
ALDERMAN JIM PENDERGAST 

A THESIS IN 
H1stot'y 

Pt'esented to the Faou1ty of the Univet'sity 
of Kansas City in pat'tiel fulfillment of 

the t'equirements of the degree of 

MASTER OF A~TS 

by 
LYLE WESLEY DORSETT 

B.A., University of Kansas City" 1960 

. --........... 

-. 
-

Kansa-s' City; Missouri 
1962 



ABSTRACT 

James Pendergast came to Kansas City in 1876 from 

St. Joseph~ Missouri. After working for several years as 

a laborer, Pendergast entered the saloonkeeping business 

in the West Bottoms, the heart of Kansas City's industrial 

and commercial district. He became interested in local 

politics soon after coming to Kansas City. An extremely 

generous man, Pendergast, who was always helping the needy, 

became popular with the Irish, Italian and native American 

laborers who inhabited the West Bottoms. In 1892, the 

working class dwellers in the First Ward, which encompassed 

tbe West Bottoms, elected James Pendergast to tbe lower 

house of the dity council. Alderman Jim, as Pendergast 

became known, was re-elected eight times in succession to 

the lower house from the First Ward. 

Between his first election in 1892, and his retire­

ment from politics in 1919, Pendergast reigned supreme in 

the First Ward. His polltical power, however, transcended 

the boundaries of the First Ward which he represented in 

the city council. Alderman Jim's popularity and polltical 

adeptness helped him extend his po11t1cal machine from its 

base in the West Bottoms, lnto the North end. 

By the turn of the century, Jim Pendergast had 
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eatablls.hed himself IS the boss of s large area of Kansas 

City. He sometimes used the large number of votes which 

he controlled to fur~her his Q~n interests. However, he 

often threw his polttical strength on the side of the re­

formers, to further the general interests of Kansas City. 

At times Pendergast's devotion to the general welfare of 

Kansas City was detrimental to his own financial interests, 

for he was no corrupt, se If-seeking poli t ician like so many 

bosses who wielded their power during the same period. 

The significance of a study of James Pendergast 

lies in the fact that he does not fit the stereotype of the 

"typical" political boss that has been depicted by so many 

writers. Unlike many city bosses during the late nine­

teenth and early twentieth centuries, thet'e is no evidence 

that Pendergast was ever in the ranks of the boodlers and 

grafters who sold their votes when the price was right. 

Likewise Pendergast was on the side of t he reformers on 

many important muniCipal issues, not at loggerheads with 

them as the stereotype often portrays city bosses. 

James Pendergast also merits study because of the 

extremely important role he played in putting his younger 

brother, Thomas J. Pendergast, on the road to political 

domination of Kansas City. Alderman Jim was the most pow­

erful boss in Kansas City between 1892 and 1910. During 

those years, the saloonkeeper put Tom Pendergast to work 

within the organization, and taught him every aspect of 



, 

managing a political machine. When Jim Pendergast retired 

from local politics in 1910 , Tom Pendergast was well trained 

by his brother to assume the leadership of the Pendergast 

machine. From that base created by Alderman Jim, Tom Pen­

dergast was able to build a larger organization, which ul­

timately enabled him to become as powerful -in Kansas City 

as "Boas n Tweed had been in New York. 
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INTRODUOTION 

The Jl?;us·broqmlng of Amer loan 0 it ies between 1870 and 

1910, nurtured by inoreased lmm18~ation and rapid industrial 

developme·nt, opened the door to problems unpreoedented in 

Amerloan history. The problems oreated out of the need for 

transportation faollitles, sewage disposal, water supply, 

lightlng, and a host of other similar needs, were soon taok­

led by the urban leaders. While many of the problems are 

still belng worked on today, the progress made toward solu­

tions was phenomenal ln many respeots. l On the other band, 

the sooial problems whioh arose with. the growth of Amerioan 

cities were not so quiokly faoed and ameliorated. 

The iabor market became glutted due to the inoreas1ng 

number of unskilled workers who were orowding the oities 

from the farms and Europe. By the late 1890's, and until the 

First World War, real wages dwindled for most laborers, and 

inexpensive housing beoame 80aroe.2 The poorly paid workers 

paoked thei~ fam1l1es into Ol'owded tenements and shanties 

near their plaoes of employment. The teeming masses l1ved 

in extremely orowded and unsanitary oond1t1ons, whe~e or1me 

lArthur M. Sohles1pger, The Rise of the 01ty (New 
York: Maom1llan 00., 1933), Ohapter IV. 

2Paul H. Douglas, Real wa~es in the United States, 
1890-1926 (New York: Houghton Mi f11n Co., 1930), pp. 174-184. 
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and dlsease became commonplace. 

Working condltlons were no better than the houslng 

condltions whlch were provided for the laboring olass. The 

homes of the 1nunlgrant and na t·lve American la borers were 

extremely ~pleasant, but the factories and sweat shops were 

even less desirable. In the faotorles, whioh were poorly 

ventIlated, as wall as fIlthy and dangerous, men, women and 

even chl1dren tolled long hours for low wa-ges. Not only 

w1thout benefIt of wage and hour legislation, the workers 

labored wlthout unemployment oompensat10n or dlsability 

1nsuranoe.3 

Both at work and at home, the slum dwellers who kept 

the wheels of Amerloa's growing industrles turnlng, found no 

helplng hand for guldanoe, aid or protectlon. Soclal legls­

latlon was almost unheard of In the Unlted Statea, whioh was 

caught up In the atmosphere of Soclal Darw1n1sm. ConVinoed 

that God had ordained a "struggle for exlstenoe" and a "sur­

vival of the .flttest," many buslness and government leaders 

were able to rgtiona11ze their laok of concern for the 

growing soolal problems.4 The oourts made matters even more 

dlffioult. The few attempts which were made to enaot sooisl 

legislatlon were attacked by the judiolary on the grounds 

that such legislation oalled for taklng property without due 

3Ray Glng~r, Altgeld's Amerloa (New York: Funk and 
Wagnalla Co., 1958). 

4Riobard Hofstad~er, Sooial Darwinlsm in Amerioan 
Thought (Boston: Beaoon Press, 1959), Chapter II. 



prooess of la1l, or that it lias "olass legislation.1t5 

Throughout the last deoades of the nineteenth oen­

tury the oities continued to multiply, the oorporations 

grew larger, and the ~igrants and rarmers flocked into 

the cities to expand the impover1shed work1ng class. Suoh 

oonditions st~ulated the ooncern or an articulate group of 

middle class reformers who appeared on the horizon by the 

turn of the oentury. Afra id of the gnowing powe%' of the 

g1ant finanoial and industrial monopolies on the r1ght, and 

the inoreasing restlessness of the work1ng olass on the 

left, the reformers, who were generally referred to 88 

Prpgressives, advocated econom1c and sooial legislation to 

oheck the power of the extreme right, and ameliorate the 

disoontent on the left.6 

Suocessful in some areas of reform by the First 

World War, the reformers were generally unsuooessful in 

a1ding and gaining the support of the lower classes. The 

failure of many reformers was due not only to their lack of 

unity 1n purpose, but to the1r laok of knowledge and Under­

stand1ng of the problems that plagued the working 01ass. 7 

Unable to find relief from the federal government 

or thei%' employers, and find1ng the "visably, palpably, 

5Harold U. FaUlkner, The Quest for Sooial Justice, 
1898-1914 (New York: Macmillan Co., 1931), p. 79. 

6R1Qhard Hofstadter, The Age of Reform (New York: 
Vintage Books, 1~6l), p. 238. 

7Latbrop Stoddard, Master of Manhattan (New York: 
Longmans, Green and Co., 1931), p. 13. 
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Ling! almost p~~het1cally respectable n8 reformers uncongen­

ial, the laboring 'olasses gladly responded to tAe overt~es 

of the ward boss. Having cl~bed up the ladder of political 

suocess from the same status as the laborer 1n most cases, 

the politioal boss talked the same language and thovoughly 

understood the problems of the people whose support he was 

solioiting. Tradin$ food, clothing and fuel, as well as 

~mployment and finanoial aid for votes, the ward boss could 

gather a dependable following by performing welfare servioes 

for ta& underprivileged. 

It was 1n this same manner tbat James Pendergast 

became a powerful figure in Kansas City politics. Like so 

many othe~ bosses dur1ng the same period, James Pendergast 

was of Irish decent, owned a saloon, gathered a political 

following by doing favors for people in his working class 

neighborhood, and was soon elected to the olty oouncil. In 

a short t~e Pendergast became the undisputed leader of hls 

ward, and like ,many politioal bosses, gradually extended his 

cirole of power as a reS:ult of deals which he contracted 

with other politiCians, as well as by gradually moving ~n 

on new neighborhoods with his own lieutenants and he&lers. 9 

The stereotype of the "typical" boss is often car­

ried muoh farther than this by students of city politiCS, 

8Hofstadter, Age of Reform, p. 131. 

9For sketohes of several bosses wi~~ baokgrounds 
Similar to Pendergast's see Harold Zink, City Bosses in the 
United States (Durham: Duke U. press, 1930). 
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but a study of the 11fe of Alderman Jim Pendergast shows the 

weaknesses 1n some aspeots of the "typ1cal" boss idea. Most 

wr1ters, for example, are agreed that a pollt1cal mach1ne, 

like a meohanical mach1ne, needed fuel to run on. Instead 

of gasol1ne, however, the polltlcal mach1ne operated on 

money and patronage. The money component of the fUel, as 

the stereotype goes, always oame fxaom graft .10 James Pen­

dergas t·, however, who was the most powexaful boss 1n Kansas 

C1ty between 1892 and lSlO, was never found in the ranks of 

the "boodlers If or "gra fters • fl In fa c t, after Penderga s t ' s 

death the reform editor of a Kansas 01ty newspaper, W!111am 

Rookh111 N~lson, who often cr1ticlzed the boss, admitted 

that James Pendexagast had never sold h1s vote in the counc11 

where he had served for eighteen years. l1 

The stereotype also depiots the "typical" boss at 

loggerheads with the reformers over almost every lssue 

except such things as workmen's compensation wh1ch the boss 

supported because it would aid his conatltuents.12 Again, 

however, we f1nd that the stereotype does ~ot hold up under 

olose examination. Throughout h1s po11tical career, James 

Pendergast went hand in hand with the reformers 1n support 

lOTh1s stereotype 1s found 1n older classics such 
as M. Ostrogorsk1, Democracy and the Party System (New York: 
Macmillan 00.,1910), pp. 256-257 and more recent stud1es 
such as Hofstadter, Age of Reform, p. 184. 

11Kansas 01ty Times, November 11, 1911, p. 2, col. 1. 

12Hofstadter, 1n Age of Reform, pp. 184-186, follows 
th1s 1nterpretat1on. 
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o£ many ~portant local issues. Pendergast was £01' munici­

pal ownersh1p o£ some ut111ties 1n the days when bosses 

were supposed to support franch1se monopo11es, and only the 

reformers were speak1ng out for mun1c1pal ownersh1p. Pen­

dergast also supported public improvements. The cry of the 

progress1ves in Kansas City £01' parks I boulevards and shade 

trees to line many streets, was heard and supported by Pen­

dergast. The Kansas C1ty boss, although a saloonkeeper, 

.slso backed the Sunday clOSing of saloons, and he voted on 

several occasions for important issues which conflicted 

with h1s own financ1al interests, but wh1ch were necessary 

to enhance the general wel£are of the c1ty. 

Jim Pendergast, however, did not stand with the 

progress1ves on all fundamental 1ssues. He ardently fought 

the enactment of c1vil serv1ce, as well as home rule of the 

po11ce which the reformers were attempting to inaugurate. 

Two reform charter proposals were also opposed by Pendergast. 

The boss was also an ardent opponent of the several attempts 

to 1ncrease the f1nes on gembling in Kansas C1ty, for he was 

reap1ng pro£its £~om many of the illegal games. 

A study of James Pendergast and his role in the 

politics of Kansas City will not only help modify some o£ 

the myths of the "typical" boss, it w111 alao demonstrate 

the need for more research into the lives and act1v1ties of 

city po11ticians who w1elded their powe%' durmg the late 

nineteenth and ea%'ly twentieth centuries. 



CHAPTER I 

mOM WHENCE TEE LEADER EMERGED 

James Fende~gast was bo~n on the banks of the Ohio 

Rive~ in the little town of Gallipolis, Ohio on Janua~y 27, 

1856. When young Pende~gast was two yea~s old, his Ir1sh 

pa~ents paoked h1m up w1th the ~est of the family possess10ns, 

and moved to St. Joseph, M1ssouri. The seoond of nine ohil­

dren, J1m Pende~gast attended the publio sohools and C~1s­

tian B~othe~s in St. Joseph. After h1s twsnt1eth birthday, 

Pende~gast left St. Joseph and oame to Kansas City w he~e 

the oppo~tun1t1es fo~ a young man we~e .much g~eate~.l 

Ar~1v1ng in Kansas City 1n 1876, Jim Pendergast 

took up res1denoe 1n the West Bottoms, and found h1s first 

employment in the paoking houses. In a short time, however, 

the young man from st. Joseph left the paoking houses, and 

took jobs 1n the D. M. Jarboe Foundry, the A. J. Kelly 

Foundry and the Keystone Iron Worka.2 The life of a puddler 

d1d not fulfill J~ Pendergast's amb1t10ns any more than had 

the paok1ng house work. Thus 1n 1881, after a horse named 

1po11tioal H1sto~f of' Jaokson County (Kansas 01ty: 
Marshall & Morris9n, 1902 , p. 183. 

Times, November 11, 1911, p. 1, 001. 7. 

2po11tioa1, H1story of Jaokson County, p. 183. 

7 
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Climax had pa1d off well at the raoe traok, the twenty-f1ve 

year old foundry worker qu1t h1s job and purohased a oombin­

ation hotel and saloon with h1s w1nnings. The Climax, as he 

named h1s saloon, was looated at 1320-22 St. Lou1s Avenue in 

the he&rt of Kansas C1ty's industr1al West Bottoms. 

In 1891 Pendergast olosed his saloon on St. Louis 

Avenue, but he retained the hotel. He purohased a new 

saloon at 508 Main in the North end, and another saloon at 

1715 West Ninth Street in the West Bottoms near the Kansas 

state line.3 Taus Pendergast had embarked upon a lifelong 

oareer as a saloonkeeper, wh10h was ult1mately to be ex­

tremely advantageous 1n nurtur1ng his future po11tioal oareer. 

Pendergast began his saloonkeep1ng and po11t1oal oareers 1n 

Kansas C1ty, and he pursued them there until h1s death in 

1911. 

Kansas C1ty, dur1ng the three and a half deoades 

that Pendergast pursued his lifework there, wes a speotaole 

of ~ense diversity. A year before he opened his saloon, 

the United States Census showed the population of Kansas C1ty 

to be 55,785.4 By 1910, just prior to the saloonkeeper's 

death, Kansas C1ty's population had soared to over 248,000. 5 

SWilliam Reqdig, Tom's Town, Kansas Cit! and the Pen­
dergast Legend (New York: L1pp1noott Co., 1947 , pp. 25, 29. 

4U.S., Department of Inter1or, Compend1um of Tenth 
Census of the United States: 1880, Part I, p. 392 • 

• 
5U.S., B~eau of the Census, Thirteenth Census of 

the Un1ted States: 1910. Populat10n, II. 
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This growing population, oomposed of both Negro and white 

native-born Amer10ans as well as many German, Irish, Italian 

and other foreign-born persons, spread o~er the city which 

was made up of neighborhoods no less diverse than the peoples 

inhabiting them. 

The West Bottoms, the neighborhood which J~ Pen­

dergast represented 1n the city council for eighteen years, 

was bounded on the west by the state 11ne, north by the 

river and railroad tracks, and on the east by exoiuAive 

Quality Hill. The bustling West Bottoms enoompassed the 

packing houses, railroad yards, machine shops, faotories and 

warehouses. In many respects this neighborhood ohanged very 

little during the years that Pendergast made his residence 

there. When he came to the West Bottoms in 1876, it was the 

heart of the oity's industrial distriot, and it remained so 

until after his death. Likewise, before he came to Kansas 

City, the West Bottoms was suffering from poor streets, which 

in many places had no pavement at all. 6 Three deoades later 

muoh of the neighborhood was still the same, with unpaved 

and unrepa1red streets which produced dust and mud in a~ost 

intolerable quantities.' 

The West Bottom's populaoe, which was composed mostly 

of a low olass of Negroes living in the eastern part of the 

Oweekly Journal of Commerce (Kansas City), October 15, 
1870, p. 2, 001. 3. 

7Kansas City Star, March 24, 1899, p. 4, col. 2. 
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neighborhood, and Irish, German and native laborers in the 

remaining port10ns,8 did not change 1ta character to any 

noticeable extent while the neighborhood was Pendergast's 

bailiwick. The ub1quitous junk shops and second hand stores 

on Ninth Street9 were patronized by these low-income laborers, 

most of whom lived in overcrowded tenements and shantjas.10 

The perennial problem of open sewers and gutters ,11 coupled 

with the overcrowded 11ving condit1ons, constantly threatened 

these underpriVileged West Bottomites with disease, and 

added to the unpleasantness of their undesirable env1ronment. 

Immediately adjacent to the West Bottoms on the 

northeast was the ne1ghborhood known as the North end. In 

his early political cal"eer, "Big Jim" as Pendergast's friends 

called h1m, extended his political strength from its matr1x 

1n the West Bottoms to every corner of the North end. The 

North end was not nearly so industrialized as the West Bot­

toms, but in many other respects the two areas were very 

similar. The North end d1d not have as large a Negro popu­

lat10n as the West Bottoms, but it was largely 1nhab1ted by 

8U .8., 
United States: 

9Ibid • 

Department of Interior, Eleventh Census of the 
1890. Vital Statist1cs, IV, Part II, p. 245. 

lOAn excellent example of the poor living condit10ns 
1n the West Bottoms was given 1n the T1mes, Apr11 13, 1880, 
p. 3, col. 2. 

llTimes, Apr11 19, 1879, p. 8, col. 1. 
Star, March 24, 1899, p. 4, col. 2. 
Star, July 16, 1901, p. 10, col. 1. 
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a poor olass of laborers who lived in dilapidated tenement 

houses. Most of the oity's Italian citizens were housed in 

a North end d~trict12 which was usually referred to by 

Kansas Citians as "Little Italy." 

