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for this board were to be elected in the 1909 muni

cipal election. Both Johnson and Witt did their best 

to emphasize tax problems, but Baehr's attack on the 

failure of Johnson to bring about a settlement in the 

street railway controversy still remained the main 

issue of the campaign. Johnson fought valiantly, his 

strength failing, beset by personal problems, his 

fortune lost, although he still displayed the old spir

it that had made him the great leader of reform in 

Ohio, the people were no longer with him. 

On November 2, 1909, Johnson experienced his last 

defeat. Baehr beat Johnson by 3,733 votes, a Repub

lican dominated City Council was elected, and Republi

cans controlled every elected position in the city 

government, with the exception of Newton Baker, who was 

re.-elected as City Solicitor. Four Democrats selected 

by Johnson for the Quadrennial Board were also elected.68 

In speaking of his defeat later, Johnson stated: 

I had been Mayor for so many years 
that many people had lost sight of 
conditions as they existed before that 
time. Thousands of young voters could 

68The votes case were: Johnson - 37,709; Baehr -
41 422. Plain Dealer, November 3, 1909. For evalua
�t�i�~�n�s� of the election see Briggs, "Progressive Era in 
Cleveland," pp. 198-200. Also Johnson, My Story, p. 289. 
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not remember any other Mayor, 
and there was a great deal 
of that feeling which is always 
manifesting itself in politics, 
that - 'Oh, he's had it lon? 
enough, let's have a change 
feeling, and so the wave of 
democracy receded and the enemies 
of the.things we gtood for were 
swept into power. 9 

It was apparent that the voters of Cleveland had 

not discharged Tom Johnson, mayor, but Tom Johnson the 

street railway magnate. He had become so involved in 

fighting his enemies that he had forgotten to listen to 

the will of the people. Public opinion was overwhelm-

ingly against a continuation of the controversy, and 

they tired of Johnson's seemingly endless machinations.70 

Newton Baker, in speaking of Johnson's defeat ob-

served: 

The people have lost their stan
dard of compassion and are not able 
to compare his work with that of his 
inefficient successors. We will 
probably have two years of reaction
ary and inefficient government, and 
then there will be 11popular demand 
for Mr. Johnson .... 

69Johnson, My Story, pp. 289-290. 

70Lorenz, Tom L. Johnson, p. 118. 

71Newton Baker to Atlee Pomerene, November 11, 
1908. Quoted in Briggs, "Progressive Era in Cleveland," 
pp. 86. 
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Tom Johnson left the off ice he occupied so well 

on January 1, 1910. Before departing, he made this 

emotion-filled statement: 

I have served the people for 
nearly nine years. I have had more 
of misfortune in those nine years 
than in any period of my life. As 
that is true, it is also true that 
I have had more of joy. In those 
nine years, I have given the big
gest and best part of me. I served 
the people of 9~eveland the best 
I knew how .... 

From February, 1910, until his death, Tom Johnson 

fought the illness which had troubled him since 1908.73 

During that period he visited England, spoke at several 

single tax meetings and wrote his memoirs for Hampton's 

Magazine. He steadily weakened and on April 10, 1911, 

Tom L. Johnson died in Cleveland. His death was mourned 

nationwide. A silent crowd of citizens numbering in 

the hundreds of thousands lined the streets to pay 

homage to their fallen champion. 

Johnson's body was taken to Greenwood Cemetary 

in Brooklyn and buried in a family plot adjacent to the 

grave of his friend and mentor, Henry George. 

72Plain Dealer, January 2, 1910. Johnson, My Story, 
p. 296. 

73Johnson's illness is unspecified, although "acute 
nephritis" appears to be the innnediate cause of death. 



CHAPTER VIII 

CONCLUSION 

Today in Cleveland, in a small shady corner of 

Public Square, is a statue. It is of a large man, gaz

ing reflectively, seated in a chair. A book he holds in 

his right hand rests easily on his leg. The book is 

entitled Progress and Poverty. On the back of the monu

ment is the following dedication: 

Erected at popular subscription 
in memory of the man who gave his 
fortune and his life to make Cleve
land as he often expressed it, 'a 
happier place to live in, a better 
place to die in. ' And located on the 
spot he dedicated to the freedom of 
speech. 

This monument is the city's tribute to Tom Loftin Johnson. 

Hazen S. Pingree once stated that "eternal fighting 

seems to be the price of any reform in municipal gov-

1 ernment." This was especially true of Johnson's admini-

stration. For nine years, he served Cleveland as mayor, 

fighting for honest government and social justice. In 

those years, he advocated home rule for cities, equal 

taxation and municipal ownership. His social reform pro

grams, public improvements and support of Warrensville, 

opened new horizons in dealing with the complex problems 

of the growing city. 

