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			A Note on the Text

			Nineteenth-century letters and diaries can pose a challenge to twenty-first-century readers, and for that reason I have made certain changes to the original text for convenience and clarity—modernizing spellings (e.g., changing “can not” to “cannot,” or “to-night” to “tonight”), substituting “and” for “&,” supplying missing question marks where they were clearly implied in the original, and making other miscellaneous punctuation changes. In no case was a text changed where I thought it might alter the author’s original meaning. Original capitalizations were generally left intact, even for words that ordinarily would be lower-cased today, on the theory that they reflected an intended emphasis by the writer. Underlinings in the original appear as italics here. All emphases in quotations are from the original.
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			To my mother and in memory of my father

		

	
		
			Prologue: A Woman in the Arena

			The old woman held the reins of the rickety, one-horse carriage with her soiled, white kid gloves as she wound her way down the hill in the direction of the nation’s capital. She wore a purple plumed hat over her blonde wig, her face heavily painted with rouge, her dress badly out of fashion. As the buggy rolled along the driveway, overgrown with weeds and bordered by a broken-down fence, the aging mare trudged past chickens running freely about the property. Atop the hill stood a decaying brick country home, its outline obscured by the thicket of scrub and fallen tree branches.


			In the distance the woman could see the glistening white dome of the Capitol, where she had spent so many hours listening to Senate speeches, watching impeachment proceedings, witnessing presidents being sworn in, and gazing upon those who had lain in state. She had known so many of them: every president from Lincoln to Grover Cleveland and countless other eminent nineteenth-century men: the great abolitionist senator Charles Sumner, the war generals Grant and Sherman, cabinet members Seward and Stanton, and powerful journalists such as Horace Greeley, literary giants such as Longfellow and Twain, and assorted statesmen, diplomats, and financiers. She had entertained men such as these at her famous Washington salons, where she held court as a political hostess and established her reputation as the most brilliant woman of her day. The daughter of Lincoln’s treasury secretary, the Belle of the North during the Civil War, she became America’s version of the salonnières—the madames and duchesses who flourished in Europe as arbiters of high social discourse. Among contemporaries, she was compared to the celebrated French Empress Eugénie, wife of Napoleon III and influencer of foreign affairs. “No Queen has ever reigned under the Stars and Stripes,” one newspaper eulogized after her death, “but this remarkable woman came closer to being a Queen than any American woman has.”

			Much of it had to do with her appearance: tall, slender, a long, swanlike neck and fetching, hazel eyes hidden beneath thick, drooping lashes. Men thought her beautiful, but it was not so much that she was a classic beauty—her nose, for one, was “slightly inclined to pug,” as James Garfield once commented, a feature others thought added a touch of piquancy to her face. Like the Mona Lisa, to whom she was also compared, she appeared fascinating and irresistible, with “something of the strangeness which has been said to belong invariably to beauty of the highest order.”

			There was also a hint of condescension in her manner—in the pose of a head that, with its proud tilt, seemed slightly imperious, and in the aloof, half smile she habitually wore. Her voice was mellow and musical; she enunciated beautifully, spoke faultless French, and was fluent in German. An acknowledged queen of fashion, she adorned herself in the most superb gowns, imported by the dozens from Parisian couturiers, always matching the color of her millinery and jewelry. Yet even simply dressed, she was the envy of other women, as when she upstaged her rival, Mary Todd Lincoln, by appearing at a White House reception in a modest costume, with hardly more than a flower in her hair, yet remaining the center of attention. “Poor, weak Mrs. Lincoln was simply swept into the corner when this imperious young beauty appeared, leaning upon the arm of the great secretary,” it would be written later.

			Her looks and adornments created a total package that was greater than the sum of its parts. Enhancing all of it was a magnetic personality that drew people to her. Admirers commented on her keen intellect, the breadth of her sparkling conversation, and her diplomatic skills. When she entered the room a hush would fall over the crowd, but, like a monarch in a receiving line, any trace of haughtiness dissolved into grace and charm once she met a person one-on-one. As a male political friend marveled, “when she is talking to you, you feel that you are the very person she wanted to meet. That she has forgotten your existence the next moment is an afterthought.”

			Beneath the charming exterior, though, was a calculating politician. As was once said of her, “She could talk about anything at all and make it seem sweet music—yet she could scheme like a cigar-chewing convention rigger.” Of course, no nineteenth-century American woman could ever hope to possess the power of a true monarch—a Queen Victoria or, from earlier history, an Elizabeth I or a Catherine the Great. And before the twentieth century, American women could not even vote, much less hold political office. Yet at the dawn of that new century, due to her scientific knowledge of the subject, she enjoyed a political power that no American woman to that time had ever possessed. It grew out of her upbringing and training: as a young girl and daughter of a politician, she had met the most famous men of her time—Henry Clay, John C. Calhoun, and Daniel Webster, the noted orator, who sent her his speeches to read when she was attending an exclusive boarding school in New York. At age fifteen, when her widowed father was elected governor of Ohio, she became the mistress of his household and his official hostess, a position she continued to hold in Washington during the war. Having “mastered the art of seducing men’s minds,” she used her personal allure to advance her father’s political ambitions, hoping one day to make him president of the United States. Certainly she thought, as did he, that he would make a better president than Lincoln and that she was a more suitable First Lady than the dowdy Mrs. Lincoln.

			Beauty, charisma, power—all these she possessed. But to truly emulate a queen one needs, above all else, wealth. This she had lacked until she married, at age twenty-three, one of the richest men in the country in the social event of the Civil War. Many would claim she married only for money, which she needed to fuel her father’s presidential aspirations. But her diary, undiscovered for nearly a century, would tell a different story: she had been genuinely in love at the time of her wedding. The money did not hurt, of course, and with her husband’s fortune she would live a life of virtual royalty for more than a decade. Alas, he would not prove to be a king; the marriage would crumble, the money would disappear. After a sex scandal with another powerful figure, she became a social outcast, and her political influence waned. Finally the beauty faded as well. And so she found herself on this day in 1897, old beyond her years at fifty-seven, alone, obscure, and living in poverty—driving her shabby carriage not to the Capitol that was once her haunting grounds but to the outskirts of Washington to peddle milk and eggs. With these and the vegetables she grew at home, she was trying her best to eke out a living.

			Yet if she was bitter, she showed no signs of it. In her diary many years earlier she acknowledged a need to “force back the old bitterness of spirit” she had not yet succeeded in conquering. As she admitted, “proud, passionate, intolerant, I had never learned to submit.” In later years, as her need for public recognition subsided, her spirit softened. In her solitude and altered circumstances she found an inner peace that had eluded her most of her turbulent life. But nothing could ever change her proud bearing nor could the whirligig of time rob her of the memories of when she was at the center of the political arena, busy working her enchanting magic.

			***

			NEW YORK, JULY 5, 1868—The room was insufferably hot when Kate Chase sat down to write a letter to her father from her guest lodgings near Union Square in New York City. The mercury had reached ninety-­nine degrees that Sunday afternoon, and, as she told him, “Day before yesterday, yesterday and today have been as hot as weather can well be, too hot by far, for the warm work on hand here.” Despite her discomfort, “work” was more than enough to keep her going. The Democratic National Convention had opened the day before to choose a candidate for president, and Kate Chase was there to make sure that candidate would be her father, then chief justice of the Supreme Court, Salmon P. Chase. She was twenty-seven years old.

			“There is a noble work being done here by your friends,” she continued, “and whether success or failure crowns their efforts, they will be always proud to have had a hand in it.” She would not enter into details, she said, but reassured her father that “everything, as far as developed looks well—only New York—friends inside that close corporation say their action is cautious, those outside call it timid.” In the political-speak that was her wont, she was referring to the New York delegation, which held the key to the nomination. Upon her arrival in the city a few days before, as one newspaper reported, she had “immediately sent for” the delegation’s shrewd head, Samuel J. Tilden, as well as Wall Street banker and Democratic Party National Chair August Belmont, and in long interviews she sought to enlist their support for her father’s cause.