Most of the North end provided nothing better than 

crowded tenement hOUSing for its inhsbitant~. A local news­

paper, which was appalled by the deplorable liVing conditions 

in the North end, reported that 

••• for whole blocks of inhabited build1ngs there are no 
yards. Tired mothers sit on doorsteps with fretful 
babies 1n their arms and children swarm over the streets, 
dodging eleotric oars and other veh1cles.13 

The "d1ngy North end," as it was somet1mes oalled,14 

was lined with old build1ngs used for small faotories and 

tenements. Most of these four and f1ve story bu1ld1ngs were 

noth1ng but decrep1t f1retraps, wh1ch would have collapsed 

~ed1ately 1n the event of a flre. 15 It was here that the 

c1ty's "red-11ght tf d1str1cts flour1shed, and where most of 

the local underworld act1v1ties were born.16 

OVerlook1ng both the North end and the West Bottoms 

was the ne1ghborhood called Qua11ty H1l1. During the C1vil 

War era th1s ne1ghborhood on the h1ghest peak of the c1ty t s 

l2U.S., Eleventh Census, pp. 246, 248. Wards 2 and 
6 made up the North end from 1886 to 1904. 

13~, July 29, 1905, p. 4, col. 3. 

14Star, May 14, 1909, p. 8, col. 1. 

15Star, March 16, 1905, p. 8, col. 1. 

16Redd1g, Tom's Town, pp. 68-69. 
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west bluffs began to be settleQ by Kansas City's elite. By 

the time Jim Pendergast oame to Kansas City 1n the 1870's, 

Quality Hill was illuminated by gas street lights, while 

muoh of the West Bottoms and North end remained in darkness.17 

The glow of these lights displayed the pretentious briok 

homes that deoorated Quality Hill, as well as the luxurious 

hotel oalled the' Coates House, oomplete with its marble 

swimming pool and oopper-roofed towers.18 The passing years, 

howe~er, brought marked ohanges to Quality Hill. The 

wealthy, sooial elite gradually moved to the southern and 

eastern portions of the growing oity, to make room for the 

expanding oommeroial interests. By 1890 there were business 

houses dotting many parts of Quality Hill, and the best res­

idential distriots were to be found to the east and south. 19 

These diverse neighborhoods, with their motley popu­

lations, made up the Kansas City in whioh Jim Pendergast 

o limbed. the ladder of politioal suooess. When Pendergast 

first oame to Kansas City in 1876, oity politios refleoted 

more obaos than organization. Between 1870 and 1889, none 

17Tlmes, Maroh 3, 1876, p. 2, 001. 4. 
Times, October 3, 1877, p. 4, 001.2. 

18Reddig, mom's Town, pp. 26-27. 

19U .$._, Eleventh Census, pp. 245-250. Wards 3 and 
4 made up most of Quality Hill, and the oensus shows that 
bUSiness houses were looated there in many plaoes by this 
time. Wards 8 and 9 were to the east of Quality Hill. Ward 
9 was also south. Both wards had many good residenoes_ 
Ward 8, the Census reported, enoompassed the best ~esident1al 
neighborhood in the City. 
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of the wards or neighborhoods showed any sort of political 

consistency- An examination of the election returns for those 

two decades shows that neither the Democratic nor Republican 

parties had a ward or neighborhood that they could call their 

own. 

The reasons for the political incons ist,ency were un­

doubtedly leg10n, but a marked lack of political leadership 

and organizat ion played a very significant role. The Demo­

cratic Party for example, had no permanent Democratic club 

or organization to expand or perfect its machinery unt1l 

1890.20 And the Republican Party was so dismembered by fac­

tional strife, that it could seldom work effic1ently_ Like­

wise ne ither party had more than one or two men for any 

period of time" other than 1nined1ately prior to an election, 

who devoted any apprec1able amount of their time to City 

politics. Party leaders came and left with the annual city 

elections, because many of them were businessmen with only 

an inCidental interest in local politics. 

While Kansas City's political battlefield lacked the 

organization of "BOSS" Tweed's New York, and Abraham Ruef's 

San FranCisco, it did not lack the color. The city elections 

which were held each April were often preceeded by gala 

events. A torchlight procession around the City's market 

square; a brass band playing; and men carrying pictures of 

the candida tes or large a igna bearing such mot tos as "No Man 

20Times~ March 29, 1890" p. 5, col. 2. 
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Owns the Irish Vote," and "We are Opposed to Rings and Cliques," 

were by no means unusual.2l Pre-election rallies were s~e­

times oalled to ~rder by the tune of a oornet, and orowds 

would gather in the streets to hear five or six speakers ex­

pound upon the virtues of their oandidates.22 

Jim Pendergast took his first aotive interest in the 

oolorful milieu of Kansas City's politios in 1884. In Maroh 

of that year, prior to the oity eleotion, Pendergast attended 

the Demooratio primary in the West Bottoms' Sixth Ward. The 

"Bloody Si~th,n as the ward was tagged beoause of the many 

fights there on eleotion day,23 held its primaries in the 

same manner tha t the other five wards did. "Mob" primaI' ies , 

as those meetings were called, were merely an assemblage of 

the party's voters who met in mass and voted on delegates to 

represent them in the party's city oonvention. Jim Pendergast 

was one of the eleven delegates eleoted by the Demoorats in 

the "Bloody Sixth" to represent them in the 1884 Demooratio 

City Convention.24 

For the next two years, the West Bottoms saloon­

keeper ,was not openly aotive in either the primaries or the 

city convention. In l88?, however, Jim Pendergast was 

seleoted again to represent the West Bottoms in the oity oon-

21Times, April 8, 1884, p. 5., 001. 1. 

22T1mes, April 4, l8?9., p. 8, 001. 1. 

23Timea, April 8, 1885, -p. 2, cola. 1-2. 

24T1mea, Maroh 22, 1884, p. 5, ools. 1-3. 
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vention.25 By this t~e, Pendergast was representing the 

First Ward. A change in the ward boundaries in 1886 had re­

vamped the old "Bloody Sixth" so that it included virtually 

all of the West Bottoms, and was renamed the First Ward.26 

In 1888 a significant move toward more centralization 

took place in the Firs t Ward. Ins tead of the old "mob" pri­

mar1es, the Democrat1c leaders dec1ded that the mass of the 

voters should elec.t a chairman of the meet1ng. The chairman 

would then appoint a committee whioh would hand plok the 

delegates to the 01ty oonventlon. By rally1ng a simple 

majority to the lightly attended primary, a fact10n leader 

could get himself or one of hls men elected oha irman. By 

oontrolllng the ohair, a faction could control the delegates 

and have a so11d blook of votes for any of the oand1dates 

he m1ght wish to support in the o1ty conventlon.27, 

Th1s change 1n the method of select1ng delegates Was 

not un 1 que in the F1rst Ward. In fact, 1t had been go1ng on 

in the Demooratio primaries in several other wards sinoe 

1885.28 Just how muoh influenQe J~ Pendergast had 1n making 

this ohange is imposs lble to say. He wa s, however, seleoted 

to be on the oomm1ttee whloh ohose the delega tes in 1888, 

25T1mes, Maroh 25, 1887, p. 8, 001. 1. 

26T~es, March 27, 1886, p. 8, cols. 2-3. 

27T1mes, Maroh 20, 1888, p. 8, ools. 1-3. 

28'P1mes, March 24, 1885, p. 8, cola. 1-3. 
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and aga1n 1n 1889.29 Th1s demonst~ates h1s growing i~lu­

ence in the politics of the West Bottoms. 

Pendergast was by no meaDS the commander of the 

First Ward Democracy at this time. That honor was being 

fought for by two First Ward factional leaders, Edward 

Kelly and John Grady. EVer since the mid-eighties, these 

two Irishmen had been struggling for control of the pri­

maries, but tbey usually agreed to some sort of a compromise. 

On two occasions, however, they failed to comp~omise and 

fought it out in the primaries. The two struggles resulted 

in tbe election of two groups of delegates on one occasion, 

and a deadlocked primary which was forced to adjourn on the 

other. It was on those two occasions, 1886 and 1890, that 

the astute James Pendergast took no part in the First Ward 

primaries .30 

Neither Kelly nor Grady ever ma·naged to direct the 

Democratic politics of the First Ward single-banded. That 

was to be reserved for Jim Pendergast. While Ed Kelly, the 

First Ward member of the Demooratic City Executive Comm1ttee, 

and John Grady, the tw1ce elected ooun01lman from the First 

Ward, both fought for oontrol, Pendergast refused to take 

sides. He oooperated w1th both men. In 1890 Jim Pendergast 

threw open the doors of his hotel, Pendergast Hall, to Ed 

2~T~esl Maroh 20,1888, p. 8, oola. 1-3. 
Kansas Cit;y: Journal, Maroh 22, 1889, p. 3, cola. 1-5. 

30T1mes, Maroh 19, 1886, p. 8, ools. 1-3. 
Times, Maroh 29, 1890, p. 3, ools. 1-2. 
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Kelly so that he oould hold a oampaign meeting for First Ward 

Demoorats.31 Pendergast had mustered the favor of John Grady 

too. For in Marohl 1892 1 Grady ms·de it known tha t he wanted 

to retire from the oounoil l if Jim Pendergast oould be placed 

in his stead...32 

Pendergast's.sagaoioua aloofness trom the First Ward 

faotion troubles paid rioh dividends. By 1892 he had earned 

the undivided support of the First· Wa.rd Democraoy. For the 

first t~e in years the Kansas City Stal'l an independent 

looal newspaper I oould report that a Democrat had "a walk 

away for the ~ldermau7 nomination" in the First Ward.33 

The nominee for the First Ward's seat in the lower 

house of the oity council had more than just party support, 

he had the support of the grass roots in the West Bottoms. 

A First Ward political rally just prior to the city election 

displayed nBig Jim's" popularity. A 10041 newspaper reported 

that the meeting on Genesee Street l in the West Bottoms, was 

attended by 

One 

the hard handed men of the First Wa~d ••• 1n oily blue 
jumpers-I ••• with paoking hou&e mud on the 1r boots I 
sWitohmen, freight handlers, engineers. Lots of them 
too. There were not many silk bats 1n the orowd ••• 34 

Democret made a speech for Pendergast. After compli-

31Times, April 51 1890, p. 5, 001. 2. 

32Times, Maroh 1, 1892, p. 4, col. 5. 

33Sta~, Maroh 15, 1892, p. 21 col. 2. 

34Ttmes, March 26 1 1892, p~ 5, 001. 1. 
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ment1ng the First Ward Demoorats for nom1nating Pendergast, 

he oontinued by saying tha t 

"there 1s no kj,nder q,earted or more sympa thet10 man in 
Kansas City than Jim Pendergast. He will go down in h1s 
poolmts after his last oent to help a friend. No m.an 
is more eas11! moved to sympathy or good sense than Jim 
Pendergaat. 1t55 

When th& speeoh was f1n1shed, t~e laboringmen's applause pro­

duoed ~a prodigious noise" and then Pendergast entered. 

ttTerrif10 yells" ensued" and the saloonkeeper responded by 

s~ying "I never attempted a speeoh in all my life, but if 

you eleot me I Will do my duty.1I56 

The eleotion returns oonfirmed all reports of Jim. 

Pendergast's popularity. He walked over his Republioan op­

ponent with a five-bo-one majority.57 From April, 1892, 

until April, 1910, "Alderman Jimlt would direot the po11tical 

destiny of the First Ward. The West Bottoms would no longer 

be without oonsistenoy in 1ta politioal behavior, nor would 

it be torn asunder by faotional str1fe. The polit10al s1t­

uation had ohanged. Pendergast was to be "K1ng of the 

Fi~st ."38 

35I bid. 

36Ibid. 

37Star, April 6, 1892, p. 2, 001. 1. 

58Th~ Star" J\me 28, 1898, p. 7, 001. 3, stated that 
Pendergas twas lmoWn ~as "K1ng Of the F1rs t l' ever s 1noe he 
began representing that ward 1n the oounoil. 



CHAPTER II 

KING OF THE FIRST 

Irl April, 1892, Jim Pendergast took hls seat in the 

lowe~ houae of Kansas C1ty's common counCil. The Charter 

of 1889 had created a b10ameral leg1s1ature for Kansas C1ty, 

oonsisting of an upper and lower house. Each house con­

sisted of as many members as there were wards. The upper 

house members were elected at large for a period of four 

years. The members of the lower house, on the other hand" 

were elected by the ward they represented for two years. 

Nelther house wielded more strength than the other, for or­

dinances of any type could orig1nate in either house. The 

proposed ordinances had to pass both houses before they were 

sent to the mayor for approval; and a two-third's majority 

of both houses was required to pass a bill over the mayor's 

veto.l 

During his initial year in the First Ward's seat in 

the lower house, the inexperienoed alderman, James Pendergast, 

did little offlcially to attraot attention. His austere 

role as an alderman, however, was overshadowed by the spec-

teole of 111s physioal gl'eatness. The tall alderman loved 

lKsnsas Oity, Missour1, Charter of 1889 (Kansas C1ty: 
Lawton, Havens, and Burnap Stat1oners" 1889), Art101es II, III. 

19 
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to ea t, and he nad adorned h1ll1Self 111 th well over two hundred 

pounds. Overweight but extt'emely s tl'ong, "Blg Jim" sported 

a black, -Bismarok mustache, .... hloh someholt":compensated for 

hls reoedlng ha~l1ne. His small bow tle made h1m appear 

more rotund than he really was, but hls ornate watch fob, 

hanglng througb a buttonhole on h1s vest, added just the 

right touoh of dlgnlty to bis bandsome frame.2 

After a few montBs of orientation though, the states­

man from the West Bottoms threw himself 1nto the lime11ght 

where he was to remaln for many years to come. Some early 

light was thrown on Pendergast by the reform~bent editor of 

the K&nsas Clty Star, Wl11iam Rookhll1 Nels on. Baron Bill, 

as hls enemles called hlm, belleved that a munlclpal govern­

ment should be run as IS buslness affa1l'.,3 Uslng hls news­

paper to support and lnaugurate many progress1ve projects 

in Kansas C1 ty, N&ls on lIa-s f1J:'s t a t·tra c ted to Alderman Pen­

dergast because of hls pos1tlon on the ap~opr1at1on of 

c1ty funds for a garbage system. Pendergast, accordlng to 

the,~, said that "There 1s noth1ng that thls clty needs 

mOl'e than a garbage sys tem, It as he pledged his suppo!'t for 

a $20,000 garbage fund~4 

Alderman Jlm also recelved early pralse as a frlend 

2Intel'vlew 14I1th James, 14,. E'f('I.ldett.sast, nephew of 
Alderman Jim, March 15, 1961. Also see photo of Alderman 
Jim, Po11tical Hlstory of Jackson County, p. 182. 

3Reddlg, Tom's Town, p. 38. 

4Star, Maroh 15, 1893, p. 1, 001. 1. 
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of p~ogress when he took a bold stand in the lowe~ house 

against a "wide open 5e1ephonv franchise" which might well 

have pushed the telephone ~ates much highe~ than they we~e 

at tb.at time. Even in the faoe of inoX'eased pressure fX'ont 

the Telephone Company to change his position, Pende~gast ~e­

mained adamant and the company was foX'ced to compromise. 5 

The First Ward alderman did not rally as muoh of the 

Star's support to his position on some of the early paX'k and 

boulevard proposals as he did on the garbage fund and the 

telephone franohise. The big Irishman helped kill an ordi­

nance pX'ov1d1ng for a levy of two and one half mills foX' 

boulevaX'd and paX'k purposes 1n the noX'theast part of the 

City, but he threw his full support to a proposel for con­

stX'ucting a park on the west bluffs whioh was ~ediately 

convenient to his constituenoy in the West Bottoms. Pen­

dergast stated his position on both park proposals when he 

int~oduced and ~e,&d a X'esolution whioh was unanimous ly 

adopted by the lower house. Pende~gast p01nted out that he 

was "strongly in favor of parks and boulevards,," and tha t 

he was supporting the "adornment of the unsightly west 

bluffs." He did not, howeve~, think that the lowe~ house 

should advanoe proposals for paX'ks and boulevards in aX'eas 

such as the North PaX'k dist~ict, where the City had not' yet 

obtained the title to the land. The ~ did not see things 

5~tar, Oct9ber 31, 1893, p. 1, ~ol. 3. 
Star, November 2, 1893, p. 1, col. 3. 
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the way that the Firat Wa~d alderman did. It felt that the 

North Terraoe Park, as well as the park on the west bluffs, 

deserved strong support.6 

By supporting the proposal for a· west bluffs park 

dlstrlot, Pendergas-t had ourried the· favor of many West Bot­

tolllS' dw&llers who were wlthout suoh important faoilitles. 

Thls par~ resolutlon was only one thlng that Pendergast did 

during his flrst term ln the oounoil to expand his support, 

and bolster the support whloh he already had. 

Probably the most publloized fight that Pendergast 

led for the ald of the work1ng class was the one over the 

firemen's salaries. In August, 1893, the City Compt1'ollel', 

John F. Shannon, disoovered that the Fire Department had 

overdl'awn ita budget for the year. Mayor Cowherd and Shannon 

deoided that the salaries of a 11 firemen had to be out 

15 per oent to make up the defloit. Both the mayor and the 

oomptroller were Demoorats, but they met the strongest op­

position to their pl'oposal from. the Demoora·tl0 Party. The 

two leaders of the North end Democ~cy, Martin Regan of the 

Sixth Ward, and Andy Foley of the Seoond, joined foroes with 

Pendergast and, the Fifth Ward Democrat, John Fitzpatrick, 

to fight the proposal. These four aldermen suggested tbat 

the oity should tap the reserve fund for the water works 01' 

go into debt to meet tbe ourrent expenses. As far aa reduc-

6Star, May ~, 1893, p. 4, 001. 2. 
Star, May 23, 1893, p. l,col. 1. 
~, M.ay 24, 1893, p. 7, 001. 5. 
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ing the salari~s of the already poorly pa1d firemen, Pender­

gast and his oohorts were determined to fight suoh a move. 7 

Fight is just what the "B1g Four" (as the Star cal­

led them)8 did when the ordinance to reduce the firemen's 

salar1es passed the upper house. As the ord:tnance passed 

the upper house·, a large gathering of laborers outs1de the 

hall yelled and hooted. They ohallenged the upper house to 

send the or41nance on to the lower house where the four 

fr1ends of the low 1ncome work1ngmen resided. 9 The ordi­

nance went to the lower house f1 ve nights la tel' • And jus t 

as those laborers had known would happen, the fr1ends of 

the low income working class, ~endergast, Regan, Foley and 

F1tzpatr1ck, who represented a majority of the aldermen 

present, bur1ed the b111 so deep that it was never to be 

resurreoted. 10 

,.Alderman J1tn was also taking care of his own people 

when he used his influence, coupled ag~in w1th that of the 

North end's Regan and Foley, to rally enough support 1n the 

lower house to block a move to take the f;tre stat10n out of 

the West Bottoms. The c 1ty council had placed the manage­

ment of the Fire Department 1nto the hands of the Board of 

Fire InsUX'$nce Underwr1ters. When the Board made a deoision 

7Star, August 9, 1893, p. 1, col. 1. 

