The Mystery
of the
Woodrow Wilson
Photograph...

by Gordon Bond

K

Click the picture for the NJ.com link.

Wow, I
thought—
could this
really be
another littleknown New
Jersey first?

nowing my interest in all things having to do with New Jersey
history, as well as the history of photography, my wife, Stephanie
Hoagland, clipped a picture out of the February 12, 2012 issue of The
Star-Ledger and gave it to me. Admittedly, I noted it briefly and promptly
added it to the piles sitting on my desk for several months as something to
“get-to-one-of-these -days.”
Looking for material for the June 2012 issue of GSL, I at last picked it
up and really took a close look . . . and thus begun a little quest to discover
the story behind that image.
The short of it is summarized in the caption the Star Ledger reporter,
Gregg Hatala, placed under it. It was submitted by Mary Seymour of
Cranford. The photograph shows President Woodrow Wilson and a crowd
of other men and was taken May 1, 1913 when Wilson visited Elizabeth,
New Jersey. But what was more interesting was the claim it made to being
“the first outdoor night flash light” photograph “ever taken.”
Wow, I thought—could this really be another little-known New Jersey
first? That seemed a little fantastic of a claim, but even if it wasn’t true,
what was the President doing in Elizabeth? And, could I identify any of the
men in the photograph?
As a fun project, I decided to make some short videos of the process of
researching these questions, posting them to GSL’s Facebook and YouTube
pages—rather than just me writing and you reading, I wanted to invite
folks to sort of “come along for the ride” of historical research (see the
YouTube links at the end of this article).
JURY REFORM
I began by first confirming that Woodrow Wilson was indeed in Elizabeth,
New Jersey, on May 1, 1913. That was as simple as a search on the New
York Times website’s archives and a trip to the Elizabeth Public Library to
view their microfilm collections of The Elizabeth Daily Journal. Sure
enough, Wilson had made two speeches that evening, one at Newark and
the second at Elizabeth, covered by both newspapers.
So what was it that brought the President to New Jersey?
Unfinished business and some scores to settle. Technically, the roots of
the question at stake in 1913 can be traced to the Fifth Amendment of the
U.S. Constitution, specifically:
“No person shall be held to answer for a capital, or otherwise infamous
crime, unless on a presentment or indictment of a Grand Jury . . .”
In simplest terms, a grand jury examines the evidence to determine if
there is cause for criminal indictment. Who decides who gets to sit on that
jury was the bone of contention in 1912–1913. While the Federal
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President Woodrow Wilson

government provides basic overall guidelines, the details were left up to the
individual states. Up to then, it was the New Jersey county sheriffs who
drew grand juries. When he was Governor, Wilson had wanted to take that
power from them and vest it instead with a commission appointed by the
governor. He had put forward legislation to do just that, though originally
he wanted the commission appointed by the Chief Justice of state’s
Supreme Court. It was his fellow Democrats in the Legislature that
convinced him to make the change. Bossism was epidemic in New Jersey
and, while the position of sheriff was an elected one, Wilson saw its
influences throughout the process.
Once Wilson was president-elect, he had to resign as New Jersey’s
Governor. The day the Legislature received that resignation, February 25,
1913, the Assembly voted overwhelmingly against pushing his bill for a
second reading, effectively blocking Wilson’s hopes for jury reform. That
the “nay” votes included fellow Democrats just stung all the more. He was
troubled by what he saw as a breach of party discipline in something that
struck at the very heart of the cause of justice in the nation as a whole. This
was one last bit of unfinished business for Wilson—almost personal. That
he was about to assume the presidency did not mean he was going to forget
about New Jersey.
“It is perfectly well known that the persons who are exerting pressure
on the Legislature to defeat this bill are those who wish to control grand
juries because they want to break the law,” he told the press, “and the
people of this state will understand that abundantly before I get through
with it.”
Indeed, he threatened to come back and make speeches in North Jersey,
where most of the Assemblymen who voted his bill down came from. “I can
do it as President of the United States just as well, too,” he declared.
And that is what brought the newly-elected President to Newark and
Elizabeth on May 1, 1913.
MOTORCADE CHASE
Travelling up by train from Washington D.C. with his personal aide, Major
Thomas L. Rhoads, private secretary, Joseph Patrick Tumulty, and four
Secret Service agents, President Wilson was due to arrive at Newark by 7:00
P.M. After his speech there, his motorcade would be escorted by Newark’s
welcoming committee to the border with Elizabeth, where he would be
handed off to that city’s respective committee. Judge James C. Connolly of
the Court of Common Pleas would be in hand to welcome him while Mercer
County’s Prosecutor, Martin Devlin, warmed the crowd up at the Elizabeth
Armory, home to the Second New Jersey National Guard unit.
The motorcade from Newark came down Newark Avenue to North
Broad Street and onto Magnolia—the Armory was at the corner of
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Above, Wilson’s motorcade
route into Elizabeth. Below, a
closer look at the hat badge of
the officer on the left side of
the photo appears to show the
letters “S.S.” likely indicating
this man is one of the four
uniformed Secret Service
agents that accompanied
Wilson from Washington DC.