			The newspaper writer’s choice of words, “sent for,” was intentional, for powerful men came to see Kate Chase, not the other way around. Belmont seemed on board for Chase, but Tilden, whom the New-York Tribune called “the airiest, coolest, wiliest-looking delegate in the Convention,” was noncommittal. Kate would need to work on him.

			If anyone could corral the necessary support, it was Kate Chase. She had gone to New York, as her father’s unofficial campaign manager, to achieve a goal that had eluded him in his three previous presidential bids—all as a Republican. Those rudderless attempts lacked someone who could crack the whip when needed. Kate saw that as her task this time. As she later recalled of that 1868 convention, “I knew that the men who were managing my father’s interests were not so well organized as they should be, and I wanted to be present to prevent any trouble and take advantage of any situation that might come up.”

			To be close to the action, she was staying at a relative’s townhouse on lower Fifth Avenue, just a few blocks west of the convention site at the brand-new Tammany Hall on Fourteenth Street. Kate also took out a suite of rooms a little farther uptown at the Fifth Avenue Hotel, the most modern and luxurious hotel in the city. It featured private bathrooms in every bedroom and a “vertical steam engine,” as the passenger elevator was called, connecting its six stories. The hotel served as headquarters for her father’s backers while they courted convention delegates who came from across the country to choose a man to go up against the Republican nominee, General Ulysses S. Grant.

			Kate was visibly in charge of the Chase-for-President operations, using all her unrivaled powers to secure her father’s nomination. Her Fifth Avenue Hotel suite was crowded day and night with campaign workers and convention delegates. “Some delegates were coaxed, to others promises were given, and upon all were brought to bear the power of her conversation and the charm of her irresistible beauty,” one memoirist recounted. “What a Magnificent woman Kate has become,” one of Chase’s friends wrote to him, insisting that “with her shrewdness and force, and with ninety days’ time, I could have you nominated by acclamation and elected by an overwhelming majority.” Billy Hudson, then a cub reporter for the Brooklyn Eagle covering his first convention, recalled years later being mesmerized by the sight of Kate in action. “There, in supreme control, was Chase’s daughter, in the flush of beautiful womanhood, tall and elegant, with exquisite tact, with brains of almost masculine fiber, trained in the political arts by her father, who had long been a national figure.”

			Like many, Hudson had difficulty reconciling the career of Salmon Chase—antislavery champion, a leading founder of the Republican Party, and Lincoln’s treasury secretary—with the fact that he was before the Democratic convention, “cap in hand, deferentially supplicating a nomination.” The Democrats at that time were largely opposed to equal rights for black Americans. Many of those attending the convention—like former Confederate general Nathan Bedford Forrest, founder of the Ku Klux Klan—stood for everything Chase had fought against his entire life. In the opening keynote address Belmont gave a rabble-rousing speech in which he called African Americans “a debased and ignorant race, just emerged from servitude.” So this was the party, these were the people, Billy Hudson mused, that Salmon Chase now sought to represent? But all these perplexities disappeared for the young reporter the moment Kate entered the Chase headquarters. Hudson would later recall that he “fell under her sway, a willing captive.” If she wanted her father to have the nomination, that was good enough for him.

			To a more established society journalist Kate seemed, on the surface, “the most graceful, distinguished, and queenly woman” she had ever seen. And yet Kate was a woman in anguish over her private life. In her diary a few weeks before, she had despaired of “the absence from my life of a pervading, tender, devoted love.” She had suffered outrages and insults from her habitually drunken, womanizing husband and vowed that “if I cannot be a respected and honored wife and treated as such I will not be this man’s mistress.”

			“This man” was William Sprague, the former governor of Rhode Island, now a Republican US senator from the same state. One of the wealthiest men in America, he was heir to a multimillion-dollar textile manufacturing empire in New England. Their wedding in the nation’s capital in November 1863—attended by President Lincoln a week before his Gettysburg address—was a union between the undisputed Belle of Washington and the dashing “boy governor” who had distinguished himself at the Battle of First Bull Run. Now, less than five years later, the marriage was in tatters. But Kate could not think about any of that now—there was too much important work to do in New York.

			While Kate toiled in the heat of New York that Fourth of July week, her husband, conspicuous by his absence, was at their oceanside estate in Narragansett, tending to business and staying with their three-year-old son, Willie. Sprague’s brother Amasa was at the convention, though, and was working night and day on Chase’s behalf. “The young men are the life of this movement,” Kate wrote her father on her arrival in New York. “Things look a good deal clearer, and Amasa insists that he ‘will know tonight which way the cat will jump’—The point now is to select the man to be spokesman in the convention.” From memory she rattled off the names of various southern politicians she thought would be useful: “Mr. Hunter, Col. Cabell, Bradley Johnson, and Gilmer,” although Edgerton, a former midwestern congressman, was “bitter as gall, and swears he would not vote for you under any circumstances.” Such unalloyed opponents were rare, she assured her father. “The popular voice here is all one way, most singularly enthusiastic,” she wrote. But the Chase backers needed to control their enthusiasm, she cautioned. Her game plan was to hold Chase’s name back from the convention at first and await a deadlock, as she was afraid her father’s more passionate followers would stage a premature floor demonstration and offend the supporters of Ohio’s George Pendleton, the frontrunner. “The Pendleton men,” she had ascertained, were “very fractious.”

			With all this heady business at hand, Kate did not have time for the diversions of entertainment or escapes from the stifling heat sought by the many delegates and tourists who had flooded New York that weekend. For fifteen cents a ticket, families could catch a special holiday minstrel show of “patriotic negro eccentricities” at Tony Pastor’s Opera House in the Bowery, whose proprietor boasted fans and ice water in abundance. The nearby New Stadt Theatre was reenacting the Battle of Bunker Hill with a mechanical diorama and genuine muskets and powder, while the Olympic Theatre on lower Broadway featured clown comedian George L. Fox pantomiming Humpty Dumpty on stage with a roller-skating ballet and live pigs. Others seeking to cool off might catch a steamboat excursion to West Point, while strollers through Central Park could pursue temporary relief in ice cream saloons or beer gardens.

			Instead, Kate was sweating things out inside Tammany Hall, known as the “Wigwam.” Filled to capacity, its oven-like atmosphere was made worse by the heavy bunting covering the window openings that trapped the stale air inside. Yet many on the outside were clamoring to get in. The most eager were the small-town newspapermen from all corners of the country who had to be held back by the cordons of police who had never heard of their publications. Meanwhile, on nearly every street corner, maimed Union veterans played hand organs, seeking charity from followers of the party of rebellion.

			As anticipation mounted for the goings-on inside the convention hall, so did Kate’s hopes for her father’s nomination. The New York Times reported that delegates were discussing Chase’s name favorably in hotel hallways, and one of Chase’s operatives wrote him to say, “My parlors are thronged all the time.” As the convention got under way, the New-York Tribune reported that “All the Southern men who arrive here speak of [Chase] as the only man they will support, and gentlemen from that section are tonight freely laying wagers on his nomination.”

			These were the hopeful thoughts that sustained Kate as she finished off her letter to her father on the sweltering fifth of July. Her final consideration that evening was for him, waiting back in Washington. “I am so glad that it does not fall to you to bear the burden and heat, and I love to think of you quietly at home, perhaps enjoying a game of Croquet or ten-pins. Lovingly your child Katie.”