8I'b1d. 

9Star, August 24, 1893, p. 6, col. 3. 

lOStar, August 29, 1893, p. 6, 001. 3. 
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to mONe the only fire station in the West Bottoms and place 

it on ~uality Hill, Pendergast ~ediately rebelled. Pen­

dergas t and his North end fr iends, Regan and Foley, ga thered 

enough support in the lower house to pass a bill which trans­

fered the management of the Fire Department ~om the Board 

of ~ire Insurance Underwriters to the city.ll Thus the pol­

iticians could prevent the movement of the fire station from 

the West Bottoms, once the city controlled the Fire De~tment. 

The editor of the Star was openly opposed to such a 

transfer because of the high rate of efficiency that the 

Fire Department realized under the aegis of the non-partisan 

board. The Star's own statements against the spo~sors of 

the transfer were mild though, at least when compared with 

the vociferous attack led by one of the members of the fire 

board: 

Why the city should want to take another department to 
maintain at a time when its finances are low and money 
is scarce is incomprehensible, exoept when it is under­
stood who are backing the scheme--Pendergast, Foley and 
politiCians of like caliber.12 

The criticisms of, and the opposition to the trans­

fer of the Fire Department to city control produoed little 

llThe Charter of 1889,gave the city council the au­
thority to provide for the city's fire proteotion. Thus the 
councilmen could remove the management of the Fire pepart­
ment from the Board of Fir~,. Ins~ance Underwriters if they 
so desired. See Charter of 1889, Article III, Section 1. 

Star, January 16, 1894, p. 4, col. 4. 
~, January 17, 1894, p. 6, 001.3. 

12Star, January 17, 1894, p. 6, 001. 3. 
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effeot. A spo~eman for the Board of Fire Underw~itel's tried 

to-sway the oounoilmen to his point of ,view saying that 

'when a f1%'e breaks out in the West Bottoms, a orew f~om the 

uptown patrol may be sent down,·13 but it was to no avail. 

The upper house followed the example of the lower house, and 

voted for the transfer.14 

The position taken in the council by Pendergast on 

the removal of the fire station trom the West Bottoms un-

doubtedly produced a vote or two of oonfidence for him. The 

big saloonkeeper, however, did as much work outside of the 

couneil to strengthen his following during h1s f1l'st term 1n 

office as he did from within. When a dozen men were arrested 

for working bunco games at the race traok, there was Alderman 

J~ in the Police Court to put up bond for several of them. 15 

Although runn1ng to help a man arrested for working a bunco 

game would h&ve been looked upon w1th disdain by the "silk­

stockings" on Quality Hill, the rough and tumble laborers 

in the Wes t BO,ttoms were more conv1nced than ever tha t Jim 

was their friend. 

One did not have to be 1n trouble to get help from 

the First Ward Irishman, because every month for a long time 

Pendergast was a bank teller for many of the railr,oad and 

packinghouse workers in the West Bottoms. Greenbacks were 

14star , January 20, 1894, p. 4, col. 2. 

l5Star , October 17, 1893, p. 1, col. 3. 
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not easy to aoquire in those days, so Jim kept the safe 1n 

his saloon full of paper a nd silver on payday 1n order to 

oash the oheoks of the work1ngmen. "They spent some of it 

aoross the bar" asserted William Redd1g who knew personally 

some of Alderman Jim's olose fr1ends, 

but Jim. d1d not make tha t a requ1s i·te. Men learned tha t 
he had an interest in humanity outside of business and 
that he oould be trusted, and they returned the favor by 
patroniz1ng his saloon and g1v1ng him thei%' oonfidenoe.~6 

~ing his first term in the lower house, Pendergast 
",. 

had done many things both 1n and out of the oity ooun011 to 

strengthen his popularity with the First Ward voters. In 

other quarters though, Alderman Jim had mustered some loud 

opposition. We have already seen how William. R. Nelson and 

his star attaoked the Ir1sh saloonkeeper on oooas10n, espe­

oially when he stood in the way of the North Terraoe Park 

levYi and also when he rallied strong opposition to the non­

part1san Bo~d of F1re· Underwr1ters. The Star, however, was 

not alone 1n or1tioiz1ng Pendergast and some of his fellow 

politi01ans. Kansas City's bosses oould sympathize with New 

York City's "Big Timtt Sullivan and R1chard Croke-r for they 

had their own counterpart of New York's Rev. Charles 

Parkhurst to oontend with. The Rev. John Sewell, one of 

Kansas Cityfs Congregational min1sters, was an ardent re-

former in the style of Parkhura t •. J\ t te'mpt1ng to reform the 

c1ty government as well aa souls from his pulp1t, Sewell was 
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hoping to purge Kansas City ot all "dive keepers" and gamb­

lers who were ttprofess iona 1 politic ians ••• who emerge ;from 

tend1ng bar in some corner dram snop, LSng7 begin to rapialy 

cl1mb the ladder of politioal influenoe. tt17 

Kansas Cit1ans did not ba ve to look tar to find out 

whom the Reverend Sewell was referring to. Only three oity 

politioians, who had experienoed meteorio rises in the past 

two yea%''I, were sa loonkeepers. And a 11 three, Pende!'gas t, 

Regan and Foley, were representing the warda of the cityls 

West Bottoms and North end whe!'e vioe and gambling were not 

even oonside!'ed to be in poor taste. 

The multilateral opposltion to Jim Pendergast was 

h1ghly ineffeotive in the faoe of all that ItBlg Jlm" had 

been doing for his West Bottoms' neighbors. When Jim de­

clded to run for alderman again in sprlng, 1894, hls popu­

larlty, whloh he had nurtured by his aotions in the oouncl1, 

from behind the bar of his saloon, and by the 11ttle personal 

favors that he performed, was olearly displayed as it oame 

to fruition in hls re-eleotion. 

The signifioance o~ P~ndergast's re-election in 

1894 lay ln the fact tha t the Republicans eleo·ted their 

whole tioket with the exoeption of two lower house candi­

dates: Pendergast in the First Ward and Ma!'tin Regan in the 

Sixth Ward. Competing for twenty-five oity offices, the 

17Star, December 11, 1893, p. 7, col. 5. 
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Repub110ans eleoted twenty-taree of the1~ oand1dates.18 

The~e was really no doubt that Jim Pendergast was now "K1ng 

of the F1rs t • tI 

The extent of Pendergast's power in the F1rst oan 

only be appreoiated when one views the opposition wh10h he 

faoed in the 1894 eleot1on. The most dynamic oPPosit1on 

that Pende~gaat faoed aocord1ng to the Demoorat10 organ, the 

Kansas.C1tl·~1mes, was "a new faotor" wh10h bad juat ente~ed 

looal politics. It waa the Amerioan Proteotive Associat10n. 

Aooord1ng to the Times, the A.P.A. had "but one plank 1n 1ts 

platfo~m, and that 1s oppos1t1on to Catho110s.tl19 The A.P.A. 

movement, wh10h was s t~ong 1n the M1ddle West at that time, 

had a sizeable influenoe on Kansas C1ty polit10s. A.P.A. 

members managed to ga1n pa~tlal oontrol of the Republioan 

City Convention in 1894, and they suooeeded in getting sev­

eral of the~ oandidates nominated, 1nclud1ng Webster DaVia, 

the cand1da te for ma 'Yor .20 

Irish Catho11c Pendergast not onl'Y had the A.P.A. 

dom1nated Republioans to faoe 1n the eleot1on of 1894, he 

had a newly formed Independent tioket to f1ght. The Inde­

pendent Citizens ticket was headed by a Demoorat, Frank 

Coo~er, who was a partner 1n the 11ve stock f1rm of Offut, 

Elmore & Cooper. Th1s non-part1san tioket bad well known 

l8star, April 4. 1894, p. 1, cols. 5-6. 

19Times, January 30, 1894, p_ 5, 001. 3. 

20Star, Maroh 9, 1894, p. 1. 
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Republicans and Democrats on it; all of whom were calling 

for a munioipal goverrunen,t run on business principles, not 

political influence.21 The independent Kansas City Star 

and the hitherto Democratic T~es, both threw their support 

to the infant movement. The city's other leading newspaper, 

the .I ourna 1, a s us ua·l ga ve ius uny ie ld ing suppor t to the 

Republican ticket, and it did not even mention the A.P.A. 

issue. 

The multilateral opposition to the straight Demo­

oratic tioket, end espeoially the anti-Catholio crusade of 

the A.P.A. Republioans, pushed J~ Pendergast into an alli­

ance with another rising young Catholio politioian, Joe 

Shannon. Having made his political debut about the same 

time that Pendergast did, Joe Shannon, with the help of his 

brother Frank, was trying to establish himself as a politi­

oal power in the city's largest ward, the Ninth.22 

Pendergast, Shannon, and some other regular Demo­

crats put up a ticket with the labor leader Frank Johnson 

at the top.23 But the wave of s~port rallied by the A.P.A. 

was too strong, and only Pendergast's First Ward gave Johnson 

a majority of its votes. Not one of the Independents sur-

21Tlmes, March 4, 1894, p. 2, col. 3, p. 4, col. 2. 
T1me& s Feb2l'uary Ft, 1894, p. 4, 001. 2. 

22Charles P. Blackmore, "Joseph B. Shannon, Political 
Boss and Twentieth Century I Jeffersonian,ll (unpublished Ph.D. 
dissertation, Dept. of Political Science, Columbia U., 1954), 
pp. 8, 9, 38. 

23Ibid., p. 35. 
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vived th&,onslaught, and only two Demoorats, Pendergast and 

Regan, had been able to oarry themselves through the holo­

caust. Actually, Pendergast was barely threatened. He had 

gathered 687 v~tes ror himself, and the Republioan nominee 

on~y obtained 212. The Independent candidate bad hardly 

been in the First Ward raoe, rinishing witb only 137 votes.24 

The elect10n showed beyond a doubt that the only 

Demoara't10 W8l'd leader in tJie city who could deliver the 

votes when the ohlps were down was Jim Penderga-s t • Every 

ward in the city but two, inoluding Regan's Slxth Ward and 

Shannon's N1nth Ward, gave 8 ma'jor1ty or lts votes to Webster 

Davis, the A.P.A. Republloan. While Andy Foley's old bail-

1wiok, the Second Ward, did not go to Davis, it rell to the 

Independent oand1date, Frank, Cooper. And while Mart1n Regan 

had been able to get btmselr eleoted in the Slxth, he could 

not muster the votes ror the rest or the Demooratic tioket. 

Only Pendergast had produced major1ties ror himselr and the 

Democratic tickep.25 

The A.P.A. raised its ugly head ~ed1ately arter 

the election to challenge the "Klng or the Firs ttl aga1n. 

Sttic'&' the ant1-Catholio ,m.ovement b.&d not been able to s trlp 

Alderm.an Jim or his following 1n a ralr electlon, it resorted 

to 11es and sla~der. A member of the A.P.A., Ha~ry Marks, 

24St¥r, April 4, 1894, p. 1, col. -9~ 

25See the eleot10n returns by wards: §tar, April 4, 
1894, <pp. 1, 5. 
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reported to the oourt of Judge Willis 1n Westport that he 

had seenJ1m Pendergast pay three men fifty oents eaoh for 

voting for him in the oity eleotion on Apr11 3. Pendergast 

was arreated and releas.ed on $200 bond.26 

Awaiting his t~ial, Pendergaat told a reporter for a 

small oiroulation Soripps paper, the Kansas City World, that 

"This is one of the dirtiest trioks on reoord, I never 
saw that man Marks in my life, and for h~ to say that 
I bought 'Uotes on eleet ion da y is a 1mply prepos terous 
••• 1 spent the whole of eleotion day riding arotmd to 
the va~iou8 preoincts in my buggy. I was not inside 
any of the polling plaoes except onoe, and the twas 
when I voted in the South preoinot in the morning. n2? 

On the day that he was soheduled to appear in court, 

the angry Ir1shman was there to meet his proseoutors. But 

Marks, who worked for an A.P.A. newspaper" did not appear. 

The oase against Pendergast was dropped, and the World re­

ported that the oharge had been "nothing but a bluff."28 

There had been some vote fraud in the oity eleotion 

of 1894, but not in Pendergast's Ward. The Shannons, who 

oould not swing the Ninth Ward either legally or illegally, 

were involved in some orooked voting praotices.29 Investi­

gations never produoed any evidence of vote fraud in the 

First Ward as long as Pendergast was direoting things. With 

26Star, May 9, 1894, p. 1, 001. 3. 

27Kansas City World, May 10, 1894, p. 2, col. 3. 

28world, .May·\2;3~ 1894, p. 1, 001. 2. 
I 

29Star, Maroh 14, 1894, p. 2, 001. 1. 
Star~ April 9, 1894, p. 1, 001. ~. 
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illegal voting praotioes being disoovered in many other wards 

throughout the oity during the years that Pendergast was a 

powe~ in city politios, many people were amazed at the ab­

senoe of fraud in the Firs t. A·ldeltman Jim had the answer. 

'I neVev needed a orooked vote. All I want is a ohance for 

my friends to get to the polls.,30 

Although the First Ward Boss never broke the rules 

governing voting procedure, be did not oonsider tbe ordi­

nanoes probibiting gambling to be sao~ed--at least not during 

his early years as ohief of the First Ward Democraoy. By 

1892, Jim had closed his saloon on St. Louis Avenue 1n the 

West Bottoms, but he reta1ned the Pendergast Hotel. He had 

opened up a saloon 10 the North end's Seoond Ward, and an­

other one at 1?15 West Ninth Street in the West Bottoms' 

First Ward. Upstairs over both of these saloons, b1g dioe 

games were being run during the summer of 1894. In August, 

1894, thirty-eight men were arrested 1n a large game in the 

North end saloon a~ 508 Main.3~ 

As long as Thomas M. Speers remained the Chief of 

Police 1n Kansas City, gamblers were under the oonstant 

threat of belng arrested. As early as April, 1895, Maroy 

K. Brown, a faotional leader in Jaokson Oounty politics, 

began pressuring Governor Stone to get rld of Spee%'s .32 

30Quoted by, Reddig, Tom's Town, pp. 31-32. 

3~, July 15, 1894, p. 2, 001. 1. 

32stsr, April 12, 1895, p. 1, 001. 2. 



Speers, who had been Chief of Police since 1874,33 was ousted 

the following month. The control of the police was in the 

hands of the ~tate at this time. The governor appointed a 

Board of Police Commissioners for the city, and this board 

had the power to remove and appoint the Chief of Police and 

all of the patrolmen. The board also established the sala­

ries of all members of the police force. 

In late April, 1895, Governor Stone apPointed a new 

Board of Police Commissioners.34 The new board s.()on dropped 

Speers as Chief of Police and put in his stead, L. E. Il"Win.35 

Throughout the rest of the year, the gambling games over 

both of Pendergast's saloons, which were operated hy the 

notorious gambler Ed Findley, ran wide open without police 

interference .36 

This state of efta it's caused. the §!!!. to beg1n a 

oampaign against Chief Irwin and the "police-protected" 

games in the Alderman's saloons.3? The increased ~essure 

on Irwin to olose down the illegal games by both the ~ 

33John B. Pew (ed.), The Charter and Revised Ordi­
nanoes of Kansas City! Missouri, 1928 (Kansas City: 
Director of Finance, 928), pp. 15-21. 

34Star, April 29, 1895, p. 1, 001. 3. 

35Star, May 4, 1895, p. 1, cols. 5-? 

36Star, August 29, 1895, p. 1, col. 3. 
Star, Deoember 8, 1895, p. 1, col. 3. 

3?Star, October 20, 1895, p. 2, col. 2. 
Star, Januax-y 2, 1896, p. 1, col. 1. 
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and a local reform organ1zation, the Civio Federation,38 

foroed the ohief into some token action. He made several 

raids on the Pendergast saloons, but the gamblers were usu­

ally tipped off by the polioe beforehand, and there was 

plenty of ttme to olear out before the raiding parties ar­

rived.59 

The way Pende~gas t had rallied pollee proteot lon 

for the illegal aotivitles ~ his saloons is not 4iff10ult 

to asoertaIn. Maroy K. Brown, the influential oounty po11-

tician, had been the key flgure in swinging Governor Stone's 

support to revamp the Board of Polloe Commissioners so that 

a Chief of Polioe sympathetio toward the gambling interests 

could be appointed. 

During the Demooratio County Convention in summer, 

1894, before Brown had approaohed the ~overnor to have Chief 

of Polioe Speers removed, Brown's faotion had fallen in de­

feat. The big flght in the oonvention had been over the 

nom1nation '01' County Proseout1ng Attorney. Maroy K. Brown 

was throwing all the strength he oould muster beh~d his 

oandidate, Frank G. Johnson. J~ Pendergast, however, 

joined foro&s with. the Ninth Ward boss, Joe Shannon. Shmmon 

and Pendergast gathered enough delegates to defeat Brown's 

man, and get their own oandidate, J. H. Bremmerman, nom1-

38star , January 8, 1896, p. 1, 001. 5. 

59Star , November 8, 1895, p. 1, 001. 1. 
Star, January 10, 1896, p. 1, 001. 1. 
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nated.40 

Marcy K. Brown, who had seldom f~und his power in 

the county so successtully challenged l realized that he must 

come to terms with at least one of the rising young bosses 

from Kansas City. Brown decided to try Pendergast, and he 

was successful in making a deal. Pendergast was to throw 

his support to Brown in the next oounty battle l and Brown 

was to use his influence to get the police foroe revamped. 

Pendergast would help select the new polioemenl and Brown 

would use his influence in high appointments to get the 

gambling in Pendergast's two saloons protected. Thus 1 the 

next spring l less than fo~ weeks after Brown began pres­

suring Governor Stone to have Chief Speers remo·ved, Jim Pen­

dergast had abandoned h1s alliance with Joe Snannon, and was 

supporting Marcy K. Brown for re-election to the chairman­

ship of the Democratic County Committee instead of Shannon1s 

olndidate, George Shelley.41 

The §!!! hinted that Pendergast was nnPBppy with 

his new bedfellow, because Brown was not living up to all of 

his end of the bargain. Pendergast, according to a star 

reporter, had been prom1sed the right to appoint more of the 

members to the revamped police foroe than Brown ultimately 

allowed him to do.42 Pendergast's gambling games were being 

40Star, September 15, 1894, p. 1, cola. 1-3. 

41Star, May 8, 1895, p. 1, col. 1. 