Magnolia and Walnut Streets. It was a trip not without its drama—or, at
least in retrospect, humor.
The President’s motorcade route paralleled some of the city’s streetcar
tracks. Any streetcars in the vicinity should have stopped for security
reasons. Evidently one motorman never got the memo. When his
passengers recognized the President, they egged him on to speed up and
drive alongside Wilson’s automobile. The Secret Service pulled their car
between the President and the racing streetcar and only convinced the
motorman to think better of the idea when they produced badges and
threatened to arrest him on the spot.
And all this while going the ungodly speed of 20 miles per hour.
Theodore Roosevelt had been the first President to travel by
automobile, followed by William Howard Taft. But by Wilson’s
administration, cars weren’t much different—and 20 was fast for the time.
While the “chase” into Elizabeth has its humorous side, it was serious
business. Roosevelt had been the first President to be protected fulltime by
the Secret Service in 1901, following the assassination of William
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McKinley. Still, that Wilson could travel with just four agents—albeit
assisted by local police and National Guardsmen at the Armory—does
speak to how different things were back then. Today, whenever a president
travels, there is a vast array of security and logistics people who not only
go with him, but do an advanced staking-out of the territories travelled.

“...a sinister
private agent,
openly and
shamelessly
conducting
the affairs of
New Jersey
before the
Legislature.”
Woodrow Wilson on
James R. Nugent

A “FIGHTING SPEECH”
Some 4,000 to 5,000 people packed into the Elizabeth Armory that night, to
hear Wilson give what The Elizabeth Daily Journal described in the next
day’s headlines as a “fighting speech.” And it was something of a war.
Sheriffs throughout the state resented his attempt at pruning their
prerogatives. Despite having been Governor, his foes now argued, it was
inappropriate for Wilson now, as President, to come meddle in State affairs.
Indeed, some termed it an “unwarranted invasion.”
Much of the rancor would come from within Wilson’s own Democratic
Party in New Jersey—at least those he singled out as examples of the kind
of bossism at which he was so appalled. Chief among them was James R.
Nugent, City Counsel for Newark and a political power broker for Essex
County. An idea of the sorts of political shenanigans he got up to can be
gleaned from a Trenton Evening Times article from January 2, 1912. It
reported how in the face of stiff opposition—including from the Mayor—he
managed to push through appointments for Treasurer and the Receiver of
Taxes that were seen as little more than rewards for political favors. When
the City Council meeting confirming the appointments ended, Nugent was
escorted outside where he received a new “touring automobile, the gift of
political friends.”
Nugent had even squared off against the infamous Frank “Boss”
Hague of Jersey City. He had put his own name up for the party’s
gubernatorial nomination against Hague’s man in an effort to shift the
center of the party’s New Jersey universe from Hudson to Essex County.
He lost the nomination, but the act proved he was a power to be reckoned
with in his own right.
His name would be linked with James Smith, Jr., another Essex County
Democratic boss and U.S. Senator. Back in 1902, the pair had been in the
eye of a political storm so bad that Newark’s City Council was unable to
convene because the Democrats were refusing to show up and give them
the quorum necessary to conduct business. There was an outright revolt
against Nugent’s dominance of the city’s political landscape, being viewed
as an “agent” of Smith. In 1908 he managed to survive an indictment on
voter fraud, accusing the Prosecutor, Sheriff and foreman of the grand jury
of conspiracy against him.
The Nugent-Smith machine represented the “old guard” of the party,
comfortably situated to pull strings and peddle their influence. Wilson had
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“It is a matter
of amazement
and distress
to me that he
does not see
that this
legislation is
in the cause
of the
people...”
Woodrow Wilson
on Hugh McLaughlin