			On the morning of the day Kate penned her letter, Salmon Chase would have gone to church after reading morning prayers to every member of his house, down to the humblest servant. As he sat in his townhouse in Washington, Chase’s thoughts also ran to his beloved daughter. Kate Chase was the love of her father’s life, the pride of his heart. Much of his worship of her stemmed from having lost three wives to early deaths as well as four of his six children by the time he was forty-four. But it went beyond that. Kate, the older of his two surviving daughters, was the child made in his own image, the one with the greatest chance to embody his ideal of an accomplished, Christian woman. By 1868 the “accomplished” part was well taken care of; it was the “Christian” part he was worried about. She attended too many wretched late-night parties, he thought, and did not spend enough time tending to duties on her homefront. And here she was at the convention, “acting too much the politician,” he told her. How he wished she were with him in Washington or in Rhode Island seeking out the cool ocean breezes with her husband and son. She had intended to go there to see the boy, but, as she explained to her father, “I really could not make up my mind to leave just now.” No, she knew, she did not belong in Narragansett or Washington at this hour; she was right where her father needed her most. She hoped the country would have “the Courage to do right” and signed off on her letter to him: “Affectionately and ambitiously for Country—the Democracy, and its Noblest Patriot and Statesman.”

			The rest of the country did not necessarily see it her way. At six feet two, Salmon Portland Chase was a presidential aspirant out of central casting, with the look of a Roman statesman and a dignified manner to match. But, unlike Abraham Lincoln, he was humorless and lacked the common touch. He had a sanctimonious streak that even admirers found off-putting. Known for frequently switching parties over the past three decades, he was viewed by many as an opportunist. This perennial candidate was, thought Lincoln, “a little insane” when it came to the presidency. Now Salmon Chase’s gnawing lust for that office was tempting him to compromise his principles and seek the nomination of a party heavily populated with racists and traitors.

			There were those who thought it was Kate who was the driving force behind her father’s ambition. Because Chase was a widower, Kate would, if he entered the White House, become his official hostess and the nation’s First Lady. One woman journalist wrote that her desire for that position amounted “almost to a mania.” Kate recognized that, with her father’s path to the Republican nomination blocked by the war hero Grant, he needed to switch parties to have a shot at the prize. To Kate, politics was less about ideology than electing the right person, which she believed her father to be.

			Chase wrote Kate during the 1868 convention to say he would be happy to stay on the Supreme Court. “You know how little I have desired a nomination and how averse I have been to making any efforts to secure it,” he wrote. But he was protesting too much. A few months before the convention one of Chase’s Ohio friends advised the chief justice to stay on the bench because his chances of being nominated for president were slim. But Chase spent an hour trying to convince his visitor he was wrong and that he could and would receive the nomination. Another close friend who spoke to him in May 1868 found him “entranced by White House dreams.”

			Kate pretended to go along with her father’s professed lack of interest in higher office. “I am glad you are not going to be greatly disappointed if the nomination is not for you,” she wrote him on the eve of the convention. But she had heard too many similar disclaimers from her father, for too many years, to place any reliance on them. She concluded her letter, “I should like to see this bright jewel added to your crown of earthly distinction, and I believe it will be. But we can love and be very happy and just as proud of you without it. Will the Country do as well?”

			MONDAY, July 6—The day was devoted to preliminaries: selection of the presiding chair (ex-New York governor Horatio Seymour), setting of procedural ground rules, and the reading of resolutions decrying the Republicans’ Reconstruction policy of granting power to “ignorant negroes” in the South. Kate must have cringed at such expressions, so at odds with her father’s views of a lifetime. One might ask why she did not leave the convention, pack up her bags, and telegraph her father to say he should want no part of any party such as this. But it was too late for any such second thoughts.

			It would be more interesting to know Kate’s reaction to another resolution presented that day by the Women’s Suffrage Association. Seymour, the chair, announced he had a letter from that organization, signed by Susan B. Anthony, at which point some delegates laughingly called out, “Read it! Read it!” The convention secretary read the letter, which demanded the enfranchisement of the women of America, “the only class (not guilty of crime) taxed without representation, tried without a jury of their peers, governed without their consent.” One delegate recalled that at the time it was regarded as a joke and was ignored.

			Unlike the all-male delegates, Kate probably did not laugh at these ladies, but neither did she embrace them. In all her years Kate never spoke out in favor of women’s suffrage, and was at best a bystander in the movement. Three years after the convention she would decline to add her name to a Senate petition, signed by over a thousand women, in support of giving women the vote. It was not that she opposed the suffragists’ goals, but she preferred different means. She thought women could be more effective behind the scenes, in salon parlors and back rooms, using informal suasion rather than demonstrative protest. Her role at the convention was a case in point: as a woman, she was not allowed on the convention floor, although she could watch from the gallery, and when back at her hotel she was in hourly communication with Tammany Hall by messenger.

			One reason for her growing optimism was the weak competition her father faced. Ohio’s Pendleton was a prominent “Copperhead” who had opposed the war, served as General George McClellan’s vice presidential running mate against Lincoln in 1864, and led opposition to the passage of the Thirteenth Amendment abolishing slavery. His record endeared him to hard-core Democrats but made him a weak candidate to do battle against the war hero Grant in the general election. And although Pendleton enjoyed strong support from western delegates, his advocacy of repayment of Civil War bondholders in paper “greenbacks” rather than gold made him anathema to eastern money men such as Tilden and Belmont. Another western man, Indiana senator Thomas Hendricks, was a popular mainstream Democrat, but he faced strong hostility from the Pendleton forces. The main argument in favor of Pennsylvania’s General Winfield Scott Hancock, one of the North’s heroes of Gettysburg, was that he was electable, but the New York Herald thought choosing him as the challenger to Grant would be like “taking the lieutenant to run against the captain.”

			The man Kate had to worry about most was, ironically, someone who was not even running and who, shortly before the convention, announced his support for Chase. Former New York governor Horatio Seymour was the most popular national Democrat in the country, someone who could have the nomination with the merest indication he would accept it. But he said repeatedly he would not. The fifty-eight-year-old Seymour, from Utica, New York, was an elegant and courtly gentleman, always flawlessly dressed. His grandfatherly exterior, however, concealed a steely Copperhead who had fought Lincoln at every turn and infamously addressed the New York draft rioters of July 1863 as “my friends.” The pro-Chase Herald also thought Seymour “as dry as the dead leaves of autumn,” a “fossil politician of a bygone age” who would inspire no enthusiasm among the people.

			Although leading Democrats continued to pepper Tilden with letters advocating Seymour’s nomination, Kate seemed satisfied with Seymour’s demurrals. Seymour was staying at the Greenwich Village home of John Van Buren, Chase’s floor manager at the convention, and, as Kate wrote her father, Van Buren insisted that Seymour was sincere in his intention not to be a candidate under any circumstances.

			On Monday afternoon the convention adjourned until Tuesday morning, whereupon the delegates repaired to the hotel barrooms and balconies to discuss the various candidates’ prospects. A reporter asked Kate about her father’s chances of success. “It is all a question,” she said, “whether the Democratic party has the sense to seize its opportunities. I fear that when the South seceded the brains of the party went with it. Since then it has rarely missed an opportunity to blunder.”

			***

			One person who would not have minded the Democrats blundering was New York senator Roscoe Conkling. A rising star in the Republican Party, he had more than a passing interest in the Democratic convention, as Horatio Seymour happened to be his brother-in-law. Their opposing political allegiances might have made for awkward conversation at family get-togethers, except that Conkling was living apart from his estranged wife, Julia, Seymour’s sister, who preferred to stay in Utica while Conkling was in Washington.

			As Conkling sat at his Senate desk that first week of July, he would watch and await the outcome of the Democratic gathering. A notorious ladies’ man, whose handsome looks, impressive physique, and powerful oratory would earn him the title “Adonis of the Senate,” he undoubtedly had his eye on Kate Chase Sprague. It could not have escaped his notice when it was reported in the press, two years earlier, that Mr. and Mrs. Sprague were about to divorce. The couple seemed like such an obvious mismatch that there had to be something to the rumors. Kate Chase was a woman Roscoe Conkling would have to get to know better.

			TUESDAY, July 7—As the balloting for president got under way that morning, Kate sent her father an upbeat letter. “The excitement here is intense—The outside pressure is very great,” she wrote, “and ‘Chase’ is the pass word in the throng gathered about Tammany Hall.” There were “snares and pitfalls everywhere,” she cautioned, but “the feeling improves every hour and there is a growing confidence everywhere that you will Ultimately be the choice.”

