
When Noah Webster died in 1843, editorial control of his American 
Dictionary of the English Language passed to Yale professor 
Chauncey Goodrich. In the 1859 edition, Goodrich attached an 

appendix of new words and usages to the text last revised in 1847. Along with 
other recent coinages such as “industrialism,” “rolling-mill,” and “rolling-
stock,” it listed “slum”: “A term used to describe the backstreets of a city, es-
pecially those filled with a poor, dirty and vicious population.” By the 1864 
edition, Webster’s dictionary also included a new sense of the word “tene-
ment,” previously defined simply as “a house; a building for a habitation; or 
an apartment in a building, used by one family.” Now a tenement was also 
considered “an inferior dwelling house rented to poor persons, or a dwelling 
erected for the purpose of being rented;—called also tenement house.”1

These definitions revealed that during the middle decades of the nine-
teenth century, “slums” and “tenement houses” were beginning to represent 
the danger, poverty, and blight that prosperous citizens saw in certain areas 
of an urban landscape changed by factories, railroads, and migrant-fueled 
diversity. Economic and social changes were producing what scholars have 
called a “crisis of language”—a situation in which people found existing 
words inadequate.2

Such innovations in language were symptoms of larger, longer-term 
changes in ways of thinking about and coping with urban space. This book 
is a study of those changes. It is a prehistory of urban planning in the Unit-
ed States.

Introduction
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The appearance in the 1840s and 1850s of movements for large public 
parks and large-scale sanitary engineering is often regarded as the begin-
ning of modern city planning.3 What would later become the systematic, overt, 
large-scale planning of the Progressive Era, however, was grounded not only 
in middle-class reactions to the crowded, immigrant-filled industrial cities 
of the mid-nineteenth century but also in much older ideas and practices.

The beginnings of planning and the mid-nineteenth-century adoption 
of concepts such as “slum” and “tenement house” were both parts of a process 
in which influential citizens were blending older ideas about urban “evils” 
with new concerns about space in relation to health, safety, and governance. 
As they did so, they also deployed new technologies of remediation. Plan-
ning, as we have known it since the Progressive Era, was thus not just a 
product of industrial stress but a synthesis of experiences and ideas accu-
mulated in dealing with urban space since the early decades of the republic. 
Ideas and activities developed before 1840 had a lasting power not fully 
recognized by scholars to date. Concerns about the influence of moral and 
natural surroundings on individuals, the power of better environments to 
shape better people, and the desirability of composite, public-private gover-
nance persisted and infused the evolution of city planning into the late 
nineteenth century and beyond.

This work has three interrelated goals. The first is to examine closely the 
ways city dwellers thought about and shaped urban space in the early de-
cades of the nineteenth century and how those modes of thinking were 
distant but important precursors of the planning movement blossoming later. 
City planning, in my view, has four components: the description of urban 
spaces, the evaluation of those spaces, the manipulation of spaces to en-
hance their positive and reduce their negative attributes, and the application 
of collective power, public and/or private, toward redesign and reconstruc-
tion. The first three chapters cover the description, evaluation, and small-scale 
manipulation of space before 1840. In the early republic, influential city 
dwellers saw such spatial activities as part of what they called “improvement,” 
a broad term that encompassed not only enhancing property values but also 
promoting public works, education, refinement of manners, and religious or 
charitable reform. The remaining five chapters follow the emergence of more 
aggressive manipulation and comprehensive redesign of larger spaces after 
1840, a period in which “improvement” incorporated ideas from medicine 
and engineering.

A second goal of this study, connected to the first, is to examine how spa-
tial management related to the development of new ideas and language that 
disparaged and devalued some small areas within cities. Thinking about 
their changing surroundings, early nineteenth-century urbanites blended 
ideas about morality, race, health, and poverty. These intellectual changes 
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culminated in the adoption of new labels such as “slum” and “tenement house” 
in the middle of the century. This book emphasizes how the ideas and lan-
guage of the pre-1840 period infiltrated and influenced later nineteenth-
century urban development, even as Americans coped with tremendous 
changes in cities after 1850. Many of those who pioneered the emergence of 
city planning in midcentury (Frederick Law Olmsted, Calvert Vaux, Ellis Ches-
brough) were born into that earlier world and imbibed its ways of thinking  
and talking about space. Spatial management was a seedbed of several im-
portant characteristics of American planning in later decades—particularly 
a public-private approach to spatial management and a belief that remaking 
city environments could also remake citizens, improving health and en-
couraging good behavior in huge, industrializing cities. Those characteris-
tics were grounded in pre-1840 experience as well as in the exigencies of the 
post-1840 period.

