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The 1890s Essay Questions 
 

 

Following are brief overviews of five events from the 1890s. With each event are questions to 
answer in essay form. The first pages give you the event and the questions. Notebooking pages 
you can use for your answers follow. 

 

Corinth Canal 

 

The Corinth Canal, which crosses the Isthmus of Corinth in Greece, was completed in 1893. The 
canal has helped the economy of the area tremendously. Since ancient times, a way across the 
Isthmus of Corinth for boats carrying products had been sought. In approximately 600 BC, a ship 
railway was built so small boats could be loaded on wheeled devices and moved across the   
isthmus from the Gulf of Corinth to the Saronic Gulf. Others dreamed and planned to build the 
canal, including Julius Caesar and Hadrian, but it was Emperor Nero who actually started the 
project. It was abandoned, however, and work was not started again until 1882. One of the   
reasons the canal was finally completed was the availability of dynamite. Dynamite, which was 
patented in 1867 by Alfred Nobel, allowed the workers to blast through areas that would have 
been extremely difficult to break through otherwise.  

 

Another interesting thing happened concerning dynamite in the 1890s. In 1891, American      
financier Russell Sage was threatened by a man named Henry Norcross. Norcross threatened to 
explode the dynamite in Russell Sage’s office if Sage did not pay him $1.2 million. Sage refused. 
Norcross was killed in the explosion, but Sage survived.  

 

If dynamite had been outlawed because of the fact that someone used it in a violent way, it 
would not have been available for use to build the Corinth Canal and the many other uses it has 
had throughout time in blasting tunnels and canals and building railroads and highways.  

 

You can see a similar problem with nuclear energy. When the atom was split, one of the first  
uses was in the atomic bomb, which was used near the end of World War II. After the war, 
there was a buildup of nuclear arms by many countries which caused fear and concern.        
However, nuclear power has many other uses, such as in medicine, industry, and the production 
of electricity, to name a few.  

 

There are still many concerns with nuclear power. The Chernobyl disaster in 1986 in what was 
then the Soviet Union released large amounts of radioactive material into the atmosphere. On 
March 11, 2011, a tremendous earthquake struck Japan and, along with the resulting tsunami, 
brought about the release of large amounts of radiation from the Fukushima Daiichi plant. A no-
fly zone was established around the facility and an area around the plant was evacuated.   
Warnings were given about the consumption of certain foods that showed an increase in        
radiation levels. Sea water near the facility was shown to have been contaminated. In mid-April 
the severity level was raised from 5 to 7, the highest level of the scale, which put this disaster on 
the same level as the Chernobyl accident. The facility was not declared stable until December 16.  

 

As shown, both dynamite and nuclear power have both good and bad uses and can have both 
positive and negative impacts on the world. How would you determine if the good of something 
is enough to outweigh the bad? In some cases, the bad impacts are caused by misuse of the 
item in question. How would you try to regulate the use to cause a diminished chance of using   
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the item improperly? Is there a way to regulate the use, especially without infringing on the 
rights of those who are using the item properly? How can a world that is progressing so fast  
consider all of the impacts, both good and bad, before making something available for use? Is it 
possible, or do you think there will always be someone who will invent and use something in a 
harmful way regardless of the “rules”? 

 

 

The 1890 U.S. Census 

 

As the population of the United States grew in the 1800s, it became evident that a mechanical 
way of working with statistical data from the United States census would soon be needed. The 
1870 census was the first in which any mechanization of the data was attempted. While working 
at the Census Office, Herman Hollerith saw the great need for a new way of working with the 
census statistics. He worked to refine his ideas and obtained a patent in 1884 for a machine to 
punch and count cards. He used his machine to organize health records in two major cities and 
for the state of New Jersey as a way of preparing to win the contract to tabulate the 1890     
census. He won the contract, and the 1890 census was a success. The machine drew a great 
deal of attention in Europe and was used there in a great many ways to handle statistics. In 
1896, Hollerith organized the Tabulating Machine Company to produce the machines. His     
business grew and, over the years, became the International Business Machines Corporation 
(IBM). The present name was taken in 1924.  

 

Why do you think Hollerith’s invention was more popular in Europe than in the United States at 
first? Do you think it would be possible today to invent a product with such demand that demand 
could be sustained for twenty-eight years while a company grew into a major corporation? If so, 
why? If not, why not? Does the speed of technological advances and the role of popularity fads 
have anything to do with your answer? Explain your thoughts.  

 

 

The Modern Olympics 

 

In 1892, the idea to revive the Olympic Games was proposed publicly by Pierre de Coubertin, an 
educator from France. Coubertin reportedly stated that the true free trade of the future would be 
in exporting the best people in sports to other countries in order to compete peacefully. The 
Olympics were planned to introduce a new level of peace to Europe. In 1894, the first            
International Olympic Committee (IOC) was formed with Dimítrios Vikélas of Greece as its     
president. Then, in 1896, the first modern Olympic Games were held in Athens. The nine sports 
included in the competition were cycling, fencing, gymnastics, lawn tennis, shooting, swimming, 
track and field, weightlifting, and wrestling.  