represented a new, reform-minded wing of th e party and naturally
incurred the wrath of the duo. At the start of 1912, Nugent and Smith had
openly plotted to block support for then-candidate Wilson’s bid for the
presidency in what was to be the first presidential primaries in New Jersey.
Obviously, they failed, but the feelings were still very hard when Wilson
addressed the crowds at Newark and Elizabeth the following year.
Nugent’s and Smith’s combined name had become synonymous
enough with bossism and corruption that when Wilson mentioned them in
Elizabeth—even they were though in Union County, not the pair’s home
turf of Essex—the crowds erupted in booing and hissing. Wilson called
Nugent, “a sinister private agent, openly and shamelessly conducting the
affairs of New Jersey before the Legislature.” Wilson proclaimed himself
the champion of the people against such men as would sacrifice the public
interests for their personal gain.
It was likely a bit uncomfortable on the stage for at least two men.
Sitting on the platform with Wilson were Union County Assemblymen
John J. Griffin, William A. Leonard, and Hugh McLaughlin. Leonard was a
Wilson supporter, but both Griffin and McLaughlin had voted against
Wilson’s jury reform bill. McLaughlin had supported Wilson’s legislation
for honest elections. So while Wilson never mentioned him by name,
everyone understood who he was referring to when he declared that “Some
upright men are allowing themselves to become the catspaw [sic] of men
who have debauched the politics of this State . . . One of the men in this
county, I believe, is a very honest and a very upright man. I want to ask
him why he has taken this position. I know where his heart lies; he wants
to be for the people. It is a matter of amazement and distress to me that he
does not see that this legislation is in the cause of the people . . . Some very
deep men who do not love the people are trying to use him.”
Wilson also spoke of the need for a new State Constitution. In 1913, the
state was operating under a Constitution from 1844. “If you should go back
and see your country in 1844,” he told the crowds, “you would have to be
introduced to it.”
His goal was to rouse the electorate to badger their Assemblymen to
vote in favor of reform: “Let your Assemblyman know that the way he
votes constitutes the line of his career for the rest of his life.”
The cheers and applause of those assembled both in Newark and
Elizabeth gave him reason to think that they would.
FLASH
At some point, a photographer must have approached the President and
attempted something rare for that time—to take a photograph, outdoors, at
night, using a flash. It might be assumed that he warned them what was
about to happen. A sudden explosive flash near the President might
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otherwise have been mistaken for something far more threatening—
perhaps with deadly results for the photographer.
A close look at the bottom right corner of the image reveals a clue as to
who that person was. “PHOTO BY FIELDMAN” is embedded in the
emulsion. A search on Google led me to the blog “The Cabinet Card
Gallery: Viewing History, Culture and Personalities through Cabinet Card
Images.” It’s a fascinating site, exactly what the name says. It includes a of
portrait of a young woman taken by Isidore Fieldman, who is described:
A close look at the bottom right
corner of the print shows the
name of the photographer.