My third goal is to offer a historiographical proposal concerning the 
periodization of U.S. urban history. Following the lead of economists and 
geographers, many urban historians have characterized the entire period 
between the late eighteenth century and the Civil War as primarily a shift 
from “commercial” to “industrial” forms, with an emphasis on the latter.4 I 
believe it is more fruitful to distinguish the period of the early American 
republic—from the late eighteenth century to the 1830s—as substantially 
different from both what came before and what came after. It was a period 
when older economic conditions still prevailed, but city leaders were in-
creasingly eager to change them. I propose more systematic attention to how 
people of that era dealt with urban growth within their own universe of 
ideas, hopes, and capabilities. Rather than referring to it as “commercial,” 
“mercantile,” or “preindustrial,” I want to call attention to the richness, im-
portance, and distinctiveness of that pre-1840 urban world.5

My work thus divides the prehistory of city planning into two stages, 
roughly separated by the depression of 1837–1843. That economic crisis, 
with its temporary cessation of large often state-sponsored spatial improve-
ments such as canals, also revealed to prosperous citizens the broad extent 
of poverty in big cities.6 More generally, a break between the late 1830s and 
the early 1840s is appropriate because the kinds of spatial management that 
emerged before 1840 reflected different circumstances than those city dwell-
ers faced in the 1840s and 1850s.7 I use the term “irregular urbanism” in 
order to highlight the distinctive characteristics of urban life in the early 
republic and to explore the heretofore neglected connections between those 
characteristics and the pre-1840 roots of planning.

Urban life in this earlier period was characterized by unpredictable 
travel; regional and seasonal local economies; lack of precise schedules for 
most activities; ad hoc, episodic use of governmental powers; minimal and 
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unreliable collection of statistical data (even in the federal census), and the 
widespread existence of uneven terrain, loosely supervised animals (espe-
cially dogs and pigs), and filth at levels that would become unacceptable 
only a few years later.8 It was also a time when residents rarely considered 
space in a comprehensive, citywide way, did not think of using public power 
for large-scale redesign, and lacked the engineering capabilities introduced 
after 1850. Even in large cities, most activities were only loosely connected 
to clock time. Seasons, weather, and the availability of daylight were major 
determinants of tasks and expectations. Slow-moving water-oriented com-
merce was a central element in city economies as it had been for centuries. 
In the 1820s and 1830s, however, businessmen and boosters in many cities 
were seeking new ways to improve the predictability of movement and reli-
able regularity of transactions. As they did so, they refined ways of differen-
tiating between areas that were valuable and desirable and those that were 
not useful or full of negative influences.

The focus of Part II, covering the period from the 1840s through the 
1860s, is the arrival of what I call “engineered urbanism,” as railroads and 
the telegraph transformed travel, work, and culture. In 1800, it took three to 
four weeks to travel from New York City to Cincinnati, roughly the same 
amount of time it took to go by ship from New York to England.9 By 1860, 
the New York to Cincinnati travel time was down to one day, transportation 
was tightly scheduled, and business transactions were more reliable. Influen-
tial citizens added intellectual tools from engineering and medicine to their 
thinking about space as they developed new organizational and technologi-
cal capabilities for shaping urban space. In so doing, they justified the ame-
lioration of spatial “evils” in order to serve the public good and implemented 
changes that foreshadowed large-scale public planning and slum clearance.

