neighborhoodsthe whole pattern of 

societyseparated class from class: master and wage earner inhabited distinct social worlds. 

Workmen experienced new kinds of harassment on the job. But after work they entered a 

fraternal, neighborhood-based society in which they were free to do what they wanted. At the 

same time masters devised standards of work discipline, domestic privacy, and social peace that 

were directly antithetical to the spontaneous and noisy sociability of the workingmen. The two 

worlds stood within a few yards of each other, and they fought constantly. That battle took place 

on many fronts. But from the beginning it centered on alcohol. 

The temperance question was nonexistent in 1825. Three years later it was a middle-class 

obsession. Sullen and disrespectful employees, runaway husbands, paupers, Sabbath breakers, 

brawlers, theatergoers: middle-class minds joined them in the image of a drink-crazed proletariat. 

In 1829 the county grand jury repeated what had become, in a remarkably short time, bourgeois 

knowledge: strong drink was “the cause of almost all of the crime and almost all of the misery 

that flesh is heir to.” 

These sentiments were new in the late 1820s. Whiskey was not, and we must ask how 

liquor became a problem, and particularly how it came to shape perceptions of every other social 
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ill. That search will take us back into workshops, households, and neighborhoods. For working-

class drinking and middle-class anxieties about it were bound up with the economic and social 

transformation of the 1820s. Liquor was indeed a fitting symbol of what had happened: nowhere 

was the making of distinct classes and the collapse of old social controls dramatized more neatly, 

more angrily, and in so many aspects of life. 

Most temperance advocates had been drinking all their lives, for until the middle 1820s 

liquor was an absolutely normal accompaniment to whatever men did in groups. Nearly every 

family kept a bottle in the house to “treat” their guests and workmen, and such community 

gatherings as election days, militia musters, and Fourth of July celebrations invariably witnessed 

heavy drinking by men at all levels of society. Merchants who would become temperance 

spokesmen stocked huge supplies of whiskey, and rich men joined freely in groups where bottles 

were passed from hand to hand. The flour mills in particular were community gathering places, 

and farmers waiting to use the mills lounged with the millers and with other local citizens and 

drank. Among laborers and building tradesmen, the dram was an indispensable part of daily 

wages. And in the workshops, drinking was universal. Not only independent craftsmen and 

shoemakers hidden away in boardinghouses, but men who worked directly under churchgoing 

proprietors drank on the job and with their employers. A store clerk remembered that Edwin 

Scrantom (he was the editor who expressed concern for unprayed-for apprentices and clerks) 

“often came into our store for a pitcher of ale to cheer up the boys in the printing offices nearby. “ 

Only once in the early years is there record of drinking having caused trouble. In 1818 musicians 

in the town bandprominent professionals and master craftsmen among themfound 

themselves too drunk to play. Thereafter, they reduced consumption at rehearsals. 

Liquor was embedded in the pattern of irregular work and easy sociability sustained by 

the household economy. It was a bond between men who lived, worked, and played together, a 

compliment to the unique kind of domination associated with that round of life. Workmen drank 

with their employers, in situations that employers controlled. The informal mixing of work and 

leisure and of master and wage earner softened and helped legitimate inequality. At the same time 

drunkenness remained within the bounds of what the master considered appropriate. For it was in 

his house that most routine drinking was done, and it was he who bought the drinks.  

That changed abruptly in the 1820s. Masters increased the pace, scale, and regularity of 

production, and they hired young strangers with whom they shared no more than contractual 

obligations. The masters were becoming businessmen, concerned more with the purchase of labor 

and raw materials and the distribution of finished goods than with production itself. They began 

to absent themselves from the workshops. At the same time they demanded new standards of 

discipline and regularity within those rooms. We shall see that those standards included 

abstinence from strong drink. Now workmen drank less often and less openly on the job. And 

when they drank, they shared the relaxation and conviviality only with each other, while masters 

sat in the front room or in another part of town dealing with customers and dreaming up new 

ways to make things cheaply and quickly.  

After work, master and wage earner retreated further into worlds of their own. Masters 

walked down quiet side streets and entered households that had seceded from the marketplace. 

