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With government out of welfare, what happened to poor people? Most US entrepreneurs 
were Christians who believed in using some of their wealth to help others less fortunate. Private 
charities flourished in America because people wanted people, not government, to help others. 

Few entrepreneurs went to college, but many—such as Cornelius Vanderbilt and Ezra 
Cornell—started new colleges. Steel producer Andrew Carnegie helped build libraries in 
thousands of cities so that poor Americans could learn free of charge. What’s more, churches 
tackled poverty, US citizens started the Red Cross, and others built and ran orphanages. 

Some entrepreneurs during the Gilded Age eagerly helped minorities. For example, 
Alexander Graham Bell, inventor of the telephone, started Galludet College for the deaf. Oil Baron 
John D. Rockefeller, the first billionaire in US history, gave more than half of his wealth to 
charity—that included the Tuskegee Institute for black men. He also founded Spelman College for 
black women. Dozens of other white entrepreneurs started black colleges to help train teachers. 
Those teachers, black and white, became legendary, and because of them black adult literacy 
skyrocketed from 19 to 84 percent from 1870 to 1930. 

After the Gilded Age, why would the 20th century become the “American Century?” 
Because the US had become the financial center and supreme military power in the world. And 
the prosperity of the whole world would increase dramatically because of that. 
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