Fieldman had two galleries, and they were located in Newark and
Jersey City, New Jersey . . . The photographer of this cabinet card
photograph was Isidore Fieldman (1869-?). He was born in Russia and
arrived in America during 1891. He was listed as a photographer in the
1900 through the 1930 U.S. Census. He and his wife Rose (born in
Poland) spoke Yiddish, indicating that they were of the Jewish faith.
During at least some of their years, the couple and their family lived in
Elizabeth, New Jersey. Their children included Esther (born 1890),
Milton (born 1901), Margaret (born 1901), Herman (born 1906), George
(born 1914). Milton and Margaret were likely twins. Herman joined his
father’s photography business.
According to the 1910 Census—the nearest to 1913—they were living at
111 Fulton Street in Elizabeth. The sample images on the blog identify his
two studios as being located at 120 Jackson Avenue in Jersey City and 120
Springfield Avenue in Newark.
So was Isidore Fieldman the first photographer to take a photograph
outdoors at night using a flash?
Let’s examine that question for a moment. For the sake of argument, let
us take the claim of the caption burned into the emulsion at face value.
Would a professional photographer really wait to try this when he had a
perhaps once in a lifetime opportunity to take a picture of a sitting
President? Certainly the true “first” would be some test exposures? It is, of
course, possible such tests would have been conducted indoors, making
sure that the equipment all worked properly. Indeed, the still-new
technology of flash photography was considered to be a tool for the studio.
When Fieldman took his photo, the first patent for a practical
photographic flash was still only fourteen years old. It was awarded to
Joshua Lionel Cowen, the eighth child out of nine born to Jewish
immigrants—and, many are quick to point out, a college dropout. That
same year, 1899, the 22-year-old also had a contract with the U.S. Navy
to produce fuses for mines that earned him $12,000. But most people will
know him best for the company he started with a partner in 1900—the
Lionel Corporation of model railroad fame.
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Joshua Lionel Cowen

The invention of the flash and the contract for the fuses coming in the
same year wasn’t just coincidence, since they both effectively did the same
thing—use an electric spark to ignite explosive powder. If that sounds
dangerous, it was. Obviously, the explosion of the flash was nothing like
that of a naval mine, but it was still hot enough to burn a hand or anything
else that got too close.
Technically, what Cowen patented was a practical way of triggering a
chemical reaction in time with a camera shutter—not the idea of using the
light of that chemical reaction to take a photograph by. While the idea goes
back to the late 1830s, the first photographic uses came in 1864. Edward
Sonstadt figured out a way of manufacturing wire made of magnesium,
which burned a brilliant white. The first photographs made in a darkened
room by the light of burning magnesium wire took around 50 seconds to
make. While positively glacial by comparison to the fractions of a second
of modern films, it was a big step forward.
Early photographic plates actually had relatively poor light sensitivity,
meaning it took pretty long exposures to capture an image even in direct
sunlight. The trick, therefore, was to use a really brilliant artificial light that
would burn the image faster. Magnesium wire or ribbon would indeed burn
bright, but it had some problems. For one, it was extremely expensive. But
it also would burn with an inconsistent brightness, meaning unreliable
exposure times. Plus, it would fill the confined space of the studio with
smoke and fumes.
Still, it was better than nothing and magnesium lamps burned away in
photography studios throughout the 1870s and 1880s. Experiments were
made combining various other chemicals with the magnesium, such as
Charles Piazzi Smith’s mixture of magnesium and gunpowder to
photograph the insides of the Great Pyramids at Giza in Egypt in 1865.
In 1887, Adolf Miethe and Johannes Gaedicke came up with a mixture
of magnesium powder and potassium chlorate they called Blitzlicht—
literally, “flashlight” before the name became synonymous with handheld
lights. Between this new Blitzlicht and improvements in emulsion
sensitivities, photographers had the first practical flash powder and could
take near-instant photographs. No more having to hold perfectly still for
that family portrait!
Igniting the stuff, of course, was still dangerous and though
refinements to the formula made it safer, accidents and even deaths still
happened. Cowen’s trigger in 1899 was a major improvement to an
existing technique and may very well have been what ignited the flash
powder that illuminated President Woodrow Wilson and those gathered
around him.
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Stoddard’s “Adirondack
Surveyors” photograph, first
taken with a flash and then had
the campfire added by hand to
the negative.
Courtesy Bill Becker,
American Museum of Photography