Although my work emphasizes human imagination and agency in shap-
ing space, I largely avoid the term “planning” until late in the book, prefer-
ring “spatial management.” Spatial management is at once more restricted 
and broader than planning. Through most of the period covered here, the 
ideas and actions of those who shaped the city did not reflect the comprehen-
sive, integrated, long-term thinking and persistent public action implied by 
planning. Their ideas and actions did, however, encompass many modes of 
human interaction with city surroundings—in business, religion, and medi-
cine—that lie outside what we usually think of as planning. Spatial manage-
ment refers not only to manipulating physical space but also to managing the 
experience of space. Popular psychological ideas of the early nineteenth cen-
tury placed great emphasis on “influence,” the belief that one’s surroundings, 
including physical settings, human company, and sensory impacts, could 
determine one’s character and behavior, for better or worse.
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Prominent city dwellers in the early republic, evaluating the spaces around 
them, tried to manage seeing and experiencing the surrounding spaces. In 
doing so, they deployed an influence-based environmentalism that predated 
and blended into the nature-based environmentalism of the 1840s–1850s 
promoters of public parks. This early environmentalism was closely related 
to the early nineteenth-century enthusiasm about “improvement,” a word 
used to describe the beneficial effects of many activities. Ideas of influence 
and improvement, as they applied to space, were key parts of the prehistory 
of planning.

Why Cincinnati? I make no claim that the Ohio city then called the 
“Queen City of the West” was “typical.” Indeed, much of what I argue 

concerns the ways in which Cincinnati’s experience was shaped by its par-
ticular geographic, economic, and social circumstances and, therefore, was 
not quite the same as the experiences of New York or Chicago or other cit-
ies. Nevertheless, because its development reflected the processes broadly at 
work in other large cities and because Cincinnati became a major focus of 
national conversations about the prospects of cities in the United States, the 
study of change in this setting highlights the genesis of urban spatial evalu-
ation and planning in the first two-thirds of the nineteenth century.

Cincinnati held a unique place in the early American republic. Through-
out the first half of the nineteenth century, it was the largest and most influ-
ential urban center away from the seacoast and the fastest-growing city in 
what Americans called “the Great American Valley,” the Mississippi-Ohio-
Missouri watershed. Established after the American Revolution, and thus 
never occupied or shaped by French, British, Dutch, or Spanish settlers, it 
was the first completely new big city developed by the independent United 
States, and it was invested with great expectations. Unlike Pittsburgh, De-
troit, Chicago, Saint Louis, and other urban settlements in the western in-
terior, Cincinnati’s history had never been shaped by the great imperial 
contests over the fur trade; its prospects were thoroughly connected to the 
political and economic expansion of the new nation.

Between 1820 and the early 1850s, Cincinnati added more new residents 
each decade than any other city in the West. During the teens, it moved past 
Pittsburgh and Lexington to become the biggest town in the deep interior, 
and, during the twenties, it outstripped Albany to become the seventh largest 
city in the nation, surpassed only by the long-established Atlantic and Gulf 
coast ports. The census of 1830 revealed that Cincinnati was almost twice the 
size of Pittsburgh, more than twice the size of Louisville, three times as big 
as Buffalo (then the largest city on the Great Lakes), and far bigger than Saint 
Louis. By 1840, Cincinnati had passed Charleston to become the sixth largest 
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city in the nation, a position it held until the 1860s. In 1850, Cincinnati be-
came the first city in the West to rise into the exalted ranks of places with 
more than one hundred thousand citizens. (See Table I.1.)

Cincinnati in the first half of the nineteenth century was what Chicago 
became in the second: the wonder metropolis of the new West, a magnet for 
talent, and a much-watched experimental ground of the urbanizing new 
republic. How it dealt with the challenges of rapid growth was a matter of 
intense interest not only for its residents but also for many people on the 
Eastern Seaboard. It especially appealed to ambitious and vocal young peo-
ple with connections to eastern centers, like Dr. Daniel Drake, who gained 
international fame in medical circles by the 1840s, and Alphonso Taft, who 
came to Cincinnati soon after graduating from Yale Law School and launched 
a political career that would take him from the Cincinnati city council to 
President Grant’s cabinet, and his descendants to the Senate, the White 
House, and the Supreme Court.

