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CHAPTERUSHX  7.4  Immigrants and Cities. Primary Source Reading
BIOGRAPHY READING P. T. Barnum

1. During the 1800s, U.S. society was becoming more urban and industrial. Americans enjoyed something they rarely had before—more leisure time. Many enterprising people thought of ways to fill this leisure time with entertainment that would satisfy mass audiences and earn big profits. One of the greatest showmen of this period was a man named Phineas Taylor (P. T.) Barnum. P. T. Barnum’s entertainment adventures and stunts earned him the title “the great American showman.”

2. P. T. Barnum was born on July 5, 1810, near Bethlehem, Connecticut, to Philo and Irena Barnum. As a boy and a young man, Barnum had a variety of jobs, such as keeping store, tending bar, running an abolitionist newspaper, and selling theater tickets. His theater job led him to his first entertainment venture.

3. In 1835 Barnum met an African American woman named Joice Heth. Heth was billed and exhibited as the161-year-old former nurse of George Washington. Barnum bought the rights to organize a show displaying Heth, as well as the “documentation” that proved her identity and age. After Joice Heth died, an autopsy showed her to be about 80 years old. Barnum ran a series of newspaper articles stating that he was shocked and had believed her to be real.

4. In 1841 Barnum bought two museums in New York City. These museums contained what came to be known as sideshow attractions. Barnum worked to bring more and more visitors to what was eventually called the American Museum. The museum was advertised as a place where “instruction is blended with amusement.” Some of the more famous attractions were a woolly horse, the Feejee Mermaid, and the bearded lady. Barnum, who was developing a talent for tricking the public, created an decorative sign that read “Egress.” Many visitors rushed to see this exotic sounding attraction. Those unfortunate people who did not know that egress is another word for “exit” soon found themselves outside the museum.

5. One of Barnum’s most popular attractions was the man known as Tom Thumb, who was advertised as the smallest man in the world. With Tom Thumb, Barnum began a tour of Europe that included performances before Queen Victoria’s family and the French royal court in Paris. In 1850 he brought Jenny Lind, a singer from Sweden, to the United States. Their tour was a success, making Lind wealthy and popular with audiences. 

6. In the 1860s Barnum decided to retire from the museum business. He was elected to the Connecticut legislature and even ran for Congress. Then in 1869 Barnum decided to organize what he called The Greatest Show on Earth. He wanted to put together a circus that was bigger and better than any seen before. On April 10, 1871, his circus opened in New York City with three circular performance areas, called rings, under one big tent. Like others at the time, the circus had animals, acrobats, and plenty of daring physical acts. With the help of his younger partner, James Bailey, The Greatest Show on Earth attracted more and more visitors. Barnum continued to seek out and purchase new attractions, such as Jumbo, a large elephant from the Royal Zoological Society of London.

P. T. Barnum died in 1891 at the age of 81. Although Barnum had questionable business ethics, he brought entertainment to the American public and provided a new and different way to spend leisure time. 

UNDERSTANDING WHAT YOU READ After you have finished reading the selection, answer the following questions in the space provided.

1. How did Barnum first become involved in show business?

2. What kind of displays did Barnum have in the American Museum? What was the Egress?

3. What performance tours did Barnum organize?

4. What did Barnum decide to do after retiring from the museum business?

5. Describe what an advertisement for The Greatest Show on Earth would look like.

In your own words, summarize today’s lesson.
1. Barnum first become involved in show business by displaying an African American woman whom he claimed was the nurse of George Washington and was over 160 years old 

2. Barnum had some legitimate educational displays but also sensational exhibits like the Feejee Mermaid and the Bearded Lady. The Egress was the exit— Barnum used this trick to get people to leave the museum

3. Barnum organize tours for Tom Thumb and Jenny Lind 

4. After retiring, Barum create a three-ring circus that was to be The Greatest Show on Earth

5.  An advertisements for The Greatest Show on Earth might include such items as elephants, clowns, and a three-ring circus.