42Ibid. 
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p~otected by the po~ioe, however, and any h~rd fee11ngs that 

existed ove~ the patronage were gone by summer. The First 

Ward aiderman and his new ally, BDown, fought s1de by side 

to prevent the election of George S~elley to the ohair of 

the oounty committee. Whe~ Shell&y wa6 eleoted, Pendergast 

and Brown took their men and stormed out of the meeting.43 

The two bosses refused to abide by the deoision to make 

Shelley the new ohairman, and they kept the oounty Demooracy 

torn asunder until almoat Ohristmas. The refusal of Brown 

and Pendergast to support Shannon's candidate paid off. In 

Deoember, Shelley resigned the ohairmanship to whioh he had 

been fairly eleoted. A compranise cand1date agreeable to 

both faotions was soon seleoted.44 

Pendergast's alliance with Brown had given him the 

green light on the saloon gambllng games, wlth only a mini­

mum of pollee interference. This freedom the big saloon­

keeper had not enjoyed before. The cooperatlon of the 

pollce foree, however, brought its problems too. The Kansas 

City Police Judge, James Jones, had open.Ly voioed his oppo­

sition to the gambling in Kansas City.45 ~he A.P.A. Repub-

lioans nominated Jones for mayor in 1896, and he ran on a 

platform which pledged to run Ed Findley, the gamekeeper at 

43Star -' §!.!!:, 

44Star , 
Star I 

45Star -' 

August 12, 1895, p. 1, col. 1. 
August 17, 1895 1 p. 1, col. 1. 

December 9, 1895, p. 1, col. 4. 
December 14, 1895, p. 1, col. 3. 

Ootober 21, 1895, p. 1, col. 1. 
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Pende~gast's two saloons, out of Kansas City.46 

The 1896 election campaign, based on opposition to 

gambling whioh Pende~gast had been assooiated with fo~ the 

past two years, did not dampen the spi~its of Alde~man Jim. 

He ~an fo~ re-eleotion anyway. The voolfe~ous attaoks on 

the police protected games 1n the big alderman's saloons dld 

not hinder hls success elther. The A.P.A. controlled Repub­

lioans again swept the city eleotion, leaving only flve 

lower house posts to the Demoorata.47 J~ had taken one of 

the five seats for h~self, aa he trounced his A.P.A. op­

ponent with 632 votes to 372.48 

It was not at all surprls 1ng that nB1g Jim" had 

breezed 1nto offloe agaln, for even though he was bus 1er 

than ever before, especially with his first active involve­

ment in oounty politiCS, he still had time for hls friends. 

The Negroes, for example, who populated a large portion of 

the Firs t Ward, were undoubtedly impress.ed when Alderman Jim 

took the time and effort to put up bond for one of their 

colored brothers who had fallen into dispute with the law~9 

While Pendergast looked out for the special int~­

ests of his people in the West Bottoms, he also oontinually 

worked for the general welfare of the city, and thus rallied 

46Star -' April 8, 1896, p. 1, 001. 6. 

47Star -' Aprl1 8, 1896, p. 1. 

48Journal, April 8, 1896, p. 1, 001.4. 

49Star, February 22, 1896, p. 1, 001. 2. 



38 

more support. We see th1s in 1895 when Kansas Citiana were 

paying $1.60 per 1000 oubio feet of gas to the Philadelphia 

Gas Comp~ny, wh1ch held the gas ~anchise.50 The Philadel­

ph1~ company thought it could count on Pendergast's vote 

when it was t~e for a franchise renewal. But Pendergast, 

according to the Star's bold headline, "STOOD BY THE CITY 

AT A CRITICAL MOMENT." W1th a picture of the b1g alderman 

on the front page, the §!!t pra1sed Pendergast for voting 

against the "trust"· and cast1ng the deo1d1ng vote in favor 

of the Dollar Gas Company, wh1ch promised to delive~ 1000 

cub1c feet of gas for $1.00. 51 A sav1ngs such as this was 

not only important to hotel owners 11ke Pendergast, 1t was 

1mportant to home owners allover the City. The reduced 

gas rate was especially important in 1895, beoause the 

brunt of the nat10n-w1de depression was still being felt. 

During Pendergast's second term 1n the lower house, 

he also spoke out for such important 1ssues as lower tele­

phone rates, wh1ch were badly needed in Kansas C1ty.52 On 

another oocas10n, he voted for a resolut10n to appropriate 

$25,000 to purohase a th1rty-t~ee aore estate for a park, 

wh1ch oould have provided a relaxation spot for many. Al­

though the resolut10n did not pass the lower house, Pender­

gast had put himself on reoord as a supporter of publiO 

5QStar, February 5, 1895, p. 1, 001. 1. 

51Ster, January 10, 1895, p. 1, 001. 5. 

52world, April 28, 1895, p. 1, col. 1. 
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~provements ·£or Kansas City.53 

Probably the most signi£icant example o£ Pendergast's 

labors £or the commonw&al during his second term in o£fice, 
• 

ooncerned the passage of two oharter amendments: one for 

the purchase of the waner works plant, and the other £or f1-

nancing the oonstruct10n o£ parks and boulevards. For years 

many lead1ng c1titens had been clamoring £or parks and boule­

vards, as well as a mun1c1pally owned water works. These 

two issues were drawn up 1n the form o£ charter amendments 

and plsced before the people £or the1r adopt1on or rejection 

in a special election 1n June, 1895. Pendergast gave his 

full support to the amendments. In fact, he joined a group 

re£erred to as "the general comm1ttee of fr1ends of the park 

and water works amendments."54 After working ardently £or 

the comm1ttee 1n his ward, Alderman Jim told a newspaper 

reporter tha t 

nearly every voter in the ward is for the amendments. 
I think ths t the amendments w 111 carry by an over.he lm-
1ng majority. I can f1nd scarcely anyone who 1s aga1nst 
them. I am in favor of them and have always been so, 
as my offic1al acta 1n the city counc11 show. 55 

No one could have known more about what the Firat 

Ward would do on election day than the "King of the Firat." 

Pendergast had been correct. The amendments were ratified 

53Star -' December 27, 1894, p. 1, col. 2. 

54Star, May 22, 1895, p. 1, 001. 1. 
Star, May 23, 1895, p. 2, 001. 3. 

55Star, May 26, 1895, p. 2, 001. 1. 
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in the First Wa~d by a six-to-one majority- Hardly anyone 

had opposed the .issues that Jim Pendergaa thad reques ted 

them to support.o6 The way Alderman Jim had been able to 

bring the voters into ·line in the Wes t Bottoms was almost 

phenomenal. The way he had gathered the support for these 

amendments which he was backing, and the way he had kept 

the Repub11can landslides in the P&st two city elections 

from touching his ward, were all amazing feats. However, 

the following desoription of the alderman, written by one 

of his oontemporaries, helps one understand why he had the 

devoted support of his West Bottoms' ne1ghbors: 

He had a big heart, was oha~itable and liberal •••• No 
deserving man, woman or ohild that appealed to "Jimn 

Pendergast went away empty handed, and th1.s is saying 
a great deal, as he was continually giving aid and help 
to the poor and unfortunate. The extent of his bounty 
was never known, as he made it an inviolable rule the t 
no publicity should be given to his philanthropy_ 
There never was a winter in the last twenty years that 
he did not oiroulate among the poor of the West Bottoms, 
asoertaining their needs, and after his visit there 
were no empty larders. Grooers, butohers, bakers and 
ooal men had unl~1ted orders to see that there was no 
suffering among the poor of the West Bottoms, and to 
send the bills to ft Jimtr Pendergas t _ 57 

These personal favors that Pendergast performed for 

his oonstituents; his aotions within the oouncil ohambers 

whioh benefited many of them; and the Polioe Department 

patronage whioh aided at least a few, all helped Alderman 

Jim solidify his strength in the First Ward. The big Irish-

56world, June 7, 1895, p. 1, 001. 1. 

57Journal, November 11, 1911, p. 3, col. 2. 
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man, however, was not satisfied with being just the leader 

of the First Ward, He wanted to extend his power into the 

North end. 

Throughout the years that Pendergast was establish­

ing his supreme command in the West Bottoms, he was laying 

the groundwork for political oontrol of the North end. The 

first inroad into North end politios came in 1891 when the 

alderman purchased a saloon at 508 Main. While still re­

taining a saloon and a hotel in the West Bottoms, Pendergast 

was now in business in the Second Ward, where he could maim 

new oontaots and fr1ends·. Only one blook from the Court 

House and City Hall, the Ma1n Street sa·loon soon beoame the 

headquarters for c1ty officeholders, as well a8 lawyers and 

big time gamblers. 58 

The North end power elite was made up of the men 

who ran the liquor and gambling interests there. Pendergast 

quickly surrounded himself with these men, and by purohasing 

a North end saloon he early became associated with the liq­

uor interes ts. Many of his fr1ends came from this same 

circle. Martin Regan, for example, the North end alderman 

and saloonkeeper, became a close friend of Alderman Jim's; 

they even took a vaca tion together .59 Likewise John Moran, 

58Reddig, Tom's Town, p. 29. 

59Star, January 24, 1894, p. 6, 001. 2. 
Star, January 27, 189~, p. 1, 001. 2. Regan and 

Pendergast took in the Corbett-K1tohell boxing match in 
Jacksonville, Florida together. 
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man, however, was not satisfied with being just the leader 

of the First Ward, He wanted to extend his power into the 

North end. 

Throughout the years that Pendergast was establish­

ing his supreme command in the West Bottoms, he was laying 

the groundwork for political oontrol of the North end. The 

first inroad into North end politios came in 1891 when the 

alderman purchased a saloon at 508 Main. While still re­

taining a saloon and a hotel in the West Bottoms, Pendergast 

was now in business in the Second Ward, where he could make 

new oontaots and friends·. Only one blook from the Court 

House and City Hall, the Main Street saloon soon beoame the 

headquarters for city officeholders, as well as lawyers and 

big time gamblers. 58 

The North end power elite was made up of the men 

who ran the liquor and gambling interests there. Pendergast 

quickly surrounded himself with these men, and by purohasing 

a North end saloon he early became associated with the liq­

uor interes ts. Many of his friends came from this same 

circle. Martin Regan, for example, the North end alderman 

and saloonkeeper, became a close friend of Alderman Jim's; 

they even took a vaca tion together .59 Likewise John Moran, 
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another saloonkeeper and North end politic1an, became one 

of J~'s friends. It was Moran that Pendergast stood up 

for in the lower house when it was suggested by some of the 

members that he should be removed from office because he 

had been arrested for election fraud. SO 

Jim Pendergast's ties w1th the gamb11ng 1nterests 

were even stronger than with the liquor interests. As has 

already been p01nted Gut, the gambler Ed Findley was oper­

ating large d1ce games from both of Jim's saloons. Although 

F1ndley made h1s headquarters at Jim's Ma1n Street saloon, 

his gambling combine spread allover the North end. Billy 

Chr1st1e's North end saloon for example, was only one of 

several other 10cat10ns for Findley's games. 61 It was Pen­

dergast's alliance with Marcy K. ~own wh1ch brought police 

protec~ion to the organized gambling in 1895. The Polioe 

Department also became a strong weapon for the gamb11ng com­

b1ne, "A free lanoe gambling house opera tor in the Nor th ,end 

test1f1ed that Ed F1ndle~ had warned him to j01n the comb1ne, 

or be raided by the po11ce. The gambler refused to join 

Findley, and was soon ra1ded. 62 

The gambl1ng 1nterests were not operat1ng on a small 

scale 1n Kansas C1ty. Pendergast's North end saloon had 

60S tar -' April 11, 1895. 

61Star -' July 15, 1894, p. 2, col. 1. 

62Star -' November 2, 1895, p. 1, col. 7. 
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several tables and twenty-two men operat1ng the games. 63 

The Pendergast saloon in the West Bottoms had foUl' d1ce 

tables and a large staff also. 64 Dis turbed over the 1ncrease 

1n gambling, the Kansas C1ty C1vic Federation had been gath­

ering 1nformation about the gamb11ng machine which had 

greatly expanded after Ch1ef of Po11ce Speers was ousted 

from office in 1895. Just how reliable the information 

gathered by this reform group's spies was~ it is impossible 

to say. The group reported that almost $800,000 annually 

was grossed by the combine. A spokesman for the Civic Fed­

erat10n said that their f1gures tallied w1th information 

obtained by "entirely d1fferent sOU1'ces. ff65 

In any case, the extent of the gamb11ng was open 

enough and vast enough within a rew months after Speers had 

been ret1red to produce quite a severe reaot10n from many 

quarters in Kansas C1ty. Oddly enough, it was the reaction 

that set in against the gambling interests which played the 

key role in crystallizing Jim Pendergast's emergence as the 

political boss of the North end. 

It all began in. August, 1896, at the Democrat1c 

County Convention. Jim Pendergast was still allied w1th 

Karcy K. Brown. Joe Shannon, who bad no 1nterests whatever 

in the gambling oombine, did not hesitate to ally himself 

63Star -' Ootober 20, 1895, p. 2, col. 2. 

64~, January 2, 1896, p. 1 .. col. 1. 

65Star -' Janua:ry 2, 1896, p. 1, col. 1. 
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with ~efo~m-bent F~ank Lowe from the Tenth Ward. Lowe, a 

young Kansas C1ty lawye~, haQ the delegates of the la~ge 

Tenth Wa~d at h1s d1sposal. To get himself nom1nated for 

proseout1ng atto~ney, Lowe was w1lling to suppo~t Shannon's 

t10ket if Shannon would 1n t~n support him. The t~ade was 

made and Shannon and Lowe we~e able to rally enough other 

suppo~t to nomina te the entire tioke·t .66 

Pende~gaat had been suppo~t1ng James A. Reed, an­

other young Kansas C1ty attorney, for the nom1nation of 

prosecut1ng attorney. Penderga~ had 'been able to deliver 

the F~st Ward delegates, but Marcy K. B~own just could not 

handle Shannon's opposition. It waa a devastat1ng blow to 

Maroy K. Brown, who at one t1me had been a powerful county 

boss. The Kansas C1ty newspapers all oelebrated Brown's 

fall from power, and heralded the r1se of Joe Shannon. 57 

Frank M. Lowe, who with the help of Shannon had 

bee~ nominated for prosecuting attorney, began h1s campa1gn 

1mmed1ately. The Mayor of Kansas C1ty, James Jones, had 

been fight1ng a battla aga1nst the po11ce-protected gamb-

11ng at Pendergast1s saloons and othe~ places ever sinoe 

h1s elect10n in Apr1l, 1896.68 Lowe prom1sed his ardent 

support in helping to clean up Kansas City, b.1 running the 

66Blackmore, "Shannon," pp. 72-76. 

67~. 

S8S tar , April 15, 1896, p. 1, col. 3. 
Star, May 19, 1896, p. 1, cols. 5-7. 
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gamblers out of town. 69 

Before Lowe took office January 1, l89?, the pressure 

had grown strong enough against Police Chief Irwin for refus­

ing to bring a halt to the gambling, that he resigned in 

December, 1896. The Board of Police Commiss1oners appointed 

Henry S. Julian in Irwin's place. Julian, however, was a 

tool of the gamblers as well.?O In fact, several days after 

his apPointment, he approached prosecut1ng attorney-elect 

Lowe, and asked him to forget h1s promises of running the 

gamblers out of town. Julian offered to make a tldeal" with 

Lowe, but the candidate for the proseeutor's office refused.?l 

Lowe not only refused to be bought off, he vigorously 

pursued h1s campa1gn promises. During his first month as 

prosecuting attorney, Lowe obtained fifty-seven indictments 

from the grand jury against gamblers that the police had 

been shielding. One of the f1fty-seven was Ed Findley. 

Findley was charged with operating games in both of Pender­

gast's saloons. When he appeared in oourt, the judge set 

the bond at $2,000. Jim Pendergast put up Findley's bond. 72 

Lowe's energetic prosecution of the gamblers stim­

ulated an intense opposition in the saloon and gambling 

69Frank M. Lowe, Jr., A Warrior Lawyer (New York: 
Flem1ng H. Revell Company, 1942), p. 68. 

?O~, December 21, 1896, p. 4, col. 2. 

71Lowe, Warrlo» Lawyer, pp. ?6-?7. 

72Blackmore "Shannon" p. 81. 
Lowe, Warrior Lawyer, pp. 81-82. 
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oontrolled North end. With Maroy K. ~own stripped of his 

power after the last oounty oampaign, Jim Pendergast who had 

already displayed his ability to deliver the West Bottoms 

votes, rushed in to organize what was left of Brownls maohine 

1n the North end. Having beoome a part of the saloon and 

gamb11ng interests in the North end himself, Pendergast had 

a great advantage in gathering support. The 1ntense des1re 

on the part of the North end leaders to defeat Shannon in 

the next oonvention, in order to get rid of reformer Lowe, 

helped Pendergast gain a following. It was olear that the 

West Bottoms delegation, plus that of the North end, would 

be a powerful oombination to work with at the ooming oounty 

oonvention. 

William R. Nelsonia Kansas City star seldom missed 

anything signifioant that was going on in Kansas City_ This 

oooasion was no exoeption. Nearly a month before the Demo­

oratio primaries and oounty oonvention, the Star had dis­

oovered the rise of tlA NEW DEMOCRATIC BOSS. tI '73 Pendergast 

had managed to gather the support of most all of the fol­

lowers of Maroy K. Brown. Also, Alderman Jim had rallied 

to his support, John P. OINeil, who oommanded a large fol­

lowing in the Fifth and Tenth wards. 74 O'Neil was also 

valuable beoause he oould help muster the support of the 

73~, June 28, 1898, p. '7, 001. 3. 

74Ibid. 
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North end; like Pendergas t, he had a bus ine.as loca ted there.'75 

The Star was correct. Pendergast had come to the 

front as a leader, whioh he aptly demonstrated in the Demo­

cratio County Convention in July, 1898. Pendergast met the 

Shannon faotion ~der a big cirous tent in Independenoe, 

Missouri. The Pendergast crowd proceeded to unseat Frank 

Lowe, and get James A. Reed nominated for prosecuting at­

torney in his stead.76 Pendergast, who did some shrewd 

trading of votes with various oounty leaders, soundly de­

feated Joe Shannon and his oandidate, Frank Lowe. Aooord-

ing to one newspaper acoount, Lowe's de·feat waa due mainly 

n'to the fa c t the t he made vigorous proseout ions aga ins t the 

gamblers' oombine .,,77 Joe Shannon was as ked the reas on for 

his serious set baok and he explained that 'the defeat of 

Lowe is a hard blow but is easily explained. With the 

polioe maohine, the brewers and the gamblers against htm 

there was no chanoe for him.,78 

These assertions were largely oorreot. Pendergast 

had the support of the delegates from his own First Ward, 

but he had also been backed by the delegates in the Seoond 

75Kansas State Gazetteer and BUSiness Director;y:: 
Includin~ Kansas Cit~~ Missouri ~Detroit: R. t. Polk & Co., 
1891), Vol. VII, p. 536. 

