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gain power and, once in power, to keep that power. Elections were far more 
vicious than they are today, with politicians bribing voters with money, 
liquor, and other forms of vice, and using strong-men and gangs to prevent 
certain groups from voting—all depending on which party was currently in 
power. There was also a strong relationship between politicians and busi-
nesses, as well as vice lords. Politicians accepted money from businesses in 
order to get elected, and once elected, they continued to accept money to 
prevent any laws from being passed that might hurt those businesses. For 
instance, if workers wanted to organize into labor unions, businesses would 
pay politicians to prevent the passage of laws that would allow such orga-
nizations to exist, thus remaining in power by pleasing the businesses. The 
vice lords, who ran illegal operations such as gambling casinos and brothels 
and kept saloons open on the Sabbath, also had to pay off the politicians 
in order to keep their corrupt businesses running so that they could remain 
open and profitable. At the center of all of this, as an extension of the polit-
ical machine, were the police.

The police during the political era were simply doing the bidding of the 
political machine. If, for instance, workers wanted to organize a strike or 
protest against some business, the business owners merely had to notify 
the politicians, who would dispatch the police to arrest the strikers, beat 
them into submission, or both, thus protecting the business’s interests and 
keeping the political machine in power. The political machine also needed 
a means by which to receive payoffs from the vice lords in order for them 
to continue operating. The police became extortionists for the political 
machines by telling owners of brothels, gambling halls, and saloons that 
they had to pay the police weekly for protection. If they did not, the police 
would close them down. This money was then funneled up to the political 
machine, with each layer taking a cut. This form of bribery was known as 
the spoils system. For instance, in Chicago it was learned that there was 
a price list for paying off the police. A massage parlor had to pay the police 
$25 weekly, a brothel paid between $50 and $100, a gambling hall had to 
pay $25 per week per gaming table, and for a saloon to open on Sunday 
the “price” was $50 per month.21

spoils system: A politically 
corrupt system in the 19th 
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political power shared in 
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