More than fifty years ago, historian Richard Wade asserted the central-
ity of urbanization to the early white settlement of the Midwest with his 
arresting first sentence, “The towns were the spearheads of the frontier.”10 
Subsequent studies made the history of that region and time far more com-
plex than it was in Wade’s era. We now see the history of Euro-American 
settlement in this region as a very long one, stretching back to the seven-
teenth century, involving many stages of migration, interaction, conflict, 
and accommodating diverse peoples. The dominance of Anglo-Americans, 
with their fenced fields and grid-platted towns, came as the end stage of the 
long phenomenon that Richard White called the “Middle Ground.”11

Wade’s insight remains compelling: Villages and towns were vital ele-
ments in the process of white American entry into the region. But, just as the 
“frontier” was not a simple, westward-moving line, or a process of recapitu-
lating the rise of eastern “civilization,” the making of western cities was a com-
plex, contested, often violent, and geographically varied process of adaptation 
and trying things out, accepting some experiments and discarding others. 
As the oldest new big city in the early republic, Cincinnati offers a singular 
example of how a small group of early white native-born American families, 
transplanting and modifying eastern precedents, established urban spaces, 
institutions, and rules in western circumstances. These rudimentary ele-
ments of urbanism, laid down when Cincinnati was a village, became a 
legacy that shaped not only the city’s growth but also the activities of early 
planners in this midcentury industrial city of two hundred thousand.

Because the following pages address some aspects of Cincinnati’s local 
history in great detail and others not at all, it is important to say at the out-
set what the book is not. From Improvement to City Planning is not a com-
prehensive history of Cincinnati in the early nineteenth century. It touches 
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TABLE I.1 URBAN GROWTH BY REGIONS, 1800–1870 (POPULATION IN 
THOUSANDS)

1800 1810 1820 1830 1840 1850 1860 1870

Seacoast Ports

Boston 25 33 61 81 127 195 264 251

Providence 8 10 12 17 23 42 51 69

New Haven 4 6 7 10 13 20 39 51

Manhattan 61 96 124 203 313 516 814 942

Brooklyn — 4 11 12 48 139 279 420

Jersey City — — — — 3 7 29 83

Newark — — — 11 17 39 72 105

Philadelphia 41 54 113 161 220 340 566 674

Baltimore 27 47 63 81 10 169 213 267

Washington, DC 3 8 13 19 23 40 61 109

Richmond 6 10 20 16 20 28 38 51

Charleston 18 25 25 30 29 43 41 49

New Orleans — 17 27 46 102 116 169 191

Ohio/Mississippi Valleys

Pittsburgh — 5 8 16 31 68 78 139

CINCINNATI — 2.5 12 28 54 138 188 256

Louisville — 1 4 10 21 43 68 101

Saint Louis* — 1 5 6 17 78 161 311

Minneapolis — — — — — — 3 13

Erie Canal Centers

Albany 5 11 13 24 34 51 63 69

Troy — 4 5 12 19 29 39 47

Utica — — 3 8 13 18 23 29

Syracuse — — — 7 11 22 28 43

Rochester — — 2 9 20 36 48 63

Great Lakes

Buffalo — — 2 9 18 42 81 118

Cleveland — — 1 1 6 17 43 93

Detroit — — 1 2 9 21 46 80

Milwaukee — — — — 2 20 45 71

Chicago — — — — 5 30 112 299
Note: Compiled from data in Campbell Gibson, “Population of the 100 Largest Cities and Other Urban 
Places in the United States: 1790 to 1990,” U.S. Bureau of the Census, Population Working Paper no. 
27, June 1998. Accessed September 10, 2012. Available at https://www.census.gov/library/working 
-papers/1998/demo/POP-twps0027.html. Table includes every city with a population of fifty thousand  
in 1870, plus some smaller centers that had regional importance, such as the Erie Canal towns. Figures  
for some cities differ from those published in the census, because the table figures include adjacent,  
economically integrated communities.
*Early Saint Louis figures from Glen Holt, “The Shaping of St. Louis, 1763–1860,” Ph.D. diss., University 
of Chicago, 1975, appendix A, table 5, p. 508.
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only lightly on several historically important areas of Cincinnati, including 
Over-the-Rhine, the Mill Creek Valley, and the Kentucky towns across the 
Ohio River. It is also not a full political or social history of Cincinnati. It deals 
with only some aspects of politics and with only parts of the history of Af-
rican Americans and Irish immigrants. It touches only briefly on the stories 
of Native Americans, Germans, Catholics and many others who influenced 
the city’s history.12