Separated from work and workingmen, they and their wives and children turned the middle-class 

family into a refuge from the amoral economy and disorderly society outside its doors. It was not 

only the need for clearheaded calculation at work but the new ethos of bourgeois family life that 

drove businessmen away from the bottle. For unlike the large and public households of 1820, 

these private little homesincreasingly under the governance of pious housewiveswere 
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inappropriate places in which to get drunk. By 1830 the doorway to a middle-class home 

separated radically different kinds of space: drunkenness and promiscuous sociability on the 

outside, privacy and icy sobriety indoors. 

In the middle and late 1820s whiskey disappeared from settings that the middle class 

controlled. But in banishing liquor from their workshops and homes, proprietors reached the new 

limits of what they could in fact control. And it was at those limits that alcohol took on its 

symbolic force. 

Workingmen were building an autonomous social life, and heavy drinking remained part 

of it. In 1827 Rochester contained nearly 100 establishments licensed to sell drinks. These were 

not great beer halls and saloons (they would arrive much later in the century) but houses and little 

businesses where workmen combined drinking with everyday social transactions. On the 

downtown streets a workman could get a glass of whiskey at groceries, at either of two candy 

stores, or at a barber shop a few steps from the central business intersectionall of them 

gathering places for men like himself. At night he could join the crowds at the theater, spending 

time before and after the show in the noisy and crowded barroom that occupied the basement. On 

the way home, he would pass the establishments of other licensed grogsellers, for they were 

everywhere in the workingman's Rochester. The men who operated bars in the poorer 

neighborhoods shared the sensibilities and many of the experiences of their patrons, for fully 43 

percent of them were wage earners themselves. These part-time barkeepers included thirteen 

journeymen and eight laborers, two boatmen, two teamsters, three clerks, and a pair of 

schoolteachers. A five-dollar license permitted them to sell drinks, adding to their incomes and 

fitting their households into the emerging pattern of working-class neighborhood life. 

Alongside these kitchen barrooms stood businesses licensed to sell whiskey: food shops 

and small variety stores, taverns, and the home workshops of a few of the smaller master 

craftsmen. 

These were social centers on a large scale, for many of them doubled as boardinghouses. 

Of shopkeepers and petty proprietors licensed to sell drinks in 1827…52 percent took in lodgers. 

These ramshackle establishments“disorderly,” the newspapers called themcarried on 

traditions that bad been abandoned in the workshops, maintaining an easy integration of 

economic, domestic, and leisure activities, and of life indoors with the life of the neighborhood. 

Perhaps typical was the bakery run by John C. Stevens on the canal towpath off Exchange Street. 

During the day Stevens and his family baked bread. But they stopped at odd times to serve drinks 

and talk with canal men and dock workers from the boat basin a few steps away. In the evenings 

they were joined by the journeyman carpenter and the schoolteacher who boarded in their home, 

and by whoever else decided to drop by, and the activities of the household merged imperceptibly 

with the flow of neighborhood life.  

The Stevens bakery was a lively and crowded place, lively in a very old way. Merchants 

and masters might peer down the towpath and see that functions they once performedthe 

provision of food and a place to sleep, whiskey and the companionship and relaxation that went 

with itwere being taken up workingmen themselves, or by such questionable proprietors as 

John C. Stevens. It gave the old family governors something to ponder as they disappeared into 

their own secluded homes.  

The link between drinking and violence was, of course, more than a figment of middle-

class imaginations. Alcohol was surrounded by new, perhaps looser cultural controls. At the same 

time, workingmen experienced punishing changes in what they could expect from life, and some 

social drinkers look a turn toward the pathological. The laborer who stabbed a friend in 1828, the 
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boat carpenter who beat a workmate to death with a calking mallet in 1829, and the man who 

killed his wife in the middle of North St. Paul Street were all drunk and can all, I think, be put 

into that category. But we must also note that official intervention in working-class 

neighborhoodsand it came with increasing frequencysometimes created violence where there 

had been none. In 1830 a Negro blacksmith turned on the constable who was arresting him for 

gambling and beat him unconscious. A few months later, neighbors rescued an offender before 

officials could get him off the block. And in 1833 a constable entered a grocery to quiet a 

disturbance and was kicked to death. The new neighborhoods were building an independent 

social life, and some workmen were demonstrating that they would meet outside meddling with 

force.  