			The pitfalls related to both people and platform. Kate was frustrated with her inability to locate Van Buren, who was not around the convention much, and she had the same problem with Frederick Aiken, a lawyer and newspaper editor who served as a sort of master of ceremonies who introduced Kate to out-of-town delegates at her Fifth Avenue Hotel parlor. He also was secretary of the Chase “committee of one hundred,” headquartered at the Chanler House, another base of operations set up on Fourteenth Street across from Tammany Hall. But Kate wrote her father on Tuesday, July 7, to say that Aiken was “too indiscreet to be trusted by you in any way.” He would disappear for long stretches, she explained, then resurface, still hungover from drinking, to ask for reimbursement of headquarters expenses.*

			As for the platform, adopted by the convention Tuesday morning, it was not a Chase-friendly document. It declined to endorse the chief justice’s cherished principle in favor of voting rights for black Americans. It also contained inflammatory language denouncing “negro supremacy” and attacking the Reconstruction Acts as “unconstitutional, revolutionary, and void.” But Kate was trying to convince her father not to be too fastidious over the wording. Her goal was getting him nominated, not standing on ceremony. She had excerpts of the platform telegraphed to him on Tuesday morning so he might have time to become comfortable with it. In a “P.S.” she suggested that as soon as he saw the platform in the press that night, he send “such a telegram as may be advisable and necessary to be read in open Convention.” Kate considered the time for vacillation to be over; her father needed to inform the delegates, as clearly as possible, that he was prepared to carry the Democratic banner into the fall election.

			Chase did not respond as she might have hoped. He wrote Van Buren to say that, based on what he had seen, the platform was “in the main, very good,” but he was not prepared to sign off on it until he had seen the entire document. To Kate he expressed even less enthusiasm. “I can accept well enough the platform,” he wrote, “but I can’t say that I like it.” He was willing to have his name put forward if he was assured of being nominated but was worried at the prospect of endorsing a discreditable platform, compromising his honor, and still losing. As a result, he placed his supporters on a tight leash, cautioning Kate not to “do or say anything which may not be proclaimed on the housetops.” He was not making her job any easier.

			In the meantime balloting for the nomination had begun. Six inconclusive tallies were recorded that Tuesday, producing no major surprises. Each followed the same pattern: a clear lead for Pendleton, but less than a majority and far short of the two-thirds needed to nominate. In second place was Hancock, followed by Sanford Church (New York’s favorite-­son candidate), then Hendricks. Around midafternoon the convention adjourned to Wednesday at 10 a.m. Aiken telegrammed Chase to let him know his name had “not yet [been] presented—all going well . . . carried our point in gaining time.” Full of optimism, the Chase forces would be back at it again the following day.

			***

			Far away in Minnesota, Kate’s half-sister, twenty-year-old Janet Ralston Chase, known to the family as “Nettie,” was blissfully uninvolved with the hubbub of the Democratic convention. She was visiting relatives, hiking and exploring Indian country, and exhibiting her budding artistic talent with sketches of waterfalls and real wigwams, not those of the Tammany Hall variety. The breeziness of her letters back home reflected her carefree personality, so different from her father’s or Kate’s. “Do you know I think I have inherited a soupçon of the old pioneer spirit,” she wrote her father, “for when I feel myself beyond civilization, a kind of wild delight comes over me, my Indian wakes and gives a warhoop.” She told of stopping at an inn at midnight under the aurora borealis and having a hot supper made for her group by a farmer’s wife who “told us she had a Sister living in the West. I suppose she considers Minnesota as the East.” She had received a letter from her father the prior night that presumably included a discussion of politics, and, without commenting on its contents, she said she “liked the envelope best of all.” That was typical Nettie. She was happy enough in Minnesota, making her outdoor sketches “on the back of a note book with the end of a burnt match.” And glad not to have to worry about delegations, platforms, and candidates in the Wigwam on Fourteenth Street.

			WEDNESDAY, July 8—As the week progressed, the weather began to cool off outside Tammany Hall, but inside the convention things were heating up. On the seventh ballot, taken Wednesday morning, Pendleton increased his lead, which worried the New Yorkers. On the next ballot New York switched its support from its favorite son, Church, to Indiana’s Hendricks, who vaulted into second place and headed off any rush to Pendleton.

			The ninth through eleventh ballots showed little change. It was now midafternoon, and Kate was waiting for a letter from her father expressing support for the platform. But before anything came the secretary began to call the roll for the twelfth ballot: “Alabama: Eight for Pendleton. Arkansas: Five for Hendricks.” Then the leader of the California delegation stepped forward. Of the five votes the state had to cast, three went to Pendleton, one and a half to Hendricks, and, in a surprise announcement, one-half vote would go to . . . Salmon P. Chase.

			Prolonged cheering rose from the galleries and hall. As it began to subside, a few scattered hisses were heard, prompting a renewal of applause. A Chase man recalled it as “a scene of delirious excitement, which lasted unremittingly for ten minutes” and brought the proceedings to a halt. “It was a strange and extraordinary occurrence; and thoroughly bewildering to most of the members of the convention.”

			As she joined in the applause that afternoon, Kate was not bewildered at all; she was exhilarated and maybe a bit misty-eyed. For, despite her reputation as a cold, Machiavellian schemer, she had a sensitive inner emotional core and cried easily at the theater. This was a moment to shed tears of joy. For now, surely, the convention would jump on the Chase bandwagon and nominate her adored father. He would, indeed, defeat General Grant, and Kate would, at last, become the First Lady of the land.

			It was a position for which her whole life to that point had prepared her. In fact, her training had begun nearly two decades earlier, not more than a ten-minute walk from the convention hall where she now stood, cheering her father’s name.

			*A former Union army officer with a checkered past, Aiken had gained fame defending Mary Surratt, the Washington, DC, boardinghouse owner who was tried and hung as a conspirator in the assassination of Lincoln.
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			1. “Qualified to Ornament Any Society”

			Mademoiselle Henriette Desportes (or Deluzy, her alias in Paris), stepped off the steamer Zurich in New York harbor in mid-September 1849, carrying a Manhattan address with her: 10 Gramercy Park. Her new life in America could only be better than the one she left behind in France, where she was a suspected accomplice in that country’s notorious murder of the century.*

			To gain work in America, Henriette needed to find an employer who would judge her not on her past but on her merits: as a teacher of art and French and as a woman of ready wit and intellect. She had found the right place—10 Gramercy Park was the home of Miss Haines’s School for Girls as well as its headmistress, Henrietta B. Haines. One of the most exclusive and fashionable girls’ private boarding schools in the country, it was, importantly, a meritocracy.

			At the same time thirty-six-year-old Henriette Desportes set sail for New York, nine-year-old Kate Chase was preparing to head to the same place. Unlike Henriette, young Kate was going there not to rebuild a life but to start one. Nevertheless, the concept was the same. Most of her classmates were day pupils from the wealthiest, old-line New York families, with Dutch settler names like Van Horn, Schuyler, and De Peyster, the English DeLancey and Jay, and the French Lorillard. Kate would be a minority—a hick from the West, as Ohio was considered in those days. The New York girls would return home at night to their families, whereas Kate would be on her own, one of only a handful of actual boarders. She was also younger than most of the other students. She would need to prove herself, but if she had what it took, she could become the equal of any girl there.

			Beginning with the January term in 1850, Kate’s and Henriette Desportes’s tenures at Miss Haines’s School overlapped for about a year and a half, during which the former governess taught the girls French and supervised their daily walks, two abreast, around Gramercy Park. Those walks, along with the classroom scenes inside Miss Haines’s School, would be immortalized nearly a century later in Rachel Field’s novel, All This, And Heaven Too, and in the 1940 Bette Davis film of the same name. Although Field, Henriette Desportes’s great-niece, based her book on fact, the movie would mistakenly portray Haines as an elderly spinster. Single she was—divorced after a brief marriage to a Christian missionary in her early twenties. But Henrietta Haines in 1849 was only thirty-three, younger than Mademoiselle Desportes. Yet already by 1849 her boarding school had acquired a reputation for excellence. She also boasted of its new setting in a handsome, five-story brownstone overlooking Gramercy Park, then as now a serene oasis in a bustling metropolis.