To illustrate the long-term changes central to my argument, this history 
periodically calls attention to one part of Cincinnati, the Deer Creek Valley, 
examined in its broader geographic, economic, and cultural contexts, at 
scales ranging from city blocks to the nation. In Cincinnati’s early decades, 
Deer Creek was one of two tributaries of the Ohio that bracketed Cincin-
nati and profoundly shaped its growth. To the west was Mill Creek, a large 
stream in a broad valley stretching northward. Mill Creek was about a mile 
from Cincinnati’s first center—a long way in early circumstances. To the east 
was Deer Creek, a much smaller stream in a narrower valley close to the 
early heart of the town. Both valleys were flood prone because the Ohio 
River water level fluctuated by as much as sixty feet, but both also contained 
pathways offering access through the surrounding hills to the rich agricul-
tural region to the north.13

By the 1840s and 1850s, however, the physical degradation and social 
deprivation in and near Deer Creek Valley drew growing public attention. 
The evolution of this relatively small area and its reputation was a result not 
only of actions by its residents and property owners but also of economic 
forces operating far outside its limits and changing ideas about the value or 
menace of different urban spaces. Between 1850 and 1870, the valley in-
spired grand designs for remaking it, as it became a locus of tensions be-
tween private property interests and new ideas about the public good. Deer 
Creek Valley became a place where Cincinnatians drastically reshaped 
space but also where reform-oriented planning failed.

The short history of Deer Creek Valley’s declining reputation: Early in 
the city’s history, the valley became a center of industry—agricultural pro-
cessing activities near the pathways from inland and boat-building work 
near the creek mouth. Both kinds of activity discharged waste into the creek 
and, hence, the Ohio River. Because such facilities offered jobs, and also 
because the frequently flooded area was not desirable for affluent residences, 
the lower Deer Creek Valley became a center of working-class settlement.14 
By the 1840s, it was home to hundreds of immigrant and African American 
families. The presence of large numbers of both free African Americans and 
poor Irish occasioned frequent conflict between those groups, including 
deadly race riots. For some advantaged white citizens, objectionable activi-
ties, undesirable people, and public disorder came together to devalue the 
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locale. Although it was only one of several communities of working-class 
and poor people in the city, the valley became a target of concerted public 
and private efforts for removing the “threats” it was supposed to present to 
the larger public. It was one of the first places in Cincinnati to be labeled a 
“slum,” and it was the first substantial area in the Queen City considered for 
what we call “slum clearance.” Like most nineteenth-century “slums,” Deer 
Creek Valley occupied a relatively small area but loomed large in the mid-
dle-class imagination. With the same kind of spatial thinking that has be-
deviled urban areas and urban policies in the United States ever since, Cin-
cinnati’s largely native-born white Protestant leaders saw the racial features 
of the area as commensurate with physical features.15

But the short history of Deer Creek Valley’s story, by itself, will not do. 
In the many deprived neighborhoods of antebellum American cities, as well 
as in Cincinnati, a large majority of the residents owned no property and 
were struggling to make a living, but only some of these neighborhoods were 
labeled slums. Deer Creek Valley was not the poorest, most crowded, most 
unhealthy, or most dangerous area of the city. There were poorer neighbor-
hoods near the riverfront that housed semitransient, low-wage rivermen and 
laborers. Those neighborhoods also contained many African American and 
Irish residents and were a frequent focus of complaints about rowdiness 
and fights. German neighborhoods were denser and less healthy. But, in the 
mid-nineteenth century, the Deer Creek Valley east side got more sustained 
attention.

No straight-line narrative explains why the valley was one of the first 
neighborhoods demonized by affluent citizens and targeted for aggressive 
spatial management. The degradation of Deer Creek Valley in the eyes of 
some influential Cincinnatians did not occur just because of economic 
changes or capitalists’ actions, although those played a role. It did not occur 
just because of racial/ethnic/religious hostility, although that was impor-
tant, too. As I show in this book, several processes, simultaneously national 
and local, came together in ways not wholly visible to people at the time. 
From Improvement to City Planning includes many actors, among them 
both winners and losers, but few clear heroes or villains.