The drinking problem of the late 1820s stemmed directly from the new relationship 

between master and wage earner. Alcohol had been a builder of morale in household workshops, 

a subtle and pleasant bond between men. But in the 1820s proprietors turned their workshops into 

little factories, moved their families away from their places of business, and devised standards of 

discipline, self-control, and domesticity that banned liquor. By default, drinking became part of 

an autonomous working-class social life, and its meaning changed. When proprietors sent 

temperance messages into the new neighborhoods, they received replies such as this: 

Who are the most temperate men of modern times? Those who 

quaff the juice of the grape with their friends, with the greatest 

good nature, after the manner of the ancient patriarchs, without 

any malice in their hearts, or the cold-water, pale-faced, money-

making men, who make the necessities of their neighbors their 

opportunity for grinding the face of the poor? 

An ancient bond between classes had become, within a very short time, an angry badge of 

working-class status. 

The liquor question dominated social and political conflict in Rochester from the late 

1820s onward. At every step, it pitted a culturally independent working class against 

entrepreneurs who had dissolved the social relationships through which they had controlled 

others, but who continued to consider themselves the rightful protectors and governors of their 

city. 

 

Impasse: 

In 1828, worried gentlemen formed the Rochester Society for the Promotion of 

Temperance, and affiliated with a national movement led by Lyman Beecher of Boston. These 

men proposed to end drunkenness through persuasion, example, and the weight of their names. 

Every old family and every church submerged their differences and contributed leaders to the 

society…  The Presbyterian, Baptist, and Methodist ministers were among the founders…. Most 

temperance appeals were directed at businessmen and masters who hired wage labor and who 

were in daily contact with those elements of society with the strongest taste for alcohol. 

Temperance-minded masters stopped providing the daily dram as part of a workman's wages, and 

set out to convince others that work, particularly strenuous outdoor work, was better and more 

profitably done without the stimulus of alcohol. Master carpenters reported putting up houses 

“without the use of ardent spirits-without the least difficulty. Indeed it is much the safest way to 

put up frames.” A nearby farmer announced that he had grown tired of the “bobbling and idleness 

which ardent spirits uniformly produces” and that he no longer gave whiskey to his harvesters. 
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The happy result was that “he had no difficulty in keeping them perfectly subject to his 

directions. They conducted and labored like sober, rational men, and not like intoxicated 

mutineers.” 

Temperance propaganda promised masters social peace, a disciplined and docile labor 

force, and an opportunity to assert moral authority over their men. The movement enjoyed 

widespread success among those merchants and masters who considered themselves respectable. 

Of course hundreds of less “respectable” men continued to drink. But temperance men stood firm 

in their belief that “regiments of drunkards can present but a feeble resistance compared with a 

few respectable church members.”  

In workshop after workshop, masters gathered their men and announced that they would 

no longer provide drinks or allow drinking in the shop, and that the new rules derived from 

patriotism and religion… Underneath…lay the assumption that Rochester had legitimate opinion 

makers, and that attitudes could radiate from them into every corner of society. Indeed for many 

reformers the temperance crusade may have been a final test of that belief. But while masters 

asked wage earners to give up their evil ways, they turned workers out of their homes and into 

streets and neighborhoods where drinking remained a normal part of life. A journeyman who put 

up with strange new practices on the job experienced strong pressures to drink on his own block, 

where the grocery was the principal place to relax with workmates and friends. Temperance men 

talked loudest in 1828 and 1829, years in which the autonomy of working-class neighborhoods 

grew at a dizzying rate, In each of those years the village granted nearly 100 licenses to sell 

whiskey by the glass, suggesting that there was a legal drinking establishment for every twenty-

eight adult men in Rochester. These neighborhood bars dispensed nearly 200,000 gallons of 

whiskey annually. Perhaps the workshops were dry. The neighborhoods certainly were not.  

By 1830 the temperance crusade was, on its own terms, a success: society’s leading men 

were encouraging abstinence. But even as they preached, they withdrew from the social 

relationships in which their ability to command obedience was embedded. Wage earners 

continued to drink. But now they drank only in their own neighborhoods and only with each 

other, and in direct defiance of their employers…. 

By the end of the decade, churchgoing businessmen and masters had lost faith in their 

ability to govern. Beneath them was a new and unruly and altogether necessary urban working 

class. Masters had always governed such men spontaneously, in face-to-face transactions that 

were a part of everyday routine. That system collapsed in the middle and late 1820s. Now 

attempts to influence the actions of workingmen through authority and persuasion were 

unsuccessful and-worse-humiliating. Village officials, elected by the majority that many wished 

to regulate, did nothing… The life went out of Rochester Protestantism. After steady gains 

throughout the 1820s and a hopeful revival in 1827, conversions stopped. In every church, the 

number of new members dropped dramatically in 1828 and 1829 and through the fall of 1830. 