			The surroundings may have been pleasant, but the Spartan school regimen was anything but. Up at 5:30 a.m., the girls studied until seven, followed by prayers and a continental breakfast of buttered bread, honey, and café au lait. They took the first of their two daily walks at eight in the morning, promenading six times around the park, then several blocks north up Lexington Avenue and back for the beginning of school. In class until about 2 p.m., they took their second walk of the day, returning by three for some free time, followed by a study hour that, as one girl recalled, was “pretty severe for we could hardly breathe” without the teacher’s permission. After dinner they had an hour of French conversation, more study or listening to Miss Haines read aloud, then tea and prayers until bedtime at 8 p.m. On Tuesday “parlor nights” the girls could stay up an extra hour to sew, knit, or sketch. Some evenings they would perform little scenes or “tableaux.” Weekends involved much church going and singing. It was an exacting program, but the students kept coming back, year after year. An instructor recalled that the girls enjoyed well-cooked, generous meals and were “taught table manners!” The school was often called “the Manners School.”

			Miss Haines displayed a violent temper at times. But Julia Newberry, a student who feared the tall, blackly clad headmistress at first, found her “supremely gracious.” As the young girl recalled, Miss Haines “called me ‘my dear’ all the time. She sat on the sofa and her eyes twinkled.”

			The school’s educational curriculum combined hard learning with more artful instruction designed to prepare the girls for society. In addition to French, Kate studied Latin, geography, history, math, English grammar, spelling, penmanship, and composition. She read Oliver Goldsmith’s “Deserted Village” as well as Longfellow, Dickens, and Emerson. She received religious instruction and heard visiting lectures on theology, glaciers, and geology. Piano and dancing—cotillions and waltzes—were also on the agenda. Particularly relevant to her later skills as a hostess, she was taught elocution—the art of speaking and pronunciation.

			Kate’s father sent her there not just to get her out of his hair but also as part of his grand plan for her. Although conservative in style and tone, Henrietta Haines’s school was part of mainstream progressive thought in women’s education, following the lead of such proponents as Cincinnati’s Catharine Beecher, the sister of Harriet Beecher Stowe and famed clergyman Henry Ward Beecher, all acquaintances of Chase. In a book published the year after Kate’s birth, Catharine Beecher advocated sending girls to boarding schools not only to learn home economics but also to receive instruction in the natural sciences and language arts so they might “develop a parlor-based culture that would spread their influence over the entire nation.” It was as if she were writing prophetically about young Kate Chase.

			From her time in New York, Kate also took away a taste for culture, sophistication, and the finer things in life. A small-town girl in the big city for the first time, she gained exposure to theater, opera, and other entertainments. She and her schoolmates had front-row seats to hear Jenny Lind, the celebrated Swedish soprano, make her American debut at the Castle Garden in Battery Park. It was in New York too that Kate developed her interest in expensive clothes and fashion. In 1854 Catharine Beekman, a year younger than Kate, recalled in a letter to her mother how, for one of their tableaux, some of the girls had sent to Boston for dresses and spent “at least a month getting them up.” Kate was probably one of those doing the getting up. A year later her father asked her to validate a more than $300 bill she had run up for clothing (equivalent to $8,000 in 2014 dollars), including “24 yds of cross-barred muslin [fabric], 18 yds of linen, silk dress, Miss Wharton’s bill for making dresses . . . 4 pairs of boots and shoes . . . 2 bonnets,” plus incidentals such as combs, bows, and a parasol. The teenaged Kate responded peremptorily, “I have examined this bill and find everything correct. C.J. Chase.” It was the first of many times her extravagance would be called into question.

			The four and a half years Kate spent at Miss Haines’s School had an incalculable impact on her. It was here that she acquired the deportment and conversational skills she would use to her advantage the rest of her life. She shared the stage with other young, intelligent girls, most of whom were well ahead of her in worldliness and sophistication when she first arrived. And she proved she could be one of them.

			Although Kate would later express pride at having attended this celebrated school, her memories of her time there were not all fond ones. Described as “a little devil,” she found the atmosphere stifling. Miss Haines, to whom the girls had to curtsy, emphasized “three deadly sins”: crossing the legs, lifting the hands from the lap, and running instead of walking gracefully. “What little prigs we were!” recalled one girl. Kate may not have liked her classmates much, for she roomed most of her time not with other girls but with her French teacher, Camille de Janon, who took over in 1851 when Henriette Desportes married a minister and became a highly regarded salon hostess herself. Although Kate made a couple of girlfriends, she formed no lasting relationships from her years at the Haines School. In fact, for most of her life she had very few close female friends. “She would frankly tell me,” her youngest daughter later recalled, “that she always detested women, however much she might like men.”

			Kate’s relationship with Miss Haines also was problematic. Kate was lonely in New York, but in December 1852 the headmistress denied Kate’s request to go home for Christmas, saying she did not think Kate deserved that pleasure at that time. Chase told his daughter he was sure she must have done something wrong or neglected some duty. He wrote her to say he would acquiesce in Miss Haines’s views and that she should as well. It is unlikely that Kate, homesick in New York while her classmates returned to their families for Christmas, took kindly to this advice.

			Kate’s memories of the Haines School also were tarnished by the steady stream of letters—critical, reproachful, and sometimes downright cruel—that she received from her father during her years there. His letters would always be leavened with words of love and encouragement and relieved by occasional praise, but they were not the sort of letters a lonely young girl would wish to receive from an absent father she adored.

			During her first year of school in New York, in 1850, Kate’s father cautioned her not to be selfish, scolded her for not writing more frequently, judged her letters as poor, and admonished her for being untruthful. On her tenth birthday, writing from his Senate chamber in Washington, her father had this to say to her: “You have said a good deal in your letters in excuse of your delays and bad writing. I do not like excuses. They are not often strictly true, and they are almost invariably in bad taste.” He told her she had not yet “cultivated those habits of self denial” necessary to keeping up a daily journal, as he always did. “There is another thing which I want to speak to you about,” he continued. “You do not always speak the exact truth. This is a very-very bad habit. If you do not overcome it, it will grow upon you and will ruin you forever.” He did manage to notice some improvement in her handwriting from her last letter and, having otherwise faulted her letter, was glad to conclude it with a compliment. He forgot to wish her a happy birthday, however—not the last time that would happen.

			Three weeks later he was back at her. “You have not in any letter, taken any notice of what I wrote some weeks since on the subject of your negligence in not writing punctually and some other matters. What is the meaning of this? The least it can mean is that you are very thoughtless.” He closed by saying that when she wrote him better letters he would try to improve the quality of his.

			Kate was not the only family member who came in for such treatment. Around the same time, for example, in a letter to his twenty-nine-year-old wife, Kate’s stepmother, Chase pointed out that she had spelled “Tuesday” as “tewsday.” A few years later he would tell nine-year-old Nettie, Kate’s sister, that her last letter was “not nearly as good as some little girls write who are no older than you are.” He would later disparage one of Nettie’s letters as careless and ragged looking and, on another occasion, would accuse her of “heedlessness.” But his most severe and consistent criticism was reserved for Kate, if only because he expected so much more from her.

			He gave Kate credit on those infrequent occasions when he thought it due, telling her in early 1851 that her last two letters were among her best. But the praise never lasted long and invariably was overridden by criticism in ensuing exchanges. Sometimes he faulted her handwriting, as when he wrote in March 1851 to say that her letters were too small and pinched looking. Another time he told her she needed to take more care in joining all the letters of each word, for in her last letter she had written “pleasure” as “pleas ure.” These were hypocritical comments, coming from someone whose own handwriting was notoriously illegible. Anticipating this very argument from Kate, he instructed her to “follow my precept rather than my practice.”