FIRST FLASH?
But was it the first? In a word: no.
“While I don’t have a definitive ‘first,’ I can flatly state that a 1913
image isn’t it,” wrote Bill Becker, Director of the online virtual American
Museum of Photography (http://www.photographymuseum.com) in reply
to an email I sent asking about the priority of the Wilson photograph.
That honor, says Becker, would appear to belong to Seneca Ray
Stoddard (1844–1917). Born in New York State, he would travel the globe
in search of wild places to explore, write about, map, wax poetic about,
and—more important to this story—photograph. He held the Adirondack
Mountains in particular affection, producing the first guidebook and tourist
maps as well as advocating before the New York State Legislature for the
establishment of a state park.
Whether or not Stoddard was the first, there is ample evidence that he
did use a flash to take photos outdoors at night well before Fieldman’s 1913
effort. His “Adirondack Hunters,” for example, is dated September of
1888—25 years earlier. It was a posed shot, with candles used to achieve
focus, as Stoddard later told I. Lincoln Adams for an article in the January
1891 issue of Outing magazine. The campfire had to be just right—not too
bright so as to fog the film but bright enough that it would be recorded. The
fire itself would be too dim to adequately light the scene, so Stoddard
employed an ounce of powdered magnesium with about a quarter ounce of
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guncotton and an ounce of gunpowder. The distinctly-rendered licks of
flame seen were actually added later, painted on the negative!
This was the same technique Stoddard used for his “Adirondack
Surveyors” photograph, a scan of which was supplied to GSL by Becker.
Perhaps better-known was his “Liberty Enlightening the World,”
showing the Statue of Liberty at night, lit torch held high. “In this gigantic
attempt,” Lincoln wrote, “Mr. Stoddard used five cameras, stationing them
on the steamboat pier of the island, so that if he failed in one he would have
four other chances. A wire was stretched from the torch of the immense
statue to the mast of a vessel a considerable distance away. Meanwhile, on
this wire, and controlled by a pulley, was the powdered magnesium metal
ready for flashing. An insulated copper wire extended from the magnesium
compound to the electric plant on the island, so that at a given signal the
electrician who has charge of the torch could turn on the current and
produce a spark in the magnesium compound that would suddenly ignite
it into a brilliant flash. Over a pound and a half of the magnesium was used,
the largest quantity ever employed at one time in making a photograph.”
Fieldman’s claim to priority—whether the product of assumption or
advertising—is clearly mistaken. Nevertheless, if one is eager to salvage
some form of “first” for this New Jersey photographer, they may still do so.
It does appear to have been the first flash photo taken of a president. While
it is to be assumed Fieldman gave some warning before setting off a small
explosion near Wilson, the scene was not the carefully composed, artistic
creations Stoddard excelled at. It doesn’t appear to have been used in any
newspapers from the time (at least none that I was able to access), but it
could be argued that it represented a photojournalism first—the first time
flash photography had been used to capture a newsworthy moment.
ARMORY
Woodrow Wilson’s appearance was a highlight in the Elizabeth Armory’s
place in Elizabeth’s social universe, but was by no means the only event of
note. It had hosted everything from Civil War veteran reunions to craft
fairs. And there was always a sporting event of one sort or another. There
were basketball games and pro-wrestling matches. But in the 1980s, it was
the scene of popular New Jersey Golden Gloves boxing matches.
There is something sad about the Elizabeth armory building today.
Postcards show it back in its heyday as a smart-looking brick edifice with
landscaping and flagpole-topped tower. These days, it has the appearance
of being abandoned in a rough looking neighborhood.
But looks can be deceiving.
In 1986, it was purchased for $550,000 by Vital Archives to be used for
document storage, in part because it was designated as a bomb shelter,
capable of surviving nuclear war—a fact reflected in the fallout shelter
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The Elizabeth Armory, then
and now.