Late in 1829 Elder Josiah Bissell wrote the evangelist Charles Finney. He confessed that the good 

people of Rochester felt powerless to do anything about it: “the people & the church say it cannot 

be helpedand why do they say this? Because the state of religion is so low; because they know 

not the power of the Gospel of Jesus. 'Through Christ Jesus strengthening us we can do all things,' 

and if so it is time we were about it.” 

 

Pentecost: 
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Charles Grandison Finney came to Rochester in September 1830. For six months he 

preached in Presbyterian churches nearly every night and three times on Sunday, and his audience 

included members of every sect. During the day he prayed with individuals and led an almost 

continuous series of prayer meetings. Soon there were simultaneous meetings in churches and 

homes throughout the village. Pious women went door-to-door praying for troubled souls. The 

high school stopped classes and prayed. Businessmen closed their doors early and prayed with 

their families. “You could not go upon the streets,” recalled one convert, “and hear any 

conversation, except upon religion.” By early spring the churches faced the world with a 

militance and unity that had been unthinkable only months before, and with a boundless and 

urgent sense of their ability to change society. In the words of its closest student, “ ... no more 

impressive revival has occurred in American history.” 

Charles Finney's revival created a community of militant evangelicals that would remake 

society and politics in Rochester… [I]t is time…to attempt a systematic explanation of Finney's 

triumph at Rochester…. Whatever the problems that prepared the ground for Finney's triumph, 

they were experienced most strongly by master workmen…. With few exceptions, then, Charles 

Finney's revival was strongest among entrepreneurs who bore direct responsibility for disordered 

relations between classes… [A]t the beginning the new relationship between master and wage 

earner was created by masters who preferred money and privacy to the company of their 

workmen and the performance of old patriarchal duties. Available evidence suggests that it was 

precisely those masters who filled Finney's meetings…. [T]he analyses of occupations and of 

household structure point clearly to one conclusion: Finney's converts were entrepreneurs who 

had made more than their share of the choices that created a free labor economy and a class-

bounded society in Rochester…. Finney's male converts were driven to religion because they had 

abdicated their roles as eighteenth-century heads of households. 

 

Pentecost: A Shopkeeper’s Millennium 

Charles Finney's revival enlarged every Protestant church, broke down sectarian 

boundaries, and mobilized a religious community that had at its disposal enormous economic 

power. Motives which determined the use of that power derived from the revival, and they were 

frankly millenarian. 

As Rochester Protestants looked beyond their community in 1831, they saw something 

awesome. For news of Finney's revival had helped touch off a wave of religious enthusiasm 

throughout much of the northern United States. The revival moved west into Ohio and Michigan, 

east into Utica, Albany, and the market towns of inland New England. Even Philadelphia and 

New York City felt its power. Vermont's congregational churches grew by 29 percent in 1831. 

During the same twelve months the churches of Connecticut swelled by over a third. After 

scanning reports from western New York, the Presbyterian General Assembly announced in 

wonder that “the work has been so general and thorough, that the whole customs of society have 

changed.” Never before had so many Americans experienced religion in so short a time. 

It was Finney himself who told them that “if they were united all over the world the 

Millennium might be brought about in three months”… Utopia would be realized on earth, and it 

would be made by God with the active and united collaboration of His people. It was not the 

physical reign of Christ that Finney predicted but the reign of Christianity. The millennium would 

be accomplished when sober, godly men-men whose every step was guided by a living faith in 

Jesus-exercised power in this world. Clearly, the revival of 1831 was a turning point in the long 



13 
 

struggle to establish that state of affairs…. After 1831 the goal of revivals was the christianization 

of the world. With that at stake, membership in a Protestant church entailed new kinds of personal 

commitment…. Unregenerate persons were no longer to be disciplined by immutable authority 

and through fixed social relationships. They were free and redeemable moral agents, accountable 

for their actions, capable of accepting or rejecting God's promise. It was the duty of Christian 

gentlemen not to govern them and accept responsibility for their actions but to educate them and 

change their hearts. 