			But his most stinging criticisms were not of Kate’s handwriting but of her style. He repeatedly lamented the dullness of her prose and prodded her to enliven her letters with greater detail about everyday life. “You set down only naked facts without any embellishment whatever,” he wrote. Like the diners who complained about the restaurant where the food was no good and of such small portions, he said her letters were both poorly written and too infrequent. “I hope the other little girls, under Miss Haines’s care, are more punctual and better correspondents than you are,” he wrote her in September 1851, adding, “If not[,] their parents will not be very well satisfied with them.” But when the letters came he wasn’t satisfied. They were too wooden, he said; she needed to “write exactly as you would talk, and tell me, just as you would in conversation, of all I wish to know.” In a particularly scathing post he called her letters “mere dry bones” and reflective of “habitual disregard of your father’s wishes.” He added that in his view she was certainly old enough (at age twelve) to realize the pain she caused him.

			None of Kate’s letters from this period have survived, so her side of the story is untold. But at least one of her excuses may be inferred from one of her father’s letters. She defended the lack of spontaneity in her writing on the grounds that Miss Haines read all of her students’ outgoing correspondence before it was sent. Kate also knew that her serious-minded father would have no interest in hearing about the sorts of things that engaged a young girl—dresses, fabrics, and dances—subjects the other girls could write about to their mothers. Although he would come to admire her intellect, Kate’s father did not encourage his daughter to think creatively, outside the box of religious dedication and worldly striving that he constructed for her.

			As Kate grew older, Chase adopted an even more biting tone with her. In September 1853, the start of what would prove to be her final year at the Haines School, he called her last letter, written on her birthday, “rather a poor beginning for your new year. . . . I don’t wonder you were ‘ashamed to send this miserable scrawl’ especially as the first letter of a young lady of thirteen.” Three months later he said that, based on a specimen of her French translations, “I am afraid you do not think enough.” He commanded that “what you do at all, do well.”

			Her father’s constant remonstrations, over a period from 1850 to 1854, had to wear on Kate. Her years at the Haines School may have been useful, but they were often painful—good for grooming but not emotionally satisfying.

			It also did not help that her father compared Kate’s more complicated personality with the sweet, good-humored nature of her younger half-­sister. After receiving a letter in October 1853 that Kate thought she had infused with levity, he told her he found it “short and not very funny.” But Nettie was “the most winsome little creature” one could imagine, he wrote Kate a couple of weeks later. The following year, shortly after Kate left the Haines School, he again praised Nettie while taking a direct swipe at Kate. “Artless, guileless, truthful, affectionate, and winning[,] she [Nettie] gains all hearts. It is by loving others that she makes others love her. There is a lesson in this, dear Katie. Can’t you tell what it is?”

			Kate’s last month at the Haines School came in June 1854. In early July Chase received her report card, which he disparaged as unacceptable even though she ranked eighth in her class. As a young man, Chase had said that he wanted to be “first wherever I may be,” and now he wanted no less from Kate. “The time has come,” he told her that July, “when you must put on your thinking cap and use your brains, and qualify yourself for a part in society.” He wanted her to lead a useful and refined life. “I desire that you may be qualified to ornament any society in our own country or elsewhere,” he told her. As usual, in the same letter in which he bemoaned her grades, he tempered his lament with a bit of praise, saying he was pleased with a composition of hers, entitled “The Hand.” Then he took most of it back, expressing doubt that she could have written it herself. “Were you not helped in it?” he asked. “If not absolutely your own, how much was?”

			Yet all the questioning and reproach Kate received from her father did nothing to diminish her love for him. As far as she was concerned he was immune from censure. She may have been reluctant to counter him for fear he would transfer all his attention and devotion to Nettie. But it went beyond any sibling rivalry. As much as Kate may have recoiled from her father’s criticism, she proceeded to internalize it, for fundamentally she accepted his notions of perfectionism. She was too much like him to do otherwise. Kate too was ambitious, sought perfection, and, though clever in speech, had little sense of humor, at least when it came to herself. She would strive for perfect salons, perfect clothes, a perfect marriage. And so, without a trace of irony, she could write her younger sister Nettie, as she did a few years later, to say “Your last letter was a great improvement upon the others, still the spelling is not perfect.” She would one day compliment her own son on the neatness and care of his latest letter while criticizing its style. “Grandpapa would complain of my schoolgirl efforts and say, ‘don’t let your letters be all dry bones my daughter, put some meat on them,’” she wrote Willie when he was approaching twelve. “I repeat his advice to you my dearest Willie,” she continued. “Write as you would talk. Tell what interests you and be sure it will interest your parents who follow your every little act.”

			“You, I think, are like me,” Chase told Kate, when she was but ten, beginning her second year of school with Miss Haines. He saw her even then as mirroring himself, including his flaws. “I wish you could put a little more life into your letters,” he wrote her, “but I cannot blame you much seeing there is so little life in mine.”

			That there was little life in Salmon Chase’s letters was true, but it was easy enough to understand. As he wrote his friend Charles Sumner, the great abolitionist senator, in 1850, death had been pursuing him incessantly his entire life. And given that ever-present shadow, one needed to do as much as possible in the little time one had. “I wish to see you as accomplished as a lady whom I saw in Philadelphia—a Miss Furness who understands French, Italian and German, converses in all three languages, writes beautifully and talks as well as she writes,” he wrote Kate in her final year at the Haines School. “I hope you will not merely equal but excel her before you are twenty,” he wrote. “But don’t think because twenty to you is seven years off you have plenty of time to spare. No, indeed. Every minute is precious. You must not lose any of them.” Ever since his childhood in New Hampshire, Salmon Chase had striven to achieve for himself what he now sought for Kate and what Rachel Field believed her Great-Aunt Henriette Desportes finally achieved in America as well: both earthly accomplishment and eternal grace—all of this, and heaven too.

			*She had been the governess of the children of a French duchess who was found bludgeoned to death in her Paris mansion just weeks after Henriette left her household because of suspicions of an affair with the duchess’s husband, the Duc Theobald de Praslin. The Duc, clearly guilty of the crime, committed suicide by swallowing poison before he could be brought to trial. Henriette was jailed, repeatedly interrogated, and finally let go for lack of evidence.

		

	
		
			2. “I Shall Strive to Be First Wherever I May Be”

			So close was the bond between them, so indelibly linked are they in history, that to understand Kate one must come to know her famous father, Salmon Portland Chase.

			He was born in Cornish, New Hampshire, on January 13, 1808, a year before Abraham Lincoln, and had several things in common with his future rival. Both were sons of farmers and disliked farm work. Chase lost his father at age nine, the same age at which Lincoln’s mother died. Both youths grew up tall, sought to escape their rustic backgrounds, and gravitated to the law. Neither had an impressive speaking voice: Lincoln’s was a high-pitched, midwestern twang, whereas the deep-voiced Chase struggled to overcome an “almost childlike little lisp.” But there the similarities mostly ended.

			The third youngest of ten children, Salmon obtained a solid formal education, something Lincoln never had. Although his father had only a country boy’s schooling, most of Salmon’s uncles attended Dartmouth College. One of them, Salmon, was a prominent lawyer in Maine and the source of the name Chase always disliked because it sounded “fishy.” Another was a US senator from Vermont, and others were learned ­professionals—doctors and clergymen.

			Chase’s father, Ithamar, was a successful farmer, church warden, and local office holder. Esteemed by his Cornish neighbors, he represented them for a number of years in the New Hampshire legislature. But he left it all behind in late 1815, when he moved his family to Keene, some thirty miles away, to invest in a glass factory and run the hotel-tavern his wife had inherited. The glass factory soon failed, and Ithamar descended toward bankruptcy. In 1817 Ithamar died following a massive stroke at age fifty-four, leaving his widow and children impoverished and threatening Salmon’s educational progress. But one of his uncles, Episcopalian Bishop Philander Chase (a bizarre name for a preacher) agreed to bring the fatherless twelve-year-old Salmon to Worthington, Ohio, near Columbus, where the bishop headed a boys’ school and kept a farm in addition to ministering to his small flock. At Worthington and, later, at Cincinnati College, where Bishop Chase assumed the presidency in 1822, young Chase continued a classical education that, in New Hampshire, had already included Latin, Greek, and Euclidean geometry.