In Cincinnati, three large interconnected trends drove urban growth and 
changes in spatial management: the evolution of physical geography, the 

evolution of ideas, and the evolution of governance.
The central geographic trend was the increasing differentiation of space, 

a process driven mostly by prosperous businessmen. To some extent, this 
study is inevitably a “top-down” history. Those with money and access to 
power—merchants and other businessmen, lawyers and other professionals, 
civic officials—played major roles in forming the new urban geography, de-
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termining the key sites for commerce, production, and transportation as the 
city grew.16 Elite domination of property and governance gave them most of 
the power to manage space, power that evolved into planning.17 Because my 
focus is on the activities and ideas of this privileged group, the actors in the 
foreground in this book are largely prosperous white men and women. They 
were often snobby, selfish, racist, and ethnocentric and had a disproportion-
ate ability to shape space. As in later periods of city planning, some few people 
got to decide what areas were unpleasant, objectionable, and in need of 
“management.” They were the ones who could use developing technology 
and extensive property ownership to stretch what constituted the city by 
establishing suburbs and putting distance between themselves and what 
they considered the undesirable aspects of urban life. They were also the 
ones who made concepts such as “slum” both descriptors and tools in shap-
ing urban space.

But this is not just a top-down history or a work about “social control.”18 
Although a key theme of the book is that a small group of long-resident 
property-owning families exerted extraordinary influence in molding the 
city, that influence was often uncoordinated and sometimes unforeseen. The 
nascent effort to plan faced serious opposition and limits. Cincinnati’s civic 
elite was rarely unified. While its members might agree on which areas of 
the city were valuable and which were not, their consideration of remedies 
revealed lasting tensions between private property and public good and be-
tween public initiatives and the desire for low taxes. Moreover, the areas 
devalued by some advantaged Cincinnatians were constantly being changed, 
rebuilt, and sometimes defended by other interests, including their tenants 
and lesser property owners.

The new cityscape was also the work of many hands, including those of 
laborers and small entrepreneurs. Immigrants and African Americans were 
often victims of spatial change, but they also helped to make it happen. 
Working-class quests for jobs, food, local cultural support, and housing—in 
which the last item often ranked lowest in their priorities and budgets—was 
part of the process of collective city building. The sorting out of urban form, 
including the emergence of concentrated districts of poor and disempow-
ered workers, must be seen in the context of efforts by many parties to con-
front and take advantage of change. The poor working-class neighborhood 
was but one of several new kinds of nineteenth-century urban spaces. Like 
the new factory districts, the exclusive suburbs, and the streets of retail 
shops, disadvantaged neighborhoods of the kind that appeared in Cincin-
nati were unprecedented areas that became central to a nineteenth century 
reconception of what a “city” was.

The evolution of ideas about what were and were not valuable spaces and 
the increasingly specific valuation of spaces in terms of their moral and 
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health influences were key aspects of the evolution of spatial management. 
Much reflection on commerce, religion, the threat of disease, and the grow-
ing capabilities of civil engineering went into the conceptualization of such 
terms as “slum” and “tenement house.”19

Previous scholarship has valuably demonstrated the gulf between elite 
discourse about slums and the realities of working-class life in cities. Histo-
rian Alan Mayne and others have shown that some of the most notorious 
“slums” were, in fact, complex working-class communities, housing not only 
poor and unskilled laborers but also a variety of artisans, small business-
men, and their families.20 Within those deprived areas, working-class fam-
ilies developed sophisticated networks and institutions of survival, largely 
unnoticed by affluent outsiders who focused on crowding and noisy street 
life and considered all poor communities to be alike.

It is now clear that to a large extent “slums” were, as Mayne points out, 
“constructions of the imagination, encoded with the meanings of a domi-
nant bourgeois culture.”21 The ideas that gradually consolidated in the con-
cept of “slums” were indeed exaggerated, distorted, and sensationalized, 
but, in the minds of the people who developed them, these ideas were also 
anchored to specific localities. From the 1830s, negative perceptions of place 
entailed notions of improvement, and, by the 1850s, “improvement” includ-
ed rudimentary notions of planning.