76Star -' July 23, 1898, p. 1, col. 1. 

77Star -' July 24, 1898, p. 2, 001. 3. 

78Star -' July 24, 1898, p. 2, col. 4. 
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and Sixth wa~dg whioh made up the No~th end.79 Pende~gaatts 

heele~s who whipped the delegates in line we~e ~epresentatives 

of the gambling and saloon interests like Pinky Blitz, Ed 

Findley, and "Fighting Jim" pryo~.80 Pinky Blitz was a no­

torious gamble~ and politioian, who had just served out a 

two yea~ term in the state priaon.81 "Fighting Jtm" p~yor 

was a riotous saloonkeeper for whom Pendergast made bail on 

severaloocasions.82 And Ed Findley of cours~, was the dean 

of the North end gamblers. 

Thus by 1898, Alderman Jim Pendergast haa extended 

his circle of power. He was still the undisputed boss of 

the First Ward, as he had demonstrated in his easily won, 

third re-election to the lower house.83 Pendergast had ex­

tended his power beyond its old bound~ies though, as he ral­

lied the North end under his leadership to put down the 

reform prosecuting attorney, Frank Lowe. Through his saloon 

and gambling interests in the North end, Pendergast had been 

grooming himself for this expansion of his political domain 

for several years. Onoe he bad achieved sucoess, Pendergast 

79Lowe, War~ior Lawyer, p. 127. 

80Star, July 24, 1898, p. 2, 001. 4. 

81Star , November 27, 1893, p. 1, col. 3. 
Star, November 28, 1893, p. 1, 001. 5. 

820ne example was described in Star, May 3, 1894, 
p. 3, col. 4. 

83~, April 6, 1898, p. 1, col. 7. 
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did not let his new following slip away. He quickly enlarged 

and perfected his mach1ne, whioh now encompassed the North 

end as well as the West Bottoms. 



CHAP2ER III 

BOSS OF THE WEST BOTTOMS AND NORTH END 

Only six years after Jim Pendergast was £1rst elect­

ed to the lower house from the First Ward, he had establlsh­

ed h1mself as the boss of the West Bottoms and North end 

Democracy. The Kansas City Times asserted later that 

Alderman Jim's political power was established by hls 
generoslty, hls big heartedness, his readiness to do 
£avors £or tae "boys, n to II go to the front" for one wao 
was 1n trouble, get jobs and do various little acts o£ 
klndness for those who were in need. l 

Pendergast h~self agreed, in retrospect, with this lnter­

pretatlon: 

"I've been called a boss. All there ls to lt ls having 
frlends, doing th1ngs for people, and then later on 
they'll do things for you •••• You canlt coerce people 
into dolng things for yo~--you canlt make them vote for 
you. I never coerced anybody ln my 11fe. Wherever you 
see a man bulldoz1ng anybody he don't last 10ng.n2 

An extremely important vehlcle which was used by Jlm 

Pendergast £or mak1ng sane of the £r1ends he was talk1ng 

about, and do1ng some of the favors that the Times ref'ei'red 

to, was the Police Department. It has already been polnted 

out that the aldei'man's inf'luence with the pollce brought 

h~ frlends, for the p011ce a£fOi'ded proteotlon to the North 

1T1mes, November 11, 1911, p. 2, col. 1. 

2Ibld., p. 1, col. 7, p. 2, col. 1. 
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end gambling interests, and made jobs available to his fol­

lowers. Reformers in Kansas City were not oblivious to this 

souroe of Pendergast's strength; indeed, they tried to de-

s troy it. 

Soon after Pendergast had extended his cirole of 

power into the North end, suoh outspoken opponents of his 

as Mayor Jones, the A.P.A. Republican who was re-eleoted 1n 

1898, started a oampaign for home r.ule of the Po!ice Depart­

ment.3 It was olear that if the past was any guide for the 

future, 8S long 8S a Democrat was governor of Missouri, the 

most powerful Democrats in Kansas City would be given the 

oontrol of the Polioe Department. Thus, Mayor Jones was 

sure that the only way to wrest the control of the Police 

Department from the big hands of Jim Pendergast was to enact 

municipal home rule of that department. The M1ssouri Con­

stitut10n of 1875 had granted all cities with a population 

of over 100,000 the right to draw up their own charters, 

which could be enacted by a three-fifths majority vote.4 

Kansas City could take control over the Police Department 

simply by amending its home rule oharter of 1889. 

Mayor Jones was not alone in trying to destroy ane 

of the buttresses of Pendergast's political power. Nelson 

3~, September 2, 1898, p. 1, col. 1. 

4James W. S. Peters, "Home Rule Charter Movements in 
Missouri With SpeCial Reference to Kansas C1ty/' Annals of 
the American Aoademy of POlitical and Social SCienoe, XXVII 
(January, 1906), p. 156. 
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Crews, a Republican who was a well-known leader of Kansas 

City's Negro community, also wanted to bring the Police De­

partment under- home rule. 5 Likewise William Rockhill 

Nelson, the editor of the ~, ardently supported the home 

rule movement thr9ugh his newspaper. 6 The&e men were only 

part of the diverse elements which supported the movement 

for home rule, and which succeeded in pla c ing a proposed 

amendment to the charter before the voters in September, 

1898. 

If anyone had doubted the strength of "Boss tt Pen­

dergas.t before this special election, they did not after it 

was over. When the election returns callie in, everyone of 

the city's fourteen wards but four voted in favor of home 

rule. The four wards that voted against tb.e proposal were 

Pendergas t's Firs t Wa·rd in the Wes t Bottoms, and wal:'ds Two 

and Six which made up the North end. The Thil:'teenth Wal:'d 

on the southeast edge of the city limits cast only fourteen 

more· votes against the amendment than it cast for it. The 

total number of votes cast in the Thirteenth, however, was 

very small and insignificant. In marked contrast, the three 

wards in Pendergast's bailiwick delivered three-to-one ma­

jorities against the amendment, and the city-wide three­

fifths majority, necessary for passage, was not attained.' 

5Stal:', August 31, 1898, p. 2, 001. 3. 

6~, Septembel:' 2, 1898, p. 6, col. 2. 

'Stal:', Septembel:' 7, 1898, p. 2, col. 5. 



53 

By rally1ng the voters 1n the r1ver w~ds aga1nst the amend­

ment, Pende~gast 'had suocessfully orushed a movement which 

had challenged h1s control over an ~portant segment of his 

po11t1cal mach1ne. 

He had, howe~er~ to produce another show of strength 

in f1ve or s1x weeks, beoause the rerormers had not g1ven 

up on attempt1ng to destroy h1s politioal maohine. After 

10s1ng the battle over the control or the Police Department~ 

the ~eform forces 1n Kansas C1ty quickly mobilized for a 

new attack on a different front. The attack this t~e was 

on Pendergast's cand1date for the judgesh1p of the Jackson 

County C~im1nal Co~t, Judge John W. Wofford. Wofford~ who 

was running for re-elect10n, had been an act1ve worker for 

the Pendergast oamp in the 1898 Demoorat10 County Convention. 

In that convent10n~ Pendergast defeated Shannon snd succeeded 

in nominating most of his tioket, including John Wofford.8 

A s1xty-one year old ex-Confederate soldier~9 

Wofford was an extremely important part of Pendergast's or­

gan1zation. Wh&n any of the workers for the machine were 

arrested, they would orten appeal their fines to the Crtminal 

Court from the Police Court or a oourt of a Justice of the 

Peace. Onoe the oase reaohed Wofford's court, the "boys" 

were assured of be1ng let off easy. An example of Judge 

8§!!t~ July 24, 1898~ p. 2~ 001. 3. 

9politlcal History of Jackson County, p. l? 
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Wofford's patriarchal decisions mvolved a bartender in a 

North end saloon. The bartender ~ named Phil McCrory ~ who 

was a Pendergast heeler in the Second Ward~lO beat up a 

policeman and was fined $500 in the Police Court. McCrory 

appe&led the f~ne and went to the County Criminal Court 

where Wofford presided. McCrory ~mediately pled guilty so 

that he could w8i~e the trial by jury~ and thus Judge 

Wofford would set the fine. Wofford f1ned McCrory only '50~ 

and he remitted $40 of it shortly thereafter. l1 

Judge Wofford's courtroom deoisions helped ease the 

impact of the law for workers in the mach1ne~ but his de­

cisions also stimulated the reformers into action. Just 

prior to the g~neral eleotion in 1898~ reformers from many 

direotions urged the defeat of Judge Wofford. The Reverend 

Dr. Stephen Northrup~ for example~ preaohed against Wofford 

and his court to the oongregation of Kansas City's First 

Baptist Church. 12 William R. Nelson's ~ took up the 

crusade also~ and hammered away at Wofford alJnost every day 

for over a week before the election.lo 

The effectiveness of the anti-Wofford campaign was 

lOAn example of MoCrory's work for Pendergast's can-
d1dates is given in ~~ November lO~ 1898~ p. 2# col. 1. 

llStar~ October 22~ 1898~ p. 1# 001. 5. 

l2~~ Ootober 01# 1898~ p. l~ col. 2. 

10See Star from October 22~ 1898 to November 11# 
1898 for art1ores-or1t1o1zing Judge Wofford. 
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shown by the fact that the Judge ran far behind the rest of 

the Democratic ticket in most wards of the city. For exam­

ple, Wofford received 1,213 fewer votes than the Democratic 

candidate for sheriff. In contrast, however, the strength 

of the Pendergast machine was demonstrated in the election 

too. Wofford lost every ward in the city except Ward One 

in the West Bottoms, and wards Two and Six in the North end. 

The majorities for the Georgia-born Judge in wards One and 

Two were almost three to one; and in the Sixth Ward his ma­

jority was slightly less than two to one. His big majori­

ties in the river wards, coupled with his votes in the 

county, pulled Wofford through to victory. The Judge had 

received 1,110 more votes from wards One, Two and Six than 

his opponent did. But when the returns were tallied for 

the entire county, he had won by only 1,050 votes.14 Thus 

it is clear that without Jim Pendergast"s delivery of such 

large majorities from the r1ver wards, Judge Wofford could 

not have been re-elected. 

Alderman Jim had worked hard to de11ver the votes, 

because Wofford's defeat would have ser10usly 1n~ured the 

mach1ne. The Second Ward reflected the efficiency and co­
ord1nation of Pendergast's organization, and helps explain 

the victory. In the Second Ward "Big Jim" not only had his 

usual Irish ward workers on the job such as John Pryor and. 

14Star, November 9, 1898, p. 2, cols. 1-2. 
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Phil McCrory, he also had a Negro worker named Frank Amos, 

who was hustling out the Negro vote.15 It was this kind of 

campaign management that helped Jim Pendergast meet this 

second big challenge to his newly oonsolidated power. 

After defeating the reformers who had tried to in­

augurate home rule of the Polioe Department, and had tried 

to disgrace his oandidate for the Jaokson County Criminal 

Court, Pendergast quiokly moved, through his position in the 

lower house, to aid his constituents and thereby strengthen 

his support. With the help of his Demooratio colleagues in 

the council, Pendergast was able to see through the oounoil 

a $100,000 appropriation for adding more policemen to the 

force. Even though it looked like it might take an increase 

in saloon license fees to pay for the appropriation, the 

patronage from this Pendergast victory was invaluable.16 

Alderman Jim was likewise looktng out for his fol­

lowers when he opposed an anti-hitohing proposal tn the 

lower house. If adopted, the law would have cleared the 

busy districts of the North end of all standing horse teams. 

Pendergast, according to a news account, "was the chief 

opposer LPf the bil!!. He spoke earnesly against the bill 

on behalf of the North end. n17 Realizing how the law would 

15Star, November 10, 1898, p. 2, 001. 1. 

16Star, June 8, 1899, p. 4, col. 2. 

17~, November 14, 1899, p. 7, col. 1. 
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hurt his North end friends who drove horae teams~ Jim oried 

out 'That's just what I wanted~' when the bill failed to 

pass.1S 

Although Pendergast was oonstantly voting to proteot 

and aid his flook 1n the West Bottoms and North end~ he 

never lost sight of the importanoe of the broader issues 

whioh p~ovided for the general welfare and beautifioation 

of Kansas City. Aldevman Jim was right on the spot to sup­

port the appropriation of funds for the planting of trees 

on 386 blooks of the oity.19 Likewise when a proposed 01'­

dinanoe to revoke the lioenses of sellers of impure milk 

oame before the oounoil~ Pendergast announoed emphatioally~ 

'I want the amendment passed.,20 The big saloonkeeper was 

think1ng of the oity's taxpayers when he refused to vote 

for the oity to ma intain a fire engine q,ouse wh1.ch would 

have served only the ~nsas City stock Yards Company, and 

was ~ aooording to Pendergaa t ~ 'ha If in' Kanaa s, anyway. I •. By 

forcing the Stook Yards Company to provide the funds for 

the fire station~ Pendergast hoped to cut the city's ex­

penditures. 21 

Pendergast's offioial labors for the general wel-

18Ibid. 

19~~ September 2, 1899, p. 8~ col. 3. 

20Star, April 15,,_ 1899" p. l~ col. 1. 

21Star" July 18, 1899~ p. 7, col. 1. 
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fare of the oity- at large, when added to his speoial interest 

work 1n the oounoil to strengthen his army of river ward 

followers, plus his two struggles with the reformers, kep~ 

him extremely busy during the first two years after he had 

extended his oontrol from the Wes t Bottoms into the North 

end_ The years 1898 and 1899, however, merely previewed 

what was to follow in the ensuing years. Challenges to Boss 

Pendergast's power were to continue to oane; he waS going 

to oontinue his aotive support of programs for public im­

provements and the general welfare. 

The year 1900 was one of the most significant that 

Pendergast ever experienced in perfecting his growing polit­

ical organization. In February, preparations for the ensu-

ing city eleotion were being made by tbe leaders of tbe 

looal Democraoy. As bad happened before, and would happen 

aga in in the future, Jim Penderga a t and Joe Shannon began 

to struggle for power. Pendergast wanted to n~inate the 

mayoralty oandidate by ballot primary, but Shannon wanted 

the nomination to be made in the oity oonvention.22 It 

was olear that Pendergast would have the advantage in nom­

inating his candidate for mayor in a primary, beoause he 

oould count on so many votes in the river wards. Shannon 

on the other hand, had demonstrated that at times he could 

not even deliver tbe votes in his own Ninth Ward. There-

22 ' World, February 21, 1900 , p. 2, 001. 3. 
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fore Shannon knew that he would ba~e a better chance of 

naming the candidate in a convention, where delegates could 

be traded and deals could be made. 

When the problem of nominating the mayoralty candi­

date came before the meeting of the Democratic City Central 

Committee, to which Pendergast and Shannon both belonged, 

Alderman Jim won the fight. By drawing to his s1de the sup­

port of Bernard Corrigan, the wealthy pres1dent of the Metro­

po11tan Street Ra1lway Company, Pendergast was able to pro­

duce a major1ty vote for a ballot pr~ry.23 Th1s early 

victory 1n the central comm1ttee was only the beginn1ng of 

a tr1umphant year for J1m Pendergast. 

For the Democratic primary election, Alderman J1m 

selected the th1rty-eight year old James A. R&e~ to carry 

the Pendergast banner. Pendergast's successful ca-nd1date 

for prosecuting attorney in 1898, Reed held qu1te a reputa~lon 

sa an eloquent stump speaker.24 Joe Shannon oalled upon 

George M. Shelley, tw10e elected mayor of Kansas City, to 

lead h1s fact10n's tioke t. A third candidate, A. L. o. 

Schueler, entered the campaign w1th a battle ory that he 

was a tool of no boss.25 When the smoke cleared from the 

field of battle, it was e~1dent that of the two warring 

23 I bid. 

24po11tical H1story of Jackson Count~, p. 55. 

25Star, March 6, 1900, p. 7, 001. 1. 



60 

faotion leaders, Pendergast was muoh more powerful than 

Shannon in Kansas City. Reed oarried every ward in the city 

exoept Shannon's Ninth Ward, and he only lost it by sixty­

one votes out of almost 1,000 oast. Reed's biggest majori­

ties were in Penderga s t 's l' i vel' wards, whe re he oarr ied the 

First Ward by a majority of twenty-five to one (440 to 18) 

and the 'Seoond Ward by a majority of ten to one (440 to 44). 

In the Sixth Ward Reed won 348 out of the 438 votes oast. 

'rhe res t of the city's wards, however" did no t give the 

young lawyer suoh large majorities.26 

In the Democratio City Convention whioh fOllowed 

the primary, the re-st of' the tioket was seleoted. Pender­

gast combined with Bernard Corrigan again, as well as Joe 

Heim who was one of the owners of the large Helm Brewery in 

Kansas City. These three men selected moat of the ticket, 

but it was clear that Pendergast had the upper hand. When 

a dispute over an upper house candidate arose, Pendergast's 

preference was ultimately acoepted. Alderman Jim allowed 

Heim and Corrigan to pick some of the upper house oandidates" 

in return for their support on the remainder of the tioket.27 

With the tioke t nomina ted, "Big Jim" put his maohine 

into a~t1on hoping to defeat the looal Republicans who had 

domina ted the mayoralty and a $ jority ai' the oity counoil 

26Journal" March 9" 1900, p. 1" 001. 7" p. 2" 001.2. 

27Star" March 11" 1900, p. 1" 001. 7. 
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seats for the past six years. Pendergast had hardly left a 

stone unturned in organizing his forces for the campaign. 

It was the first campaign that a major at,tempt to organize 

the Ita11ans· was pub110ized. Pendergast had Joe Dam100, 

the "King of Little Italy," g1v1ng oampaign speeohes in 

Italian to the North end Italians.28 Mike He~, a brother 

of Pendergast's ally, Joe Heim, was busy serving free beer 

to the German voters allover the city.29 The gambling 

element of the 01ty's Negro population had been told that 

a vote for Reed meant less police interferenoe with their 

illegal act1vit1e~.30 And ever sinoe Bernard Corrigan 

entered the pioture, Pendergast's oampaign fund, aooord1ng 

to a loeal newspaper, "had plenty of money and money is 

nowhere more useful than in po11t10s."31 

From h1s saloon at 508 Ma1n, Jim Pendergast d1reoted 

the mot10ns; of h1~ expand1ng politioal organ1zation. Just 
I 

before the eleotion of 1900, the Kansas City Star desoribed 

"PENDERGAST AT HIS POST" 1n an editorial: 

In these st1rring t1mes there 1s much activ1ty at the 
Pendergast headquarters on lower Main street. The free 
lunoh table shows unusual affluenoe and awakens speoial 
appre01at1on. The struggle for supremaoy between the 
odor which arises from the on10ns and the gar110 

28Star, Ma~oh 29, 1900, p. 7, 001.2. 