			Unlike Lincoln, who had no religious inclinations to speak of, Salmon Chase embraced the Christian faith. His mother, Janet Ralston Chase, was a pious and cultured woman who had him baptized into the Episcopal Church, and Uncle Philander imbued him with strong spiritual impulses. Whereas Lincoln’s stepmother was a kind and loving woman, helping foster young Abe’s famous amiability, Bishop Philander was, as Chase would later recall, a “tyrannical” figure. Physically imposing at over six feet tall, the bishop secured Chase’s obedience but not his affection. He was a strict taskmaster who kept young Salmon busy with rigorous study and monotonous farm chores. When his nephew was disobedient or indolent, Bishop Chase beat the boy or locked him up, justifying such punishment by quoting the Bible. Still, Salmon considered his uncle to be a good man and was heavily influenced by him. Philander Chase’s tendency to view the world in black and white ethical terms would find expression in Salmon Chase’s own off-putting moral certitude. And his uncle’s demand for perfection would show up in Chase’s letters to his daughters. When Chase admonished Kate and Nettie to do better, he was hearing echoes of Philander Chase in his ear.

			Chase hated his time in Ohio. He counted the days until he could return to New Hampshire or find work elsewhere. He got his wish in 1823, when Philander Chase resigned the presidency of Cincinnati College and headed to England to raise funds for an Episcopal seminary he planned to start in Ohio, which became Kenyon College. Salmon went home to Keene, where he taught school for a while, despite being only fifteen. But he was fired after parents complained that he was administering excessive corporal punishment. As Chase remembered it, one of the older students was acting up, so he cracked him on the head with the end of a cane. Salmon had more than a little of his Uncle Philander in him.

			At age sixteen Chase entered Dartmouth College as a junior. It was a liberating experience, and the two years he spent at Dartmouth were among the few times in his life Chase let loose, if only a little. He partook liberally in gossip, assigned his classmates clever nicknames, and made several lifelong friends. But despite graduating Phi Beta Kappa and eighth in his class of thirty-six, he expressed regret at wasting so much time there. To his former classmate, Tom Sparhawk, he confessed to reading too many novels and light works and told him that, considering “the shortness of time and magnitude of the work which each of us must perform,” he was ashamed of his own listlessness. Even at a young age Chase had adopted the notion that life on earth was fleeting.

			Salmon Chase was a determined and opinionated young man. In his first year at Dartmouth he staged a successful one-man protest to reinstate an innocent classmate who had been suspended from school. While attending college he also taught school, loathing every minute of it. He considered his students insolent and said he “would sooner undertake to teach the wild Indians, than again attempt to instruct savages of our enlightened land.”

			Chase’s letters during and shortly after his years at Dartmouth reflect a chattiness and irreverence lacking in his later correspondence. He dotted them with witticisms and French phrases, talked of “old Bison’s falling in love for the 99th time,” and told his friend Sparhawk, after learning that one of their female acquaintances was engaged to a physician, that he would “give the end of my little fingernail to know a thing or two in relation to this match.” But the serious young man always returned to the themes of duty and moral striving. Two years after graduation he summed up his philosophy in a letter to Sparhawk: “I regard this world not as a place of leisure—not as a place of selfish exertion, but as a vast theatre upon which each man has a part allotted to him to perform and duties to discharge which connect him closely with his fellowman.” A year later he wrote again to say that “I am not sorry that I have been a pedagogue. It is good to have borne the yoke in one’s youth.” He was the ripe old age of twenty-one.

			By this time Chase was living in Washington, DC, hoping to pursue a legal career. His older brother Alexander predicted he would be “a shining ornament to the profession.” But Salmon needed money to support his legal studies and ended up teaching school again. He asked his Uncle Dudley, the US senator, to help him get a government clerkship, but he was turned down on the grounds that he was better off fending for himself. “I once obtained an office for a nephew of mine and he was ruined by it,” Uncle Dudley told him. “I will give you fifty cents with which to buy a spade; but I will not help to put you in a clerkship.” And so, despite his misgivings about teaching, he took over a class of a dozen or so boys and taught classics to them for more than two years. Among his students were the sons of Senator Henry Clay and several of President John Quincy Adams’s cabinet members. He found this group more obedient than the “brats” he had taught in New England and liked the school “as well as I ever shall like any school.” That was not saying much. He still detested the drudgery and thanklessness of school teaching and continued to draw complaints from parents for doling out whippings to miscreant students. He later confessed to Kate, in trying to convince her to sympathize with her boarding school faculty, that during his teaching years he went to school each morning resolved to control his temper but too often “the petty vexations and cares of the schoolroom swept away the defenses of good resolutions.”

			The disgruntled young instructor also had little use for almost every other Washington inhabitant and institution. His fellow teachers were a “miserable set”; Congress was full of lazy, stupid men; and the city’s class structure was akin to the Hindu caste system. He met President John Quincy Adams at a White House soirée and found him “stiff as a crow-bar,” like an “Automaton chess-Player.” The president’s successor, Andrew Jackson, was an “ignoramus,” a “rash, violent military chief” whose followers were a vulgar mob and whose then secretary of state, Martin Van Buren, was a “contemptible intriguer.”

			Though not yet politically involved, Chase was beginning to show a spectator’s interest in presidential politics. His views on slavery were still unformed; although slaves were constantly on display in Washington, Chase had yet to develop the messianic hatred of the institution that preoccupied him in later years. Rather than supporting abolition, he thought it made sense to colonize African Americans on the Pacific Coast or send them back to Africa. But even three decades before the Civil War he sensed that one day the issue would split the country. He told Sparhawk he expected to “see this Union dissolved and I do not know that New England has much reason to deprecate such an event.”

			The bright spot in the three years he spent in Washington was his friendship with the family of William Wirt, the attorney general in the Adams administration, whose sons were among Chase’s pupils. Chase in turn became a law student of Wirt’s. Although the busy attorney generally spent little time supervising the young man’s superficial study, Chase saw more of him at Wirt’s home, where the multitalented lawyer, biographer, and man of letters became a role model for Chase in a way his uncle the bishop had never been. Wirt reminded Chase more of his late father, Ithamar, who had “ruled by kind words and kind looks” and kept Salmon “pretty straight by the mildest means.” Wirt was antislavery and supported rights for Native Americans. Generous and gentlemanly, he invited the lonely Chase into his large household, where the young man recalled spending many happy hours in song around the piano, listening to poetry, and engaging in conversation.

			The Wirt home was a gathering place for Washington’s social elite, but of greater interest to Chase were two of Wirt’s unmarried daughters, Elizabeth and Catharine. He accompanied the pair to galleries, receptions, and concerts—the first time in his life he socialized with members of the opposite sex. He wrote a college friend to say that both of them possessed highly cultivated minds, good taste, and elegant manners. Elizabeth, the older, may have been the inspiration for the diary he started on New Year’s Day in 1829 (one he would maintain for the rest of his life), for in the second entry, on January 10, he wrote that she had “bright raven locks and a fine frank open brunette countenance. She moves like a wind-borne thing over the earth.” Chase thought of trying to win her affection, but being unsure of his future, he felt it would be unfair to her. She also might not have appreciated the well-meaning but inept description of her that he recorded in his diary and later expanded into a poem, entitled “The Sisters,” that he inscribed privately to her and Catharine. “She was not very beautiful,” he wrote of Elizabeth, “and yet . . . ” The poem went on to extol her other fine qualities of intellect and loveliness, but if Elizabeth saw what Chase had written about her, she could hardly have been blamed if she lost interest in him after the words “not very beautiful.” A year later he was close to falling in love with another girl he found “slight and frail but exquisitely molded” and would have done so had they in one critical respect not been so dissimilar. “She is fond of the gay world,” he lamented, whereas he had “no desire to partake in its vanities. She is disinclined to religion and its duties; I value them more than any earthly possession.”