The world, however, contained bad habits, people, and institutions that inhibited revivals 

and whose removal must precede the millennium. Among church members who had lived in 

Rochester in the late 1820s, the right course of action was clear. With one hand they evangelized 

among their own un-churched poor. With the other they waged an absolutist and savage war on 

strong drink…. On New Year's Eve of the revival winter, Finney's coworker Theodore Weld 

delivered a four-hour temperance lecture at First Presbyterian Church. Weld began by describing 

a huge open pit at his right hand, and thousands of the victims of drink at his left. First he isolated 

the most hopelessthe runaway fathers, paupers, criminals, and maniacsand marched them 

into the grave. He moved higher and higher into society, until only a few well-dressed tipplers 

remained outside the grave. Not even these were spared. While the audience rose to its feet the 

most temperate drinkers, along with their wives and helpless children, were swallowed up and 

lost. Weld turned to the crowd and demanded that they not only abstain from drinking and 

encourage the reform of others but that they unite to stamp it out. They must not drink or sell 

liquor, rent to a grogshop, sell grain to distillers, or patronize merchants who continued to trade in 

ardent spirits. They must, in short, utterly disengage from the traffic in liquor and use whatever 

power they had to make others do the same. A packed house stood silent…. Almost immediately, 

Weld's absolutist temperance pledge became a condition of conversion-the most visible symbol 

of individual rebirth. The teetotal pledge was only the most forceful indication of church 

members' willingness to use whatever power they had to coerce others into being good, or at least 

to deny them the means of being bad. While whiskey ran into the gutters, two other symbols of 

the riotous twenties disappeared. John and Joseph Christopher, both of them new Episcopalians, 

bought the theater next door to their hotel, closed it, and had it reopened as a livery stable. The 

Presbyterian Sprague brothers bought the circus building and turned it into a soap factory. 

Increasingly, the wicked had no place to go. 

These were open and forceful attacks on the leisure activities of the new working class, 

something very much like class violence. But Christians waged war on sin, not workingmen. 

Alcohol, the circus, the theater, and other workingmen's entertainments were evil because they 

wasted men's time and clouded their minds and thus blocked the millennium. Evangelicals fought 

these evils in order to prepare society for new revivals. It was missionary work, little more. And 

in the winter following Finney's departure, it began to bear fruit…. Charles Finney's revival 

united wealthy men… The ensuing workingman's revival provided them with a constituency 

large enough to enter and win elections. While revival-wrought changes in the job market 

prevented non-churchgoing workers from meeting residence requirements, stable churchgoers 

voted for the forcible regulation of their neighbors. Thus the program, the leadership, and the 

constituency of the Whig Party in Rochester were created in the religious transformation that 

began in 1830. 

From the middle 1830s onward, evangelical Protestantism dominated social and political 

argument in the northern United States. In everything from raising babies to electing Presidents, 

church members muted other loyalties and acted as Christians, and non-church members opposed 



14 
 

them at every step… Students of Protestantism have always noted its peculiar sensitivity to social 

change. In the absence of a church hierarchy, an authoritative clergy, or an official relationship 

with the state, the carriers of Protestantism have been laymen, and religious change has reflected 

social experience. More precisely, it has mirrored the religious needs of dominant groups within 

congregations. In Rochester those dominant men were entrepreneurs faced with profound 

disorders in the social relations surrounding work. Charles Finney's revival provided a solution to 

the social disorder and moral confusion that attended the creation of a free-labor economy. The 

Whig Party carried that solution into politics. 

 

On Cities, Revivals, and Social Controls:  

The Rochester revival served the needs not of “society” but of entrepreneurs who 

employed wage labor… In towns and cities all over the northern United States, revivals after 

1825 were tied closely to the growth of a manufacturing economy. Whitney Cross, in his 

pathbreaking study The Burned-Over District, found that revivals were strong in such 

manufacturing centers as Rochester, Lockport, and Utica, while the commercial centers of 

Buffalo and Albany remained quiet. Subsequent studies have reinforced his observation. Canal 

towns that were devoted to commerce were relatively immune to revivals. So were the old seaport 

cities. But in mill villages and manufacturing cities, evangelicalism struck as hard as it had at 

Rochester. The relation between revivals and manufactures gains strength when we turn from 

cities to individuals, for in urban places of all types, revivals and their related social movements 

were disproportionately strong among master workmen, manufacturers, and journeyman 

craftsmen. There were relatively few merchants and clerks among the converts, and even fewer 

day laborers and transport workers. Clearly, urban revivals in the 1820s and 1830s had something 

to do with the growth of manufactures…. Everywhere, enthusiasm struck first among masters and 

manufacturers, then spread through them into the ranks of labor. The workingman's revival of the 

1830s was effected through missionary churches, temperance and moral reform societies, and 

Sunday schools that were dominated by rich evangelicals. The religion that it preached was order-

inducing, repressive, and quintessentially bourgeois. In no city is there evidence of independent 

working-class revivals before the economic collapse of 1837. We must conclude that many 

workmen (the number varied enormously from town to town) were adopting the religion of the 

middle class, thus internalizing beliefs and modes of comportment that suited the needs of their 

employers. 