29Journal, Apr1l 3, 1900, p. 1, 001. 2. 

30Star , Maroh 6, 1900, p. 7, 001. 1. 

31Star, Maroh ':9:, 1900, p. '1, 001. 1. 
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the bar is more than ordinarily a oute. 
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In this pungent and vitalizing atmosphere, Pender­
gast stands and promulgates his wise counsel. What 
need, indeed, has he for halls or stages or rostrums? 
Here gather the oandidates, to learn how the battle is 
waging. Here assemble the leaders tQ confer together. 
Here oome the humble toilers in tha Democratio vineyard 
to reoeive their instruotions •••• 

Pendergast is not seen going about muoh in the pre­
se:Q,~ .oam:paign. That-wouJ,d be a needless waste of time. 
lJe ~Qll~d Pi~~s .D!<?~~~"bemoeratis by going away than he would 
see. It is 'not ~ne'oessary for him to move out of his 
plaoe to find anybody he oan use Oll!' wants to he lp. They 
all go to him. The post of duty is the plaoe for Pen­
dergast. If his ward wants htm it has but to call at 
the back or the front door and he is ready.52 

Alderman J1m's direotion of the 1900 oampaign was 

nearing a olimax on the eve of the eleotion. Kansas City's 

Convention,: Hall was filled almost to oapacity, with 10,000 

men and women present for the final Demooratio rally. The 

First Ward orowd, whioh had unanimously nominated "Big Jim" 

for the fifth time, oame into the hall oarrying two large 

banners. One banner was insoribed "We stand by honest Jim 

Pendergast," and the other one read ftWe are for the two 

Jims," meaning of oourse, Jim Pendergast and Jim Reed.53 

The looal Republican newspaper, the Journal, looked upon the 

meeting with disdain. It was the largest Demooratic meeting 

of the oampaign, asserted the Journal, but only beoause 

usoores of Italians were herded by 'King Joel Damioo and 

the riff-raft of the North end swarmed into the hall. n34 

32Star -' Maroh 28, 1900, p. 4, 001. 1. 

33.§ta~ , April 3, 1900, p. 4, 001. 1. 

34§ournal, April 3, 1900, p. 1, 001. 3. 
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But to Alderman Jim, as William Reddig reminds us, 

the inhabitants of the slums, the floaters in the flop­
houses, the shanty dwellers 'of t be Eas t Bott oms, the 
laboring men in the West Bottoms and the people of Lit­
tle Italy were not the teeming masses so luridly de­
scribed in the literature of the period as the flotsam 
and jetsam of sooiety. They were personal friends of 
Alderman Jim Pendergast. He liked to listen to their 
stories and took a genuine interest in their problems. 
He got them jobs on the city or county payrolls or with 
business friends of the organization.~5 

These friends of Jim Pendergast's, whom he had been 

taking care of personally and through his organization, dem­

onstrated their appreCiation on election day. The West Bot­

toms t dwellers returned Alderman Jim to the lower house with 

the largest majority he had ever reoeived.56 And James A. 

Reed beat William Brown, his Republioan opponent for mayor, 

in all but five of the City's fourteen wards. It was clear, 

though, that Reed owed his viotory to Pendergast. For as 

the Star pointed out, "Reed's heaviest majorities came from 

the portion of the oity that is in the West Bottoms and north 

of Eighth Street. Farther south the heads of the tickets 

divided the vote praotioally equal.Ly between them."57 

Reed's victory was a tremendous boon for the Pender­

gast maohine, for this was the first time that Jim Pender­

gast had had the pleasure of working with a Democratio mayor 

sinoe he had become a power in Kansas City politios. Reed 

55Reddig, Tom's Town, p. 71. 

56Journal, April 4, 1900, p. 1, cols. 4-6. 

57Star, April 4, 1900, p. 4, 001. 5. 
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was Pendergast's man, and there was little reason to doubt 

it. Within a very short time, Mayor Reed began furnishing 

Jim Pendergast with some material to expand his machine. 

The ma tel" ial for expanding was pa tronage, and there was more 

of it than Jim Pendergast had ever seen before. Alderman 

Jim wa~ted and received the appointment of his younger 

brother, Tom Pendergast, to the position of Superintendent 

of Streets.38 This was a coveted position because the Su-

perintendent of Streets at that time handled more patronage 

than any city official other than the mayor. The Superin­

tendent of Streets employed over two hundred men and thirty 

horse teams for street work.39 But the Street Department 

was not all that Reed's victory had made available, the 

Fire Department fell to the spoils system too. Within a 

month after Reed took office, Republican appointed firemen 

were being removed to make room for loyal Democrats.40 

There were many oity hall jobs which fell under the 

aegis of the Pendergast machine, such as the position of 

deputy license inspeotor for I~nsas City. That job went to 

one of Pendergast's ward heelers in the Seoond Ward, Charles 

Clark.41 When all of the new patronage whioh came with the 

38Star, April 10, 1900, p. 5, 001. 1. 
~, June 5, 1900, p. 12, col. 1. 

39Star, April 10, 1900, p. 5, col. 1. 

40Star, May 24, 1900, p. 8, 001. 1. 

41po1itica1 History of Jackson County, p. 73. 
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Reed viotory was plaoed at Pendergast's d1sposal, the scope 

o~ the machine was amazing. Not only did the Pendergast or­

gan1zat1on have the Street Department and the Fire Depart­

ment jobs at its disposal by 1900, as well as many other 

o1ty jobs, the machine also dominated the polioe foroe. Be­

tween 1900 and 1902, Jim Pendergast had appointed 123 out o~ 

the 173 patrolmen on the f~ce.42 

Thus Jtm Pendergast, who had climbed far up the lad­

der of political suooess in just a few years, was the man­

ager o~ a political machine which was more encompassing than 

anything Kansas City had seen before. It appeared in early 

1900, that Jim Pendergast was well on his way to becoming 

the boss of Kansas City, with a powe~ful machine reaching 

into every corner of that gr0wing metropolis. Alderman Jim, 

however, was in for some serious setbacks. These setbacks 

were to leave him at his retirement in 1910, the same as he 

had been just prior to the election of 1900: the boss of 

the West Bottoms and North end. 

The first serious reversal that Pendergast experienc­

ed came in the fall of 1900 when he attempted to name the 

county ticket again, just as he had done in 1898 when he 

walked over Joe Shannon at the Democratic County Co~vention. 

The two years between conventions, however, had wrought 

some important changes. While Pendergast could swing much 
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of the city vote into line, he could no longer compete with 

Joe Shannon for the county vote. During the two years be-

tween the 1898 and 1900 Democratic County Conventions, Pen­

dergast had been channeling his energies in the city cam­

paigns. Shannon on the other hand, had been gathering a 

following on the county level. Several of Shannon's rela­

tives held important county offices, and his followers had 

worked into thirty or forty positions in the county court 

house.43 

Consequently, Joe Shannon, with his increasing in­

fluence, had packed the Democratic County Committee with a 

majority of his own supporters, and managed to elect the 

chairman, Frank P. Sebree.44 The result of this Shannon 

victory was that the County Committee seated the Shannon 

delegates in the county convention from a 11 of the wards 

which had contesting delegations. Pendergast's temper ex­

ploded when his delegates were pushed aSide, and Shannon's 

delegates were seated. The big Irishman gathered his dele­

gates together and they withdrew from the convention to 

nomina te the ir own tic ke t .45 

Many efforts were made to form a compromise between 

43Blackmore, "Shannon,tI p. 137. 

44Star -' May 7, 1900, p. 2, col. 1. 
.§.ill, July 26, 1900, p. 2, col. 3 • 

45Star -' August 26, 1900, p. 1, cola. 5-7. 
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the Shannon and Fende~gast factions, but success was never 

obtained. The~efo~e the Democ~atic State Cent~al Committee 

oame to Kansas City in an attempt to bind togethe~ the to~n 

Jackson County Democ~acy. The Committee listened to both 

sides of the sto~y and finally decided that a new p~ima~y 

election should be called, and a new convention he-ld too. 

Shannon ~efused to follow the suggestions of the State Cen­

t~a1 Committee, and he ~efuaed to pa~ticipate in the pri­

mary. Shannon asserted that his tioket was the legally 

eleoted one, so he oarried the squabble to the M1sso~i 

Sup~eme Court. The oourt ~uled 1n Shannon's favor, and 

awa~ded h1m the right to put his ticket in the field. Ac­

oo~ding to the opinion of the court, the State Central Com­

mittee possessed only advisory powers, and was thus "with­

out jurisdiotion in the matter .,,46 When the Sup~eme CO\ll:',t 

" decision was announced, Jim Pendergast said he would ab1de 

by the decision, but that his faot10n would "keep their 

ooats on and allow the othe~ crowd t~ do the work. n47 

Pendergast's decis10n not to work for the Shannon 

nom1nees proved to be d1sastrous to the Democrat1c t1oket. 

Instead of the r1ver wards turn1ng out the1r usual large 

major1t1es as they had been d01ng when Pendergast worked in 

an eleotion, they were of little help at all. Pendergast's 

46The State ex ~el. Yates et ale v. Crittenden, 
County Clerk, 164 Mo. 237 (1901). 

47Star, October 24, 1900, p. 1, col. 1. 
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Firs t Ward, wh 10h had produoed large ma jor 1 ties s mce 1892, 

gave the Democratic t10ket about a three-to-two majority. 

And the Seoond Ward, whioh Pendergast also controlled, split 

its votes evenly between the two part1es.48 Because the 

river wards did riot deliver the usual majorities, the entire 

Jackson County ~epub110an ticket was eleoted.49 Thus, while 

Pendergast had been stopped by Shannon in his attempt to 

dominate the county convention again, Shannon oould not get 

the tioket eleoted whioh he had sucoessfully nominated, 

without Pendergast's support. Both bosses, therefore, were 

forced to make a compromise. 

The Shannon-Pendergast split in 1900, which resulted 

in a Republ10an v1otory in Jackson County, led to the birth 

of the famous and long-lived Fifty-Fifty oompromise. This 

oompromise between the Shannon and Pendergast faotions, 

while not observed in every city and oounty eleotion, was 

acoepted by both factions in many elections throughout the 

days of Jim Pendergast's reign. The agreement continued on 

into the era of Tom Pendergast, Jim's brother, who inherited 

the maoh1ne after the alderman's retirement in 1910. F1fty­

Fifty was aotually a setbaok for Alderman Jim. In 1898 he 

had been able to name almost the entire Demooratio t1oket, 

and he had left Shannon with hardly anything. By 1900, 

48Star, Novemb~r 8, 1900, p. 4. 

49Star , November 7, 1900, p. 1,001. 1. 



69 

however, when Pendergast had expanded and perfected his c1ty 

mach1ne, Shannon had grown 1n county-wide strength. There­

fore Pendergast, who had walked over Shannon in 1898, was 

forced to 'give 1n after the county elect10n 1n 1900, and ac­

cept the Fifty-F1fty comprom1se. 

This was only the first reversal that Jim Pendergast 

exper1enced soon after expand1ng his power with the 1mpor­

tant c1ty election victory 1n 1900. The defeat on the county 

ticket had cost Pendergast some valuable patronage, which he 

could have used to bolster his already strong pos1tion in 

the West Bottoms and North end, as well as expand1ng h1s 

power 1nto other areas of the city or county. Added to this 

disappo1ntment, came the loss of his supreme position over 

the Police ~epart~ent. While William J. Stone from 1893 to 
j. 

1897, and Lon V. Stephens from 1897 to 1901, were governors 

of Missouri,50 Marcy K. Brown first, and later Jim Pender­

gast, dictated the selection of many members of the Board 

of Police Commissioners. As has already been shown, Pender­

gast virtually controlled the police force by 1900. When 

Alexander M. Dockery became ~over.nor in 1901, the situation 

took a marked turn. When Dockery entered the State House, 

Robert L. Gregory, James A. Reed, and Hugh C. Ward were the 

members of the Board of Police Comm1ssioners. 51 All three 

5Owi}liam Rufus Jackson, M1ssouri Democracy (St. 
Louis: Clarke Pub11shing Co., Inc., 1S35), I, pp. 241,249. 

5lpew, Charter and Ordinances, p. 23. 



70 

of these men were members of the Pendergast faction, and 

close friends of Jim Pendergast. As long as these men were 

on the Board, whatever Pendergast asked was done. 52 In 

1902, the two year term of the Board had ended, and it was 

time for the governor to a ppoint two new members, the mayor 

always being the third member of the Board. So while Pen­

dergastrs man, Mayor Reed, would remain on the Board if he 

could be re-elected in 1902, Pendergast still needed to get 

at least one other friend of his on the Board to have a ma­

jority. 

In January, 1902, Pendergast began pressuring Gov­

ernor Dockery to re-appoint R. L. Gregory to the Police 

'Bosrd. Jim Reed even went personally to the state capitol 

in Jefferson Oity to put in a word for Gregory.53 Governor 

Dockery came to ~nsas City in late January to discuss the 

seleotion of the new appointees with the leaders of the 

local Democracy. As soon as he arrived in Kansas City, the 

governor was visited in his room at the Baltimore Hotel by 

Penderg&st.54 According to the Kansas City Star tiThe big 

boas of the North end ventured out in the snow to lay down 

his one propos ition •••• He asks for Gregory ••• he has no 

second ohoioe • lt55 Dookery faoed quite a dilemma. Shannon 

52 Journa 1 , July 26, 1902, p. 6, cols. 1-2. 

53Star, January 20, 1902, p. 1, col. 3. 

54Star, January 29, 1902, p. 1, col. 1. 

55Star, January 30, 1902, p. 1, col. 1. 



was as ardently opposed to the appointment of Gregory, as 

Pendergast waS for it.56 

9n February.10, the governor had made his choice. 
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Ha apPointed ~ank Sebree and William T. Kempar to replace 

~ugh Ward and R. L. Gregory. This was a devastating blow 

to U~ig Jim" because Sebree was a Shannon man,57 and Kemper 

was far from being a Pendergast fOllower. Pendergast had 

worked with Kemper out of necessity at times, but they were 

basically po11tical enem1es. It was Kemper, after all, who 

had founded the Jackson County Democratic Club in 1899, 

which was a faction independent of both Shannon and Pender­

gast. 58 

Between 1902 and 1904, then, Pendergast had lost 

his influence over two of the three members of the Board of 

Police Commiss10ners. When the term of that Board was draw-

ing to a close, Alderman Jim again solicited the aid of 

Governor Dookery by asking him to appoint R. L. Gregory to 

the new Board. 59 Again. Dockery refused to be pressured by 

Pendergast, and he appointed D. J. Dean who was as'soc1ated 

with neither the Pendergast nor the Shannon faction. 60 .In 

Apr11, 1904, a Republican was elected mayor of Kansas City-

56Ib1d-. 

57Star -' February 10, 1902, p. 2, cols. 1-2. 

58atar 
-' December 9, 1904, p. 5, col. 1. 

59Star, January 14, 1904, p. 3, col. 5. 

60Star -' January 21, 1904, p. 1, col. 5. 
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Thus when the Repub11can mayor, Jay H. Neff, joined the Po­

lice Boa~d w1th D. J. Dean, Pendergast's 1nfluence with the 

Po11ce .Department was nothing but a memory. In August, 

1904, the Kansas City Star asserted that "for many years 

'Pendergast faction' and 'po11ce fact1on' have been synony­

mous 1n Kansas Gity ••• Lbui? he LPendergasi7 has been crowd-

ed to the second table 1n police me tters. tt61 

The control of the Po11ce Department taken from him, 

Jim. Pendergast lost most' of the eity-wide strength whioh he 

had gained by 1900, as well as much of his barga1ning power. 

As early as July, 1902, the Kansas City Journal reoognized 

Pendergast'a diminishing puissance: 

When Ward and Gregory were police comm1ssioners, the 
mere appearance of the big alderman from the first ward 
at police headquarters sat every member of the "fcP'Ce,," 
from Chief Hayes to the driver of the patrol wagon" to 
knocking his head on the floor. Great was the police 
maohine and ttBig J1m" was its prophe t • 

But s1noe' the apPOintment of Sebree and Kemper as 
polioe oommissioners, Pendergast's power has been rap-
1dly declining. Two years ago he absolutely controlled 
the DemocratiC oity oonvention and nominated h1s candi­
date" Reed, for mayor. Last spr1ng, the polioe having 
passed out of h1s oontrol, he had to divide the sp011s 
of the convention w1th h1s old enemy, Shannon. In the 
recent county convention he was so powerless that he 
oould not even get his friend and oandidate for governor, 
Reed, eleoted delegate to the state oonvent10n. And 
now the oomm1ss10ners ••• are swiftly cutting off the 
heads of his fr1ends on the polioe depa.rtment .62 

By 1904 the chanoe of Pendergast's returning to the 

powerful posit10n wh10h he had oommanded from 1900 to 1902, 

6ls tar , August 12, 1904, p. 1, 001. 1. 

62Journal, July 26, 1902, p. 6, ools. 1-2. 
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was gone. Governor Dockery was to be followed in offioe by 

Joseph W. $olk and Herbert S. Hadley, both of whom were re­

formers who were put to destroy the kind of politics that 

Jim Pendergast had thrived on. Likewise, after Jim Reed 

vacated the mayor's offioe in 1904, the Republicans moved 

in and stayed until 1908. Thus Pendergast not only had lost 

his patronage from the Police Department, he had lost the 

valuable patronage that was at the disposal of the mayor as 

well. Pendergast, however, was not completely devastated. 

And the Republican organ's prediction of the ~DECDINE AND 

FALL OF PENDERGASTu63 was far from correct. It is true that 

the big boss had fallen far from the pinnacle which he had 

reached by 1902, but he still maintained his hold over the 

West Bottoms and the North end. 

Alderman Jim's firm grip over the West Bottoms and 

the North end was demonstrated on several occasions before 

bad health seriously reduced his political activity by late 

1906. In 1904·, the big Irishman was elected to represent 

the First Ward in the lower house for the seventh ttme. 

This election illustrated Pendergast's strength in the North 

end as well as ·the West Bottoms because the ward boundaries 

had been changed just prior to the election. The First 

Ward of 1904 included all of the West Bottoms as it had be-

fore, but it annexed the entire Second Ward from the North 
+ .It 

63 Ibid., p. 6, col. 1. 
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end, as well as two p~eo1nots of the muoh mo~e heav11y Re­

pub110an populated Th~d Ward. The Sixth Ward remained 

intaot, embraoing the eastern half of the No~th end wh10h 

the Seoond Ward had never enoompassed. 64 

Pendergast was opposed by another Demoorat in this 

1904 eleotion, and that was the first and last time that 

suoh a futile attempt to oust "Big Jim" ever ooourred. 