signs still hanging on the walls. The windows are blocked, the flagpole
tower is gone and there’s a new fence around it. I have been unable to
confirm if it is still an unassuming storage facility—which is perhaps on
purpose.
But it’s one of the many such places throughout New Jersey and
elsewhere that are mute, stoic, unappreciated witnesses to curious little
tidbits of history. Regardless of whether it was the site of the first nighttime
outdoor flash photo or not is secondary. That photograph, snatching that
moment from time, has survived as a key to retelling a story that turned
out to be far more interesting.
FACES IN THE CROWD
So, aside from Wilson, is it possible to identify any of the men in the
photograph? I contacted Mary Seymour, the person who submitted the
photograph to The Star-Ledger in the first place. She found it among other
photos from her father-in-law, Harold Seymour, who had been the
assistant city engineer in Elizabeth. She wasn't sure who the people were
and her father-in-law is now deceased.
In the meantime, I was able to identify or at least possibly identify a few
of the men. I will present what I have thus far (see the next page) in this
article and add any developments later as warranted-the joys of online
publishing!
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1.
2.
3.
4.
The man at right is identified as John K.
English, but the man on the right looks like #4
above (eyebrows, mouth, face shape).

5.
6.
7.
8.
Possibly #8 above
- note the shape of
the mustache,
portly body and the
style of the hat as
opposed to the
other men.

Possibly #10
above - note the
shape of the
eyebrows, eyes,
nose and jawline.

9.
10.
11.
12.
13.

9

7
8

10

11
12

13

Unknown, but evidently from the uniformed Secret Service judging by the “S.S.” hat
badge.
Unknown.
Unknown.
May be John K. English, a former Assistant Prosecutor known to have been there.
There is a photo on www.findagrave.com that was added by Theresa WoodrowLettman identifying English as a young man. The person in the grave was born 1906
and, obviously, can’t be the man shown in 1913. However, an older gentleman does
look like 4 in the 1913 photograh, perhaps later in life. Possibly father and son with
the same name?
Unknown.
President Woodrow Wilson.
Unknown.
Unknown, but may be associated with the Elizabeth Police Department. In the book
“Elizabethtown & Union County A Pictorial History,” by Charles L. Aquilina,
Richard T. Koles, and Jean-Rae Turner (1982, The Downing Co. Publishers), there is
a photo of the 1916 Elizabeth police department with a man looking similar, though
it is a small image and difficult to say for sure.
Unknown.
Metuchen historian Tyreen Reuter suggested that this might be George S. Silzer, a
political gadfly who would have been likely to make sure he was at the center of
the action. He was NJ Governor between 1923 and 1926.
Unknown.
This is almost certainly Joseph Patrick Tumulty, Wilson’s personal assistant at the
time.
Possibly James Fairman Fielder, the Governor who replaced Wilson. Note the shape
of the eyes, jawline, dimple in the chin and shape of the mustache. If this is indeed
Fielder, it would be curious as no newspaper account mentioned his presence.

If you can identify anyone, please email
gordon@GardenStateLegacy.com

Join Along in the Fun!
Gordon Bond created a series of videos
detailing the research process behind
this article. If you enjoy such research,
come along for the fun with these short
video clips on YouTube!

Joseph Tumulty, as he
looked in 1913 - almost
certainly #12 above.

James Fairman Fielder.
There are similarities to
#13 above.

Part 1 = http://youtu.be/4zU3pDCqQJU
Part 2 = http://youtu.be/51F_3qFGmk4
Part 3 = http://youtu.be/d5Xfdn3kWuI
Part 4 = http://youtu.be/j0DxusIkHCA
Part 5 = http://youtu.be/z_lPRGaN9yk
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