			He tended to idealize women. As he wrote to his Dartmouth friend Hamilton Smith, man was “always the seducer, woman the seduced,” and “any inference which would affect injuriously the character of the female sex would fall still more heavily upon our own.” If patronizing, his attitude was more progressive than most. Whatever negative traits females possessed as a gender, he insisted, were instilled, not inborn. “Are they deceitful and dang[erous]; are their affections light, fickle or evanescent?” he asked Smith. Answering his own question, he wrote, “They often are; but why? Because man has taught them so to be. But naturally it is not so.” He saw that women could be just as logical and intellectual as men; on a ride to the country shortly before his twenty-second birthday the young Chase met “two agreeable, intelligent girls who had read much, thought much and (perhaps) talked more. They made subtle distinctions with a skill worthy of old Aristotle, and syllogized as if they [had] been educated in the school of . . . Thomas Aquinas.” He found this particular pair too pushy for his tastes, though, for he immediately added in his diary that he did not like “argumentative ladies.” Nonetheless, in the same entry he mocked the claim that men were “entitled to an exclusive monopoly of all the wit, sense and learning in the world.” And although he never encouraged his own daughters to go to college or pursue their own professional careers, this was not because he viewed them as inferior beings due to their gender; it was not the norm then for women, even from socially advanced families of means, to attend college, and Chase was far from a wealthy man himself. The widower Chase was also more than happy to have Kate and, later, Nettie serve as his domestic hostesses.

			When it came to male and female relationships, Chase and Kate were mirror images of each other: he formed closer attachments with women than with men, and she too got along better with members of the opposite sex. Like most successful public men, Chase was able, as he became older, to attract a following from younger male protégés. But, with few exceptions, he never developed intimate friendships with men of his own generation and social standing. He was not one to hang out with the boys at the bar, smoke cigars, or play poker on Saturday nights. (He neither drank nor used tobacco, and he avoided—in fact, in his own home ­disallowed—card playing and games of chance.) Things were different with women. Without self-consciousness he could share with them his interests in softer disciplines: literature, French, poetry, religion. By his midtwenties his awkwardness around women was largely behind him, and he became attractive to the opposite sex.

			There was one other girl from his youth who was the one who got away. Elizabeth Hannah Cabell, the niece of William Wirt, was the daughter of a former Virginia governor. Chase described her in his diary in 1829 as “a pretty young lady of eighteen” who was “singularly sensible and intelligent; but timid as a fawn.” Eugene Didier, his private secretary many years later, wrote that she allowed him to escort her to social events and found him clever and intelligent but would not consider marrying a poor young schoolteacher with no apparent prospects. Yet for Chase, according to his secretary, “the aroma of that early love still lingered many years afterward.” When, as chief justice, he was visiting Richmond with Nettie, they were paid a visit by Elizabeth Cabell’s niece. Chase “recalled with tender feeling the circumstance of his youthful love and its result. When he spoke of his first sweetheart there was a pathos in the voice of the calm and dignified Chief Justice, which was as rare as it was interesting.”

			Though admitted to the Washington, DC, bar, Chase left the capital in 1830 and returned to Cincinnati. The main reason for his move was the departure of the Wirt family to Baltimore in April 1829, following the change in administrations, from Adams to Jackson, that ended William Wirt’s tenure as attorney general. Wirt’s daughters Elizabeth and Catharine relocated to Virginia, and Chase’s entire social life left with them. Dazed, he attended a public auction of the furniture Wirt left behind, not to buy anything but “to pass once more through the house.” He wandered into the deserted rooms where Elizabeth had dressed while he waited for her downstairs and where Wirt had maintained his study, and then he entered the garden that had been Mrs. Wirt’s favorite spot. “But her step was no more among them. She was far away. . . . I went home.”

			Chase thought for a time of following Wirt to Baltimore and becoming a lawyer there, but he longed to be a bigger fish in a smaller pond. “I would rather be first in Cincinnati than first in Baltimore, twenty years hence,” he wrote to Charles Cleveland, a former Dartmouth classmate, soon after turning twenty-two. “And as I have ever been first at school and college (except at Dartmouth where I was an idle goose) I shall strive to be first wherever I may be.” He asked his friend not to laugh at his idea of changing his name to “Spencer De Cheyce or Spencer Payne Cheyce.” That thought went nowhere, but the pompous impulse behind it would remain. So would the ambition. As he wrote his friend Smith shortly before the Wirts left Washington, “I have always thought that Providence intended me as the instrument of effecting something more than falls to the lot of all men to achieve.”

			And so in early 1830, after three years in the nation’s capital, he found himself back in Ohio, a lawyer in search of a practice, a bachelor in search of a wife, and a man in search of greatness. All three would come to him, and in that order. But so would repeated family tragedy, for which he would seek compensation in the birth and life of a beloved daughter. 

		

	
		
			3. “How Short Then Is This Life!”

			The ten years between Salmon Chase’s return to Cincinnati and the birth of Kate, in 1840, were marked by impressive public accomplishment and untold private grief.

			During the 1830s Chase became a moderately prosperous banking lawyer, but his interests ranged far beyond his legal practice. He founded a lyceum for popular lectures; joined the “Semi-Colon” literary society; became a Sunday school superintendent; was active in the local temperance movement; read prodigiously of history, philosophy, and theology; and, in a gargantuan task, compiled a comprehensive annotated edition of the statutes of Ohio. His schedule was so busy that for a time he planned each day’s activities in writing, down to the half hour, then recorded how closely he had adhered to the program. His plan for June 26, 1840, for example, had him rising at 4:30 a.m. and bathing and dressing by 5:30. He rose a little late, so he skipped the bath to stay on schedule. The next day he was more diligent: “½ past 4 to ½ past 5—Shower bath—repetition of Psalm—dress—15 minutes past 4 to ¼ past 5—accomplished all.” He ended his eighteen-hour day just before ten o’clock, when he retired to bed after recording the next day’s plan.

			Chase’s greatest passion, however, was reserved for the growing antislavery cause. His feelings were galvanized in 1836, when angry mobs of white Cincinnati race rioters attacked James Birney, a former slaveholder turned abolitionist newspaper publisher, twice destroying his printing press. Among the disgusted observers were Chase and his fellow Semi-­Colon Club member Harriet Beecher Stowe. The incident had a profound influence on both of them: she would go on to write Uncle Tom’s Cabin, a book that made Chase cry, and he would become a national leader of the antislavery movement.

			When the anti-Birney mob reached the steps of the Franklin House, where the publisher lived but was absent that night, they found the doorway blocked by the six-foot-two, twenty-eight-year-old Chase. One of the ringleaders asked for his name, and when he told them, he was warned that he would pay for his actions. “I told him that I could be found at any time,” Chase recalled. When the crowd learned that Birney was not home, it calmed down and dispersed. It was an act of courage on Chase’s part, for although Ohio was a free state, abolitionism was unpopular in Cincinnati, a border town heavily dependent on the slave trade with states south of the Ohio River, especially neighboring Kentucky. As a key stopping point on the Underground Railroad that transported runaway slaves from captivity to freedom, Cincinnati was plagued by constant racial tensions and periodic rioting.

			Chase believed the city authorities had acted shamefully for having failed to condemn the rioters, and forever after he would hold a strong antipathy toward mob justice. He was not technically an abolitionist, he insisted, taking pains to explain in a letter to the editor that he acted to protect Birney principally out of his belief in freedom of the press. To be called an abolitionist in Cincinnati at the time, recalled the well-known Ohio journalist Donn Piatt, was tantamount to being “denounced as a thief or a burglar.” In fact, although most schoolbook histories identify him