Alderman J1m reoeived 1,513 votes, his Demooratic opponent, 

Daniel Rice, received 383. And the lonely Republican oan­

didate, Edward Zola, rallied a slight 288 votes.65 Although 

the oity elected the Repub11can, J. H. Neff, as mayor by a 

well ove~ 2,000 vote majority, Pendergast faithfully deliv­

ered enormous neighborhood major1t1es for the Demoorat10 

oand1date, William T. Kemper. In the F1rst Ward, Kemper 

reoeived 1,487 votes to Neff'R 420, and 1n the Sixth Ward, 

Kemper was given 1,341 and Neff an even 600.66 

A year la tel:' Pender ga s t a ga in d emons t~a te d his 

strength in the West Bottoms and North end when he produoed 

the votes in the r1ver wards to help defeat the proposed 

Charter of 1905. James Pete~s, the lawyel:' who was the seo­

retary to the Board of Freeholders wh10h drew up the oharter 

proposal, pointed out that there was a demand for a new 

64Star, April 6,1904, p. 1, oola. 1-2. 

65Ib1d., p. 2, 001. 2. 

66Ib1d4 p. 5. -' 
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charter. The demand had developed because the Charter of 

1889 had beoome outmoded. The existing charter, Peters oom­

mented, did not provide the city with many of the powers 

whioh it ~gently needed. Among the powers that the new 

oharter would have extended to the city was the power to 

construot tunnels, subways and v1aduots between the two 

Kansas C1ties. Likewise, the oity would be granted the power 

to oondemn property for hosp1tals, and to levy assessments 

against railroad property. The oity also d1d not have the 

power to contract for suoh th1ngs as garbage collection and 

street repairs for a period over one year. This made it 

diffioult to make the most satisfactory arrangements for 

such taaks .67 

The oharter proposal provided the city with the 

above mentioned powers, as ve 11 as t he power to re gula te sa­

loon lioenses. The oity exoise oommission would be required 

to withdraw the saloon license from any saloonkeeper if at 

least two lot-owners on the same blook signed a petition 

requesting such aotion.68 Also, the proposed charter grant­

ed the oity the power to lioense and tax all trades, pro­

fessions and employments--thus allowing the city to tax oom­

mon wage laborers on their earnings.69 Another artiole in 

67Peters, "Charter Movements ,11 p. 161. 

68Star, Febr~ry 25, 1905, p. 1, col. 1. 

69Peters, "Charter Movements, If p. 163. 
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the 1905 oharter called fo~ tb& creation of a civil service 

commission, which would control all oity employees, and 

therefore do away with the spoils system.?O 

Alderman Jim was emphatioally opposed to the charter 

p~oposal. He told a reporter fo~·the Kansas City World that 

"It makes the mayor too powerful. It gives him more 
power than George Washington had, or the president has, 
or the governor •••• lf I was mayor and that new charter 
went into effect I could fix it so that my party would 
stay in power for fifty years •••• 

nThere's the exo ise art 1cle tha t says tha t two men 
in the block oan close up a saloon. I believe the rule 
of letting the majority decide is a good one •••• ! 
wouldn't let any commissioners dictate to me. I'd look 
my pla ce up firs t •••• 

"And the occupation tax. If saneone was to tell 
all the olerks and men of any other occupation that the 
council could put a tax of from $10 to $50 a year on 
them just because they have a job, do you think they 
would go out and work for the charter? People tell me 
that that's just put in the charter--not because the 
council is ever going to pass an ordinance like that. 
But how are they to guarantee what the council is to 
'do? If they dont t want the council to pass a law like 
that, why don't they keep that seotion out of the 
charter? •• Men ought to go into every ward in Kansas 
City and show this thing up. It ought to be beat and 
1111 fight t~ do it."?l 

Pendergast undoubtedly was opposed to the civil ser-

vice section of the charter, as well as the saloon closing 

and occupation tax articles. A local newspaper, which was 

supporting the charter proposal, stated that Pendergast said 

to the voter: 'You help me and 1111 help you. You vote aa 

I tell you to, and when my men are in I will see that you 

?OIbid~, p. 163. 

?lworld, February 26, 1905, p. 2, col. 1. 
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get a jobJ72 The Wo~ld asse~ted that this is a st~ong argu-

ment, 

and it has made Mr. Pendergast a power in local politics. 
It is not extraordinary that he "views with ala~mu a 
measure that proposes to put a quietus on the p~actice 
of doling out the positions in the publio servioe as ~e­
wards for political servioes rendered to party bossea. 73 

Pendergast could not stand &pathetical~y by and see 

the spoils- system destroyed, nor oould he stand by and see 

his saloon business threatened. "Big Jim" also had to think 

about the othe~ saloon interests in the river wards which he 

was rep~esenting; and he could not forget the already poorly 

paid labo~e~s in his domain who were t~eatened with an oc­

oupation tax, whioh very well might have ruined them. 

Jim Pendergast promised to fight the oha~ter, and 

that is exaotly what fie did. Joe Shannon, who looked at the 

oiv1l service seotion of the oharte~ in muoh the same light 

as Alderman Jim, put forth all his efforts to defeat the 

measure too. When the votes were oounted, the Journal re­

ported that the charter had been defeated and the nBOSSES 

SHANNON AND PENDERGAST /jiere th~ ONES WHO DID IT. fI The 

Republioan organ said that "In Wards Controlled by Them the 

Good Work Done by Citizens in Other Looalities Was Nega­

tived. u74 Most of the l'es1dent1al warda in Kansas City had 

7~vor1d, February 27,1905, p. 1, ools. 2-3. 

73Ibid. 

74Journal, Mal'oh 8, 1905, p. 1, col. 1. 
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given a majority of their votes for the charter. Shannon's 

Ninth Ward on the other hand, delivered just less than two 

to one against the proposal. In Pendergast's wards, t~e 

majorities against the charter were even greater. In the 

First Ward the final count showed a five-to-one majority 

against the charter, and in the Sixth, the margin was almost 

four to one in opposition to the measure. 75 

~he spell that Pendergast had cast over the humble 

dwellers in the West Bottoms and North end was illustrated 

several months later when he ran for alderman from the First 

for the eighth consecutive time. Alderman J1m waltzed back 

into the lower house with 1,346 votes to his Republican op­

ponents 474.76 Pendergast's strength bad become so great 

in the Firat Ward that, as A. Theodore Brown phrased it, 

when he "decided to run in a campaign, it amounted to a de­

cision to continue 1n office."77 

Even though Jim Pendergast had lost much of the city 

hall patronage which he had won by 1900-1902; even though 

he had been forced to split his oounty patronage Fifty-Fifty 

with Joe Shannon after 1900, it is not difficult to see how 

the First Ward saloonkeeper continued to keep his autonomy 

over the river wards during the ensuing years. J1m's river 

7~Th~d. 

76Star, A~il 4, 1906, p. 9, ools. 3-4. 

77A. Theodore Brown, The Politics of Reform, Kansas 
City's Munioipal Government, 1925-1950 (Kansas City: Com­
munity Studies, Inc., 1958) , p. 20. 
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ward followers did not forsake him because he no longer had 

as many jobs to pass out, they loved him just the same. The 

struggling have-nots in the West Bottoms and North end would 

never forget the many ways in which the humanitarian saloon­

keeper had helped them. 

The devastating flood of 1903 had brough~ the brunt 

of its burden down upon the ri~er wards that Pendergast com­

manded. Many families lost their homes and entire possessions. 

When in despair they looked for aid, there was Alderman Jtm, 

leading the relief work while his own property was being de­

stroyed. Pendergast provided homes and furnishings for many 

families, and put many of the stricken back on their feet 

again. He asked 1the newspaper reporters not to mention his 

relief work, saying "It was my own money I spent, and the 

public is not interested in how I spend my money.n78 

Jim Pendergast's benevolence was not reserved for 

emergencies like the 1903 flood, his kindness was spread 

among his followers perpetually. The author of Tom's Town 

discovered that 

the North Siders went to Pendergast for more than jobs. 
They went to him when they were in trouble and needed 
someone to soften the stern band of justice. Many of 
them got fuel and other supplies from his precinct 
capta ins when they were down and out. Others a te his 
turkey and trimmings at the free Christmas dinners 
which he gave for the Old Town derelicts, beging1ng 
with fifty guests and growing into the hundreds as the 

78Journal, November 11, 1911, p. 3, col. 2. 
L~tter from William M. Reddig, author of Tom's 

Town, February 4, 1962. 
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number of dr1fters inoreased year after year. 79 

To the r1ver ward unfortunates, 11ving in a sooiety 

inebriated with the selfishness of Sooial DarWinism, Pender­

gast was a savior whose name was to be revered. When Pen­

dergast marohed onto ~~he politioal battlefields of Kansas 

City, he oould oount on the loyal support of his oonstitu­

enoy in the West Bottoms and North end. However, after h~ 

eleotion to the lower house in 1906, Pendergast played a 

muoh less active role on Kansas City's political stage. 

The alderman's health was beginn1ng to weaken, and he there­

fore oalled upon his brother Tom to perform more and more 

of the strenuous polit1cal labors. Thus, even before Alder­

man J1m ret1red, Tom Pendergast was well versed 1n operating 

the maohine he would one day inherit. 

79Reddig, Tom's Town, p. 71. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE lWILIG HT YEARS AND THE 

JAMES PENDERGAST LEGACY 

For many years Alderman J~ Pendergast's health had 

not been good. As early as 1900, the big saloonkeeper was 

forced to leave his ward and go to El Paso, Texas" where he 

could rest and rebuild his faltering health. l The following 

year, Pendergast again left Kansas City in search of health. 

This t~e he went to the Minnesota woods for a month's recu-

perstion from the strain of being a businessman and the boss 

of the river wards.2 The next winter, the Kansas City star 

reported that Pendergast's health was again in poor oon­

dition. "Pendergast has a cold," announoed the Star" "that 

threatens to develop into pneumonia •••• His lungs are not 

strong and he is not fitted to stand a sever attaok of oold 

or pneumonia. 113 

Jim Pendergas t' s health oontinued to wea ken through-

out the years that he sat in the lower house of Kana a s City' a 

oommon oounoil. After his re-eleotion in 1906" nBt-g .rim" .' 
lStar" January 12" 1900" p. 6" 001. 1. -
2Star" - May 19" 1901" p. 1" 001. 2. 

3~" January 28" 1902" p. 1" 001. 3. 

81 
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cont1nued h1s dut1es 1n the counc11# but he began delegating 

the chores of manag1ng the Pendergast machine to his younger 

brother, Tom Penderga&t. 

S1xteen years younger than Alderman Jim, Tom Pender­

gast came with two of his brothers, M1ke and John, to Kansas 

C1ty from St. Joseph, Missour1 in 1890. The three young men 

became important parts of the Pendergast mach1ne, prov1ng to 

be eapeo1a~~y uselul 1n organiz1ng ward clubs. It was Tom 

Pendergast,' however, who early proved to be the most talent­

ed of tne t~ee younger brothers 1n the f1eld of po11t1cs. 

He was twenty years old when he arr1ved in Kansas City, and 

Alderman Jim put him to work as a bookkeeper in the Pender~ 

gast saloons. The young bookkeeper looked much 11ke his 

older brother, having a stocky frame, round face, th1ak neck 

and massive mustache. Tom Pendergast, however, could be 

easily distinguished from Jim. Tom had 11ghter hair, and 

more of it; and h1s voice was deep and demanding when con­

trasted with the mild baritone of the Firat Ward alderman.4 

A member of the Shannon faction recalled that in the 

early days, "we looked on cunning, resourceful Jim as 

smartes t of .. the smart, and dismissed Tom ••• as a thick-skul­

led, heavy-jowled oaf. u5 Tom Pendergast was undoubtedly no 

sagacious po11t1cian when he first made h1s appearance 1n 

4po11t1cal History of Jackson County, p. 47. 
Reddig, Tom's Town, pp. '52-33. 

5George Creel, Rebel at Large (New York: G. P. 
Putnam's Sons, 1947), pp. 50-51. 
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Kansas City's river wards, but the young mBn soon developed 

into one. Under the politioal tutelage of Rfnsas City's 

most powerful boss, brother from was prepared to take the 

reins of the Pendergast maohine. It was olear that he would 

some day become the direotor of the organization, when Al­

derman Jim decided to retire. By 1906, Tom Pendergast had 

to start putting his political education to work, for hls 

brother was no longer physically able to do more than tend 

to his council duties. 

Tom Pendergast was well prepared to direot the Pen­

dergast organization by 1906, beoause for sixteen years Jtm 

Pendergast had instructed him in the ABC's of machine poli­

tics in Kansas C1ty- As an election worker in the river 

ward precincts, Tom Pendergast learned how to use his fists 

and earn the respect of the West Bottoms and North and 

laboring men. L1kewise in the Pendergast saloons, Tom 

learned still more about the mechanics of the Pendergast or­

ganization, and how it was adm1nistsred. There he met and 

talked with the members from one end to the other of the 

Pendergast po11tical h1erarohy.6 

In a short time, Tom Pendergast had graduated from 

his bookkeeping post 1n his brotberts saloons to his first 

political office; he was appointed deputy county marshal of 

Jaokson County in 1896. In 1900, when Alderman Jim had 

reached the acme of h1s po11tical strength, Mayor James A. 

6Reddig, Tom's Town, pp. 32-33. 
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Reed appointed Tom to the patronage-laden offioe of Superin­

tendent of Streets.7 

Tom Pendergast remained the Superintendent of Streets 

in Kansas City for only two years, for in the Demoorati0 

County Conv~ntion of 1902, he was nominated for County Mar­

shal. The ease of his nom1nat10n in the oounty oonvent10n 

was a d1reot result of the Fifty-F1fty oomprom1se between 

the Shannon and Pendergast faot1ons. Shannon seleoted most 

of the names on the county t1cket, but Tom Pendergast was 

nominated for County Marshal, and Jim Pendergast was select­

ed as a delegate to the state convent10n.8 

The Democratic candidate was no stranger to Jackson 

County po11t1cs in 1902, for brother Jim had shown him the 

ropes on the county as well as the oity level. As early as 

1896 for example, Tom Pendergast was serving on the exeou­

tive oommittee o~ the Democratic County Committee,9 and he 

had been deputy county marshal for two years as well. Thus 

Tom Pendergast was well known in county politics by 1902. 

His own familiarity with county politics, plus the backing 

of Joe Shannon and Jim Pendergast, gave To~ quite an advan-

tage. 

The Goats, as the Pendergast followers were oalled, 

7po1itical History of Jackson County, p. 47. 

8Star, June 28, 1902, p. 1, 001. 1. 
Star, June 29, 1902, p. 1, cola. 1-2. 

9~, August 2, 1896, p. 1, col. 1. 
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and the Rabbits, as the Shannon men were oalled, rallied be-

hind Tom Pendergast in 1902 and he was eleoted by a 5,240 

vote m&jority.10 Again in 1904 and 1906, Tom Pendergast was 

nominated for County Marshal in the Demooratio County Con­

ventions, whioh were harmoniously oonduoted on the basis of 

Fifty-Fifty. In both November eleotions, however, Tom Pen­

dergast was unable to survive the Republioan landslides whioh 

buried the Demooratio oounty tiokets. On both oooasions, 

the river wards delivered large majorities for Tom Pender­

gast, but most of the other wards in the oity, as well as 

the oounty distriots, fell to the Republioan oandidates. ll 

Even though Tom Pendergast had fallen to defeat in 

1904 and 1906, his two year term as County Marshal had been 

signifioant for both himself and Jim Pendergast. As County 

Marshal between 1902 and 1904, Tom Pendergast had,> in some 

areas, aoted in a way to gain some respeot and populs~ity, 

and thus, in turn, bolster the Pendergast maohine whioh Al­

derman Jim headed. An openly Republioan Negro newspaper in 

Kansas City oast aside its partisanship in 1906 to speak 

out for Tom Pendergast. The Negro paper stated that "Mr. 

Pendergast's term as marshal established 8 new era in penal 

progress. He stood for the negro as well as the white man. 

No oruel treatment of prisoners. No jail soandals •••• Let 

lOStar, November 5, 1902, p. 12. 

llBlaokmore, "Shannon," pp. 139-141. 
World, November 7, 1906, pp. 1, 2. 
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us try him again. n12 

As another example, at Christmas time in 1903, Tom 

Pende~gast used his own money to purchase fourteen turkeys 

and all the trUmnings to brighten the holiday for the 120 

1nmates in the Jackson County jail.13 This sort of conduct 

had a dual effect. It not only added to the. immedia te s ta t­

ure of the Pendergast machine in places like the rough and 

tumble river wards" it also added to the number of men who 

would not forget Tom Pendergast when he ultimately took over 

the reins of the Goat faction in Alderman Jim's stea~. 

By 1906, Tom Pendergast was well versed in the pol­

itics of Kansas City and Jackson County. He was therefore 

qualified to take on some of the responsibility for direc­

ting the Pendergast machine, which was being delegated to 

him ever increasingly by ailing Jim Pendergast. While Al­

derman Jim continued to occupy his seat in the lower house 

until April, 1910, when Tom Pendergast was elected in his 

stead, his political activities outside of the city aouncil 

dWindled markedly after 1906. 

Throughout most of Jim Pendergast's colorful poli­

tical career, he took an active and leading part in the 

Democratic City and County conventions every year in which 

they were held. It was always Jim Pendergast htmself lead-

l2The Rdsing Son (Kansas City), October 25, 1906, 
p. 4" col. 2. 

l3Journal, December 25, 1903, p. 7, col. 5. 
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ing h1s fact10n into the battle, whether the prospects for 

v1otory were good or bad. After 1906, however, the b1g 41-

derman,Ls health foroed h1ln to pass the strenuous work of 

lead1ng the Goat faction into battle over to h1s brother, 

Tom Pendergast. 

Jim Pendergast made it to the Democratic County Con­

vention 1n August, 1906, but this was one of the last im­

portant polltlcal gatherings that he was actively to work 

1n outside of the clty councl1. In the 1906 convent1on, 

"B1g J1rn" was on the spot to work out another Flfty-Fifty 

compromise with Joe Shannon, just as the two bosses had been 

doing w1th some semblance of regular1ty slnce 1901.14 

The year 1907, w1thout any city or county elect1ons, 
1 

was rather 'qu1et for the local/Democracy. The one big event 

of the year, however, the meeting of the Demooratio County 

Committee, was held without Alderman Jim's presence. That 

development was so unusual, that the Kansas Clty Star was 

amazed. 15 But the saloonkeeper's health had grown much 

worse l and he was ln Los Angeles attempting to rega1n his 

strength. 16 

Two months later l when the politlcos began dlscus­

slng candidates for the spring oampaign of 1908 1 the Kansas 

14~, September 8, 1906 1 p. 1, 001. 2. 