Governance, the third element of change in spatial management, in-
volved the emergence of new modes of manipulating city space, employed 
by both private actors and public officials. It is important to distinguish “gov-
ernance” from “government,” the former being far broader than the latter. I 
use “governance” to include all the activities that early nineteenth-century 
Americans commonly described as “regulation” or “improvement.”22 It signi-
fies a range of collective actions, public and private, that involved rule set-
ting, decision-making, and the mobilization of power, influence, and money 
for common purposes.

One of the main features of the long transition from irregular urbanism 
to engineered urbanism was the shift from ad hoc governance relying heav-
ily on private actors to persistent governance through formal public bodies 
such as city councils, boards, and commissions. In the first half of the nine-
teenth century, governance included a great deal of informal authority ex-
ercised by voluntary organizations and prominent individuals who consid-
ered themselves “stewards” of the community. It involved, for example, 
public subsidy of private organizations for relieving the poor and modifying 
their behavior, the expectation that prominent private citizens would step 
forward to dissuade rioters from attacking property, and the tacit under-
standing that those same prominent citizens might encourage mob action 
against brothels.23
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In times of crisis, men and women of high social standing often exer-
cised functions of relief or policing without waiting for government sanc-
tion. Newspaper editors, who often engaged in business and social leader-
ship outside of journalism, captured this informal civic-elite regulation 
when they spoke to “the public” or “citizens” in a way that implied that they 
all knew each other. (Indeed, newspapers of this period are often madden-
ing as a source for historians because they presume a kind of common 
knowledge not familiar to the researcher today, a conversation going on 
among people of standing unmediated by print.) “Governance” and “im-
provement” thus embraced a wide range of social, religious, philanthropic, 
educational, and business activities along with the exercise of state power.

The term “governance” was particularly applicable in the early nine-
teenth century, during the period of irregular urbanism. Cincinnati leaders, 
like those in other cities, were not willing to leave the development of cities 
to market forces alone, and they were not hostile to formal government on 
principle. As William Novak and Brian Balogh have demonstrated, city au-
thorities were quite willing to use legal authority in promoting and defend-
ing the “public good” at the local level on those occasions when it seemed 
necessary. And, in law, local governments had extensive powers to regulate 
space, including the power to take private land and demolish hazardous 
structures. But formal government was often not the first resort of city stew-
ards. Especially in the early decades covered by this book, local governance 
was largely a social practice, with local government consisting of a small 
reservoir of powers only occasionally used.24

The nongovernmental part of governance was especially important be-
fore 1840. A small group of property-owning white men rotated in and out 
of positions of authority in local government, charitable organizations, 
churches, school boards, and other organizations. But whether they held 
such positions or not, they often thought of themselves as stewards of the 
public good. For such men, and to a large extent for their wives and daugh-
ters, the boundaries between public and private, legal and extralegal were 
often fuzzy or even irrelevant.25 When local boosters published lists of “pub-
lic” institutions or structures, they commonly included churches and be-
nevolent or fraternal organizations along with governmental entities.

What might reasonably be called “state” activity—the use of legal pow-
ers by local government with regard to space—arose out of the earlier initia-
tives employing moral authority and associational regulation. Between 1840 
and 1870, in the period of engineered urbanism, formal local government 
expanded significantly. City officials became the managers of a larger, more 
powerful, and persistent government, wielding police authority to enforce 
regulations. Government became an increasingly important instrument of 
spatial management. Local ordinances broadened the concept of “nuisance,” 
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in particular, and courts endorsed a wide variety of public and private ac-
tions available to limit or change objectionable uses of private property.

But the limits to action were as important as the expansion of authority. 
This book is a prehistory of planning, not a history of city planning as it 
coalesced at the turn of the twentieth century. The developments traced here 
produced at most an enlarged but selective and stunted kind of comprehen-
sive spatial management. Already by 1870, however, that limited kind of 
planning brought into bold relief the tensions inherent in efforts to refash-
ion urban spaces—between ambitious designs, the claims of property own-
ers, and the rights and needs of those who have little ability to plan but who 
live in the path of “improvement.”
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