The analysis of Rochester, along with evidence from other cities, allows us to 

hypothesize the social functions of urban revivals with some precision. Evangelicalism was a 

middle-class solution to problems of class, legitimacy, and order generated in the early stages of 

manufacturing. Revivals provided entrepreneurs with a means of imposing new standards of work 

discipline and personal comportment upon themselves and the men who worked for them, and 

thus they functioned as powerful social controls, But there was more to it than that. For the belief 

that every man was spiritually free and self-governing enabled masters to present a relationship 

that denied human interdependence as the realization of Christian ideals…. 

The businessmen and masters in Charles Finney's audience had been born into New 

England villages in which the roles of husband, father, and employer were intertwined, and they 

had reconstructed that village order on the banks of the Genesee. In the early years, disorder and 

insubordination were held in check, for master and wage earner worked together and slept under 

the same roof. Fights between workmen were rare, and when they occurred masters witnessed the 

intelligible and personal stream of events that led up to them. Wage earners loafed or drank or 



15 
 

broke the Sabbath only with the master's knowledge and tacit consent. When workers lived with 

proprietors or within sight of them, serious breaches of the peace or of accepted standards of 

labor discipline were uncommon. At the very least, workingmen were constrained to act like 

guests, and masters enforced order easily, in the course of ordinary social and economic 

transactions. In the few years preceding the revival of 1831, Charles Finney's converts dissolved 

those arrangements… [T]hat dissolution posed immense problems of work discipline and social 

order. In the experience of the master, however, it was worse than that. For when a master broke 

with home-centered relations of production he abdicated his authority as head of a household and 

as moral governor of society, and thus lost contact with a crucial part of his own identity. Given 

the money he made and the trouble he caused others, we need not sympathize too much. But if we 

are to render his turn to religion intelligible, we must understand that he experienced 

disobedience and disorder as religious problemsproblems that had to do not only with safe 

streets and the efficient production of flour and shoes but with the “rightness” of new relations of 

production. 

It was a dilemma that had no earthly solution. Rochester masters assumed the 

responsibility to govern wage earners. But at the same time they severed the relationships through 

which they had always dominated those men. Resistance in the workshops, the failure of the 

temperance crusade, and the results of elections in the 1820s dramatized what had become an 

everyday fact of life: workmen no longer listened when proprietors spoke. The authority of 

Rochester's ruling groups fell away, leaving them with new economic imperatives, old moral 

responsibilities, and no familiar and legitimate means of carrying them out. Attempts by a 

minority to reassert control through coercive means failed and, in the course of failing, split the 

elite and rendered concerted action impossible. It was the moral dilemma of free labor and the 

political impasse that it created that prepared the ground for Charles Finney…. 

From 1831 onward, middle-class religion in Rochester aimed not at the government of a 

sinful mankind but at the conversion of sinners and the perfection of the world. The missions 

were a grand success: hundreds of wage earners joined middle-class churches in the 1830s. This 

pious enclave within the working class provided masters with more than willing workers and 

votes for Whig repression. Sober, hardworking, and obedient, they won the friendship and 

patronage of the middle class, and a startling number of them seized opportunities to become 

masters themselves. These men demonstrated that paternalistic controls could indeed be replaced 

by piety and voluntary self-restraint: free labor could generate a well-regulated, orderly, just, and 

happy society. The only thing needed was more revivals of religion. Workmen who continued to 

drink and carouse and stay away from church were no longer considered errant children; they 

were free moral agents who had chosen to oppose the coming Kingdom. They could be hired 

when they were needed, fired without a qualm when they were not. 

Thus a nascent industrial capitalism became attached to visions of a perfect moral order 

based on individual freedom and self-government, and old relations of dependence, servility, and 

mutuality were defined as sinful and left behind. The revival was not a capitalist plot. But it 

certainly was a crucial step in the legitimation of free labor. 

 

 

 

 