1Holli, Reform in Detroit, p. 75. 
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These were years of struggle; of great victories 

and frustrating defeats. Tom Johnson never tired or 

wavered in the fight - he thrived in the heat of bat-

tle, refusing to relent, even in the face of over-

whelming odds. Fredrick Howe, a great admirer of John

son, considered the Mayor to be one of the greatest 

statesmen America had produced. He made this evalua

tion of his leader: 

He was an astute politician, 
but he never compromised on impor
tant measures, even when they were 
far in advance of his time. He 2 attacked institutions, not men. 

Johnson shared the hopes of other urban reformers 

in working to create a free and more modern city. But 

he firmly believed that programs for social readjustment 

were needed as much as political and economic reforms. 

By applying the principles of Henry George and main-

taining the Jeffersonian trust in the connnon citizen, 

Johnson became the spearhead of urban reform in the Uni

ted States. He viewed government as both responsible 

and representative; corruption would be eliminated in 

order to allow the citizen to actively participate in 

city government. The government, in turn would meet the 

2 . Howe, Confessions, p. 145. 



146 

needs of the citizens through various social and 

economic programs. 3 

The men Johnson chose to assist him in carrying 

out these programs were all experts in their respective 

fields. The talents of such men as E. W. Bemis in muni-

cipal ownership, Fredrick Howe in city government and 

Harris R. Cooley in social reform made Cleveland the cen

ter of reform information throughout the nation. It 

thus became an administration to copy through their ef

forts and Cleveland became a model city to other reform-

ers. A prominent western newspaper made this comment: 

Not another city entered a fran
chise fight or planned an extension 
of activity for the general well 
being, or sought a square deal in 
any form, that it did not receive 
help and inspiration from Cleveland's 
public servant(s).4 

3Nye, Midwest Progressive Politics, pp. 1~6-187. 

4Editorial,· Kansas City Star, April 11, 1911. War- , 
ner Progressivism in Ohio, p. 78. The Tom Johnson Papers 
contain a great deal of letters from other cities 
throughout the nation asking advice and information; the 
following are some examples: Milwaulkee, Wisconsin, 
December 3, 1906. W. D. Kerr to Johnson, requesting in
formation on the establishment of the three cent fare. 
Saint Louis Post Dispatch, January 19, 1907 writing to 
Johnson, concerning the three cent fare. Toronto, 
Canada, January 27, 1907, asking Johnson's advice on 
conducting a campaign for low fares in that city. Shreve
port, Louisiana, October 2, 1907 asking the help and ad
vice of the Mayor in working out a plan for municipal 
ownership. Schenectady, New York, May 11, 1908, request-
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Although relatively few programs Johnson advocated 

were adopted in his lifetime, his efforts were rewarded 

at the Ohio Constitutional Convention of 1912. In speak

ing of the reforms embodied in the new Constitution, a 

reporter had this observation: 

In Ohio it was a square-cut issue 
between the Collllllon Good and Special 
Privilege, and the Collllllon Good won. 
I might almost say Tom Johnson won, 
for Johnson was the first great leader 
in Ohio to trace the political wrongs 
of the ~eople back to the Constitution 
itself .5 

It was in 1902, in his first campaign, that Tom 

Johnson said "some day [Herbert S.] Bigelow and I are go

ing to rewrite the Constitution of the State of Ohio."6 

In a very real sense, Johnson's prediction came 

true. His associate, Herbert S. Bigelow, was the Presi-

dent of the 1912 Constitutional Convention, and was in-

strumental in incorporating in the document the major 

principles Johnson had dedicated his life to. When com

pleted, the new Constitution read like a Johnson cam

paign platform. Municipalities were granted self-gov-

ing information from Johnson on how to establish a low
fare railway system. 

SFrank Stockbridge, "Ohio Wide Awake," Everybody's 
Magazine, November 1912, pp. 696-707. 

6rbid. 
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ernment, with each city forming its own charter. The 

Constitution also allowed any municipality to "own, 

lease and operate ... any public utility. 117 Voters were 

given the initiative and referendum, individual machin

ery was simplified, direct primaries were instituted and 

penal reform based on Cooley's work, also was included. 

An earlier law, The Tax Commission Act of May 10, 

1910, passed by the state legislature created a tax com

mission of three men appointed by the Governor for a 

term of three years. Their sole purpose was to assess 

public utilities and corporations. This new board re

placed the local boards of assessment, and employed the 

methods Johnson had advocated years before in his battle 

for tax reform. 8 The new approaches to government, which 

had been considered so dangerous, radical and anarchis

tic to Mark Hanna, Joseph Foraker and others in 1903 was 

now law. Their predictions of the destruction and col

lapse of the state under Johnson's influence were un-

founded. 

7ohio Constitution, Article XVIII, sections three 
and four. See Howard L. McBain, The Law and Practice of 
Municipal Home Rule (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1916), pp. 621-622. Cleveland's new charter became ef
fective on July 1, 1913. 