15Star, December 2, 1907, p. 2, 001.3. 

16World, February 17, 1908, p. 1, 001.4. 
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City World declared: PIt is doubtful whether Pendergast will. 
;0 

care to rtm for" aiderman of the 1st ward again. He haa 

served the ward ln the council for years. His healt~ has 

been bad. tll? Penaergast hlmself sald: "The doctor told me 

not to get lnto politics, and anything the doc'ie says goes 

wlth Jim. n18 But Jim Pendergast did not follow the doctor's 

adVice completely_ He let his loyal followers talk him into 
! 

running fo~ the J;'ower house frODl the Firs t Ward aga in. Al-

derman Jim did, however, stay away from the sweat and toil 

of the campaign much more than he had in the past. Instead 

of "hus tlingll the votes himself, "Big Jim" had his brother 

dolng most of the leg work. The alderman told a newspaper 

reporter the t "Tom's out this morning working like a bird 

dog. He went down to the stock yards on a handshak~u' ex­

pedit1on. Goin' to JIlBke a house-to-house canvass ••• "19 

Tom Pendergast's po11tical chores d1d not end w1th 

his grass roots campaigning; he was given some responsibil­

ity on a higher level as well. When the p'emocratic party 

met to draw up its 1908 platform, Jim Pendergast stayed at 

home and Tom Pendergast represented the fsction on the res­

olutions committee.20 Also when the Democrat1c City Con-

l?Vlorld, February 15, 1908, p. 1, col. 7. 

18world, February 27, 1908, p. 1, cols. 1-2. 

19world, February 29, 1908, p. 1, col. 5. 

20Star , :March 7, 1908, p. 1, col. 2. 



vent10n met yWO days later, Alderman Jim was not present, 

but the younger Pendergast was there to carry the organi­

zation's banner.21 
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The Pendergast machine did not falter under Tom Pen­

dergastts ~uidance, for the First Ward returned Alderman Jim 

to the lower house with 1,330 votes to his opponents 443. 

The Kansas City S~ar's pre-election statement proved to be 

accurate: "The First ward doesn't elect Republicans; it is 

imlnaterial who will be nomina ted against Pendergast •••• "22 

All things considered, Tom Pendergast had performed 

well at the helm of ~he Pendergast organization. While the 

entire Democratic tioket w.1th the exoeption of four lower 

house candidates had been elected, no ~rd in the city de­

livered such large majorities for the Democrat~c oSndidates 

as the Pendergast, First.23 Tom Pendergast's le.sdetia.hip had 

been impressive, but it must be remembered that he had the 

seasoned and skillful hand of Alderman Jim behind him all 

of the way. 

Things continued in the same vein for another few 

months, with Alderman Jim remaining at home, while Tom Pen­

dergast met with the Jackson County Democracy to help select 

the delegation to go to the state convention.24 The time 

21wor1d, March 9, 1908, p. 4. 

22Star, February 3, 1908, p. 10, col. 1. 

23~, April 8, 1908, pp. 1-2. 

24Star, May 20, 1908, p. 1, col. 7. 
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was at hand, however, when Tom Pende~gaat ~ould have to di­

rect the dest;i.nies of the Pendergast machine alone. "Big 

Jim" would not be able to stand behind his brother much 

longer. With his health failing him fast, Jim Pendergast 

began spending much more of his time on the farm he had pur­

chased immediately across the state line in Johnson County, 

Kansas. 

By August, 1908, Jim Pendergast was so tired that 

he planned to resign from his seat in the lower house. He 

told a reporter for the Kansas City Star: 

tlaepa :r,!ve been dragging myself down to the city hall, 
acting like a mule one day and a messenger boy the next 
for nearly seventeen years and yours truly has his fill. 
It used to be exoiting, this squabbling and fighting, 
but it's the peaceful me from now on to the finish. 
I'm tired, dog tired. HereI've been working myself to 
death, neglecting that farm up in Johnson county just 
on account of politics. I thought it was great sport 
the first few times I was elected, but it's too tame. 
Me for that fine hay, wheat and corn. Up on that farm 
I can lay back in my chair and feel sorry for all of 
the suckers in Kansas City. Say, won't it be great to 
read about the other fellows getting in bad? 

,"For the last two years I've been racing around and 
two doctors telling me to get out of politics or they 
would be forced to quit taking my money. I wanted to 
quit last spring, but the boys handed me that harmony 
bunco Then the first thing they did was to rib up a 
row. Now they are trying to drag me into a fight over 
county chairman. Not for Jim •••• lt's going to be 
Farmer Jim now on to the end of the race."25 

Jim Pendergas,t did not res ign from the lower house 

as he had announoed in August, 1908. He stayed in his 

council seat until his term expired in April, 1910. The 
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b1g alderman gave up all act1ve participation in lbcal .po11-

t1cs I however I with the exception of his activities 1n the 

oity ~ounoil. Even though Jim Pendergast was too tired and 

too ill to carryon as the boss of the river wards I he found 

enough energy to work for the general interests of Kansas 

City as he had always d6ne. 

During the two terms between 1906 and 1910, when Tom 

Pendergast was having to assume the command of the r1ver 

wards for his weakening brother , J1m Pendergast worked ar­

dently for the" issues he believed in whioh oame up in the 

aity douncil. In the summer of 1906, fo~ example, Alderman 

Jim , who was always a friend of the underprivileged , took a 

voo1ferous stand in the lower house wh10h wes typical of 

h1~. The oity counc1l had sponsored a oha~ity baseball game, 

and the prooeeds were to go to several local charitable in­

stitut1ons. Two of the institutions , the House of the Good 

Shepherd and the Volunteers of the Industr1al Home, had not 

sold any t1ckets to the game. Alderman J. G. Lapp suggested 

that since those two organ1zat10ns bad not sold any tickets, 

they should therefore not receive any of the proceeds. At 

that point Jim Pendergast jump~d up and ardently opposed 

such a move. The big alderman from the First Ward said that 

ffthey were named as beneficiaries when we started and it 

would look pretty small to cut them out now." Pendergast's 

aotion suocessfully blocked Alderman Lapp's resolution.26 
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Pendergast not only exerted his dwindling energy for 

the underprivileged during his last two terms in the lower 

house l the weakening alderman worked for the general welfare 

of Kansas City as well. On several oocasions Alderman Jim 

actively supported issues involving the best interests of 

the oity, even though those interests oonflioted with his 

own personal and financial interests. An owner of two sa-

loons htmself, Pendergast threw his full support behind a 

measure to increase saloon licenses from $250 to $500. Pen­

dergast's support for the measure made the Kansas Cit~ Times 

optim1stic about the suooess of the bill l which would pro­

vide the city with sOOle inoreased revenue which was alwaU;J 

needed. The nevIs artiole stated that the brewers in Kansas 

City were opposed to the measure 

but their chanoe of suocess is thought to be small. Al­
derman James Pendergast, htmself a saloon man, who voted 
against two previous license ordinances, which were kil­
led in the lower hous&, sa1d yesterday afternoon that he 
was in favor of the new measure. The other Democrats 
probably will follow 1n Pendergast's lead. 27 

The other Demoorats d1d follow Pendergast's lead, and the 

bill passed the lower house a few nights later.28 

Pendergast voted for the general welfare of Kansas 

C1ty again in late 1906, when the issue of the gas franoh1se 

was being oonsidered. The gas franohise held by the Kansas 

City, Missouri Gas Company, headed by Hugh McGowan, was ap-

27Times, July 30, 1906, p. 11 001. 3. 

28Ttmes, August 7, 1906, p. 1, col. 7. 
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proaching expiration. The Fleming-Wilson Company, as well 

as McGowan's company, put in bids for the new ~anchise. 

Pendergast openly fought giv1ng the franchise to 

the F1leming-\Vilson Company, and thereby drew harsh criticism 

from William Rockhill Nelsonls newspaper. Nelson cla1JUed 

that if Kansas City was to aoquire cheap gas, the franchise 

should go to the Fleming-Wilson Company. Pendergast disa­

greed, and because of this the Kansas City Times acoused him 

of being opposed to cheap gaa. Pendergast asserted that the 

Fleming-Wilson Company oould not be trusted, and that the 

only way to procure oheap gas was to make a deal with the 

old company or for the oity to aoqu~e munioipal ownership.29 

The Times tmplied that Pendergast and the other 

aldermen who opposed the Fleming-Wilson franohise were sup­

porting the MoGowan oompany for selfish reasons. This was 

grossly unfa1r because Pendergast had made h1s position 

oleal". His pl"eferen"ce was mUnici.pal ownership; he said so 

in the dity aounoil.30 

In any oase, when the Fleming-Wilson fl"anoh1se was 

voted on in the lower house, Alderman Jim voted for it, but 

with some misgivings.3l Ultimately, however, the Fleming­

Wilson Company refused to accept the contract, because its 

29Times, July 31, 1906, p. 1, 001. 5. 
Times, August 2, 1906, p. 1, col. 1. 
Times, August 9, 1906, p. 1. 

30Ttmes, July 31, 1906, p. 1, col. 6. 

31Ibld., p. 1, col. 5. 



94 

directors felt the terms were not su1table.32 It was soon 

eVident tha t Pendergas t had been right. The chea pes·t gas 

could be obtained through municipal ownership, or through a 

contract with the old company of which Hugh McGowan was pres­

ident. McGowan's company agreed to such excellent terms that 

the city could not afford to refuse it the franchise. When 

the franchise ordinance passed the dity ~ouncil, the morning 

edition of Nelson's paper praised the councilmen who voted 

for its passgge. Pendergast, of oourse, was among those who 

voted for the bill.33 

On that occasion, as well as every occasion through­

out h1s entire career, 1t was never d1scovered that Jim Pen-

dergast had sold h1s vote in the oity oouncil. William R. 

Nelson, the big alderman's b1tter opponent on many occasions, 

even conceded tast point. Nelson's paper pointed out that 

on big issues he voted with his party in the council and 
his vote on various measures may ~ve been influenced by 
political considerations, but his support of any man or 
measure never had a price in cash. Not even his poli­
tical opponents ever charged that.34 

The gas r.ranchise was not the final issue that Pen­

dergast spent his vanishing strength on in the council dur­

ing his last years in office. There were many other issues 

as well, because Pendergast continued to actively pursue 

his duties as a councilman until his ninth and last term 

32T1mes, A~ust 15, 1906, p. 1, col. 5. 

33Times, September 28, 1906, p. 1, col. 7. 

34Times, November 11, 1911, p. 2, col. 1. 
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expired in April, 1910. Even though Jim Pendergast was too 

ill to aotively direot his politioal maohine in the West 

Bottoms and North end, he oontinued his labors in the lower 

house. After he embarked upon his last term in the qounoil, 

he disoovered that his health was failing faster than before. 

But Alderman J1m refused to res1gn, beoause he did not want 

to put the oity to the expense of oalling a speoial eleotion 

to fill his vaoant seat.35 

The oharaoter of Jim Pendergast showed olearly dur­

ing the las t months of his pol it ioa 1 oareer. Even though 

he was so ill that he had to delegate the management of the 

river wards to his brother, and even though he was so ill 

that he wanted to resign from the oounoil, he neVertheless 

oontinued to take oare of h1s friends and followers. When 

"Big Jim's" friend and ward heeler, John Pryor, was arrested 

for assault, the loyal alderman was right on the spot with 

the $500 bond to free h1m. 36 

John Pryor was not the only man that Pendergast was 

out helping during his last few months of life; the Chairman 

of the Republioan County Comm1ttee, Homer Mann, remembered a 

different 1nstanoe: 

"The day before his last 111ness when he had hardly the 
strength to move he oalled upon me in my offioes to get 
my help in a matter he had taken up for a person who 
was not really deserVing of any help or assistanoe from 

35Star, August 16, 1908, p. 1, 001.3. 

36Journal, Apr11 6, 1910, p. 2, 001. 3. 
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him. 'J1m,' I said to him, 'here you are running about 
when you ought to be in bed, helping a man who does not 
deserve such a· sacrifice from you. 1 II know it,' he 
said, 'but it is not in me to refuse any poor devil.help 
when it is in my power to serve him. I haven't long to 
live, but while I am here I want to do all the good for 
my fellow man that I can.,n3? 

Jim Pendergas twas correc t; he did not ha ve long to 

live. But as long as he was physically able, he continued 

to watch over his flock in the West Bottoms and North end. 

In April, 1910, however, Alderman Jim had spent most of hiS 

remaining energy. That month his ninth term expired, and 

after serving the Firs t Ward for eighteen years 1n the lower 

house, J1m Pendergast retired from the oity douncil, and, 

for all practical purposes, from politlcs entlrely. The 

First Ward had lost a flne alde~an, and the West Bottoms 

and North end had lost a benevolent leader. 

"Blg Jim's" departure from his throne in the river 

wards was not as deVastating to the hUlllble dwellers in the 

North end and West Bottoms as it might have been. Jim Pen­

dergast, as usual, had tel ken care of his followers. Before 

he retired he suggested they t'take Brother Tom; he'll make 

a fine alderman, and he'll be good to the boys just as I've 

been. h38 The loyal followers of Alderman Jim took his ad­

vice, and Tom Pendergast was elected to the lower house to 

fill his brother's seat. Thus the underprivileged inhabi­

tants of the river wards continued to re ceive welfare ser-

37Journal, November ll, 1911, p. 3, col. 2. 

38Quotea by BlacWnore "Shannon," p. 164. 
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vioes from the House of Pendergast; servioes whioh were not 

readily a va ilable' elsewhere pr ior to the ooming of the New 

Deal. 

Soon after his retirement, Jim Pendergast moved out 

of the First Ward wh&~ he had resided sinoe ooming to Kansas 

City in 1876. He moved into the home of his slster, Mrs. Mary 

Klingbell, at 2309 Prospeot Avenue, on the south side of 

Kansas C1ty. Here the ex-alderman, so inflloted with Bright's 

disease that he oould not go to his farm, remained durlng 

the last few months of his life. Too ill to exert himself 

in any way, Pendergas t' s ac ti vity was oonf ina d to occas ional 

evenings on the steps in front of his sis ter I s hollS e, where 

he engaged in conversation with passers-by.39 

Jim Pendergast's condition continued to grow worse 

and on the night of November 10, 1911, the kidney disease 

completely overcame the fifty-five year old politiclan.40 

In his will, Jim. Pendergast bequeathed property valued at ap­

proximately $100,000 to the members of his family.4l But 

the Pendergast legacy whioh was not written in the will, 

was of muoh greater significance. 

Kansas City still enjoys today the Union station 

which was moved uptown from the West Bottpms by the vote in 

39Interview with Ja~es M. Pendergast, nephew of Al­
derman Jim. Pendergast, March 15, 1961. 

Times, November 11, 1911, p. 1, col. 7. 

40Journal, November 11, 1911, p. 3~ col. 1. 

41Star, November 14, 1911, p. 1, col. 4. 
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a spe01al eleot10n on September 9, 1909. J~ Pendergast, 

had he opposed the moving o£ the railroad terminal, might 

very well have been able to rally enough votes to defeat 

the proposal. The moving of the station £rom the West Bot­

toms meant a deoline in the property values in that area, 

where Pendergast owned a saloon and a hotel. Likew1se the 

removal of the- 010 termine 1 meant tha t the railroad workers 

would no longer live 1n the Bottoms in plaoes like the Pen­

dergast Hotel. This not only meant a out in Pendergast's 

inoome, it meant many names would be removed from the voting 

lists in the Firat Ward. 

Pendergast, as he had done on many other oooasions, 

put aside his own personal 1nterests, and wholeheartedly 

supported the proposal to build a new station.42 The oon­

struotion of the new terminal was not completed until after 

Pendergast's death. During the oeremonies oelebrating the 

formal opening of the Union station, ex-mayor Thanas T. 

Crittenden gave the late alderman these words of praise: 

"Mr. Pendergaa t, a oounc ilman for e1ghteen years, had 
property interests in the West Bottoms. He was not a 
rich man, but when he became oonvinced that the inter­
est of the city as a whole demanded that the terminal 
move uptown, he started in and worked with all his soul 
for the best location for th~ big project. 1t43 

The Pendergas t legacy reaches far beyond· the new 

Union station which Alderman Jim helped procure for Kansas 

42T1mes, September 10, 1909, p. 1, cols. 5-6. 

43Jour.nal, October 31, 1914, p. 10, col. 1. 



99 

City. It reaches into realms which are quite impalpable, 

yet extremely significant. It is ~possible to say how many 

lives, homes and jobs were saved, and how many people to 

this very day are still realizing the effect of Jim Pender­

gast's temperance campaign. As a saloonkeeper, according to 

the Times, flpendergas t saw not h1ng incons is tent in his ab­

horence of drunkenness and his efforts to correct it while 

catering to those whom he classed as weLl regulated drink~s, 

'who knew when they had enough.' n44 

Many a young man whom Pendergast found inebriated, 

he hustled off to the Cathedral and watched them take the 

solemn pledge of the Catholic Church that they would abstain 

from drinking. Pendergast kept the name of each young man 

who took the pledge in the safe in hls saloon. He warned 

them the t if he ever learned tha t they ha d broken tba pledge, 

they would lose hls fr lends hip forever. The loss of "Big 

Jim's" friendship was no minor matter to many young meR in 

the river wards. Thus Pendergast was sometimes successful 

in putting his young adm1rers on the water wagon for good.45 

Jim Pendergast's contribution to society 1s surely 

significant 1n many other areas where the effects can be 

neither measured nor demonstrated. To d:t.s.count the long 

range effects of the jobs given to the unemployed, the food 

44'rimes, November 11, 1911, p. 2, col. 2. 

45Ib1d. 



100 

given to the hungry, and fuel given to the cold, juat because 

they are immeasurable, would be a serious injustice to the 

man who provided these necessities for many of his constit­

uents. 

Probably th~ most profound aspect of the legacy 

which Jim Pendergast left to Kansas City, was a smooth run­

ning political organization, and a brother whom he personal­

ly had trained to manage it. When Jim Pendergast came to 

Kansas C1t1, the river wards had no semblance of polit1cal 

consistency or effiCient, political organization. During 

his active career, Jim Pendergast built a machine through 

which he controlled the po11tical destinies of the river 

wards, and 1t never broke down. After his death, Alderman 

Jim's brother used that machine as a base from which he 

greatly extended the Pendergast organization, and ultimately 

transformed Kansas City into rtTom'a Town." 
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