 

An effort has been made over the years by the IOC to keep the Olympic Games peaceful and 
non-political. The city chosen to hold the Olympic Games must apply for the honor. The decision 
is not based on the countries, but only the cities that apply. There are rules concerning the  
holding of political demonstrations and meetings in the stadium and certain other areas. The  
applicant must agree that every athlete who is competing will be given free entry without any 
discrimination. The nation in which the city is located must also agree to this rule. This became a 
problem in 1976 at the Montreal Olympics when the government of Canada refused to give visas 
to the representatives of Taiwan because they were not willing to stop using the title of Republic 
of China. The IOC felt this was very damaging to the Olympics as it brought politics into the 
Games. 
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Unfortunately, even as far back as 1896, there were political problems when Great Britain       
attempted to force an Australian athlete to state that he was British. In the 1936 Berlin Games, 
there was Nazi propaganda present; in the 1956 Melbourne Games, there were many problems 
between the Soviet Union and Hungary; in the 1980 Moscow Games, the United States led a 
boycott because of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan; in the 1972 Munich Games, Israeli      
athletes were murdered by terrorists. 

 

While the IOC has tried to work harder to promote peace, there have also been problems within 
the IOC itself. In 1998, allegations erupted concerning internal corruption, including charges of 
accepting bribes and other improprieties. Several committee members were expelled, and others 
resigned. A reform package was adopted, and an independent IOC Ethics Commission was     
established.  

 

With all of the problems surrounding the Olympic Games, do you feel they are helping in any 
way to promote peace in the world? Why or why not? Do you feel that any type of competition, 
whether it be sports or something else, can be done completely peacefully, or does the very idea 
of competition mean there will be problems because all participants want the honor of being 
considered the best? Do you think there is something other than sports that would be a better 
way of promoting peace between countries? Explain your answers. 

 

 

Klondike Gold Rush 

 

In August 1896, gold was discovered in western Yukon territory. Throughout much of 1897 and 
1898, those seeking gold headed into towns that were stopping-off points on the way to the gold 
fields about 600 miles away.  Leaving these towns and heading to the gold fields was dangerous, 
as travelers faced disease, malnutrition, hypothermia, avalanches, and more.  

 

Traveling on the Chilkoot Trail out of the town of Dyea was very hard on the gold seekers      
because animals could not be used easily on the slopes that led to the pass. Those traveling this 
route had to carry everything on their backs up the steep slopes until tramways were built in late 
1897 and early 1898. Traveling the White Pass Trail out of Skagway was also dangerous. The 
route was rocky, and many gold seekers were in such a hurry to reach the fields that they tried 
to force their animals to continue even when it was impossible. More than 3,000 animals died on 
this trail.  

 

By August 1898, many of the gold seekers had left the region for home, most of them without 
ever finding gold. However, the next year saw even more miners heading for the gold fields 
when gold was discovered at Nome, Alaska.  

 

Do you think it is a normal part of human nature to want to suddenly get rich and have enough 
money to buy anything you want? Do you think there are people who don’t want to be rich? 
What do you think it would take to convince you to leave your family, friends, and any security 
you have to risk everything on the chance to get rich? Do you think working the gold fields was 
any easier than working everyday to make a modest living? Do you think people thought if they 
worked the gold fields they would never have to work again once they struck it rich? Is that 
practical? Can any amount of money really last a lifetime, or would your “needs” grow in        
accordance with your fortune? Do you see any parallels between people trying to get rich in the 
gold fields in the past and those who hope to win a fortune today by gambling or by playing the 
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lottery, even to the point of risking money needed for necessities in order to have that chance?  

 

 

Depression of the 1890s in Australia 

 

In the 1890s, a severe depression hit Australia. By 1890, investors from Britain were losing    
confidence in the economies of the Australian colonies and the government, and banks could not 
raise the funds needed. Governments cut back funding for projects, which put thousands of  
people out of work, and banks cut back on lending. When these things happened,                 
unemployment became critical by 1893 and 1894, with only Western Australia escaping the 
problem because of the discovery of gold there. In addition, the banking system almost         
collapsed in 1893, which caused more problems.  

 

Before the depression hit, there were many changes happening in the economies of the colonies 
in Australia. Wool became a major product. The cattle industry grew since refrigeration allowed 
meat to be shipped without spoiling. The discovery of underground water sources allowed    
grazing in more areas. However, the rabbit population became a near plague in some areas, and 
the land was not able to support the rabbits and the increased grazing of sheep and cattle. The 
soil eroded and then blew away in dust storms. In addition, there were droughts in South     
Australia which severely hurt the wheat industry.  

 

New unions began growing rapidly during the 1880s. They not only fought for better wages and 
conditions, but also for shops where only union labor could be hired. While the unions would  
negotiate with the employers, they were also ready to strike if they felt it was necessary. The 
employers became very concerned about the gains being made by the unions.     

 

In addition, women were gaining more rights in the 1880s and 1890s. Education was becoming 
more available, and women were becoming doctors and lawyers. Women were given the right to 
vote in some areas, and divorce laws were made more accessible to women.  

 

Although nearly 10,000 miles of track had been laid by 1890, the railroad system also faced  
challenges. As the track had been laid, it had been left up to the government of each colony in 
Australia to decide what gauge track to lay. Each decided to use whatever gauge track they felt 
was best for their local conditions, which prevented producers from using trains other than those 
of that colony. 

 

Looking at all these factors and changes to the economy of Australia prior to the depression of 
the 1890s, what changes do you think impacted the economy the most? What role do you think               
industrialization played? Do you feel that changes at home or global changes played the biggest 
role? Explain your answers.  
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