8Ernest L. Bogart, "Recent Tax Reforms in Ohio," 
American Economic Revi'ew, 1 (September 1911), p. 510. 
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Johnson's leadership had given Cleveland many 

things. Disease, crime and vice has been reduced. Paved 

roads, city beautification programs, public parks, cheap 

gas, water and electricity, criminal and police reform 

were all instituted under the Johnson administration. 

Municipal ownership also became a practical reality in 

Cleveland under Tom Johnson's leadership. In the street 

railway question, the Tayler Grant, although opposed by 

Johnson, was based on the Municipal Traction holding com

pany plan Johnson and Goff had worked out, and it served 

Cleveland for a generation with low fares and good ser

vice. The East Ohio Gas Company and the Cleveland Elec

tric Company operated (and still do) Cleveland's gas 

and electric utilities under the supervision of the city 

government ., 

In considering his achievements, Johnson's greatest 

legacy lies in the concept of democracy he left with the 

citizens of Cleveland. He stimulated a "civic sense" 

in them and proved that concern for their city benefited 

all. Johnson's tent meetings served to educate the pub

lic, encouraging them to discuss the issues, to become 

informed and to vote intelligently. Johnson proved to 

them what Samuel M. Jones, Mayor of Toledo spoke of: 

" ... They tthe people) are the power - indeed .... They can 
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have any kind of government they want. 119 

This was truly Johnson's greatest ambition and he 

emphasized it powerfully in his autobiography: 

What object could there be more 
worthy of a man's ambition than to 
succeed in giving strenth and tone 
and exalted character to the muni
cipality of which he is a citizen? 
To succeed in effectively coopera
ting in the work of establishing 
in his own city municipal self- gov
ernment upon the basis of equal 
justice and thereby setting an ex
ample of practical democracy to the 
civilized world?lO 

Tom·Johnson was not without his shortcomings. His 

zeal to achieve his objectives sometimes blinded him to 

the consideration of others. Those who did not support 

him in the Democratic party were removed. Nothing would 

stand in the way of the cause. In a sense, he was a 

boss, but a boss for the people. By 1908, illness weak

ened his efficiency - Tom Johnson in effect, worked him

self to death. While he was mayor, there was no rest 

from the business at hand. This often made him uncom-

promising, especially in the later years of his admini

stration, when it was obvious that he was the only party 

9samuel M. Jones to Witt, April 16, 1903, Peter 
Witt Papers, Western Reserve Historical Society Library, 
Cleveland. 

lOJohnson,· My Story, pp. 186-187. 
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resisting a settlement on the street railway ques

tion. But, these are small matters.when compared to 

the principles he stood for and the work that was ac

complished in Cleveland and in Ohio as a result of his 

efforts. Johnson laid the path, prepared the ground

work for the everwidening wave of Progressive legisla

tion which swept the nation during his later years and 

after his death. He played a key role in proving that 

the people, under strong leadership, could overcome any 

obstacle. 

Lincoln Steffens, in a personal letter to the Mayor, 

best expressed the overall importance of Tom Johnson: 

... try to see what I see: the 
prophecy of your work; the accom
plishment of it everywhere and the 
certain recognition then that Tom 
Johnson first projected in deeds 
what all other men only dreamed or 
wished or wrote or thought.11 

This is the legacy Tom Johnson left to his era. He 

inspired an important new consciousness in the nation, 

which has not yet ended. He stands as a giant in the 

history of the modern city and of American reform. 

llLincoln Steffens to Tom Johnson, October 23, 1908. 
Peter Witt Papers, Western Reserve Historical Society 
Library, Cleveland. 
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Y ou are paying $ 6 ~--- too much taxes on your land. . 
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The Annual City Board of Equalization proposed to correct these hiequalities but the recent legis·. . , .. 
---. fatufe abolished that Boi!iho prevent it from malting these co1Tectlous ~lso because that~Rott'l'trhntt~.;.; . .:.,.:,.~~-~ 

. the cour~ge to raise the asses~e~ valuation of ~he property of the street railways.and oth~r public service · · I ( · .. ~ 1.~:. 
corporations nearly twenty m1lhon dollars, wlnch would have made those corporations pay on the same basfa · · 
as small home owners. The legislature put in the place of the Annual City Board of Equalization a Board 

-·: 

.... .. ' 

of Review which is now in daily sesgion in the old Court House, ; . ·· 
This Board of Review is the board to which you must appeal for relief from this over valuation. 
The tax department will call to the attention of the Board of Review all cases of under valuation. 
Three state officials took off the twenty millions added by the Annual City Board of Equalization and 

by doing so raised your taxes I 0 per cent. This is an additional injustice to the one caused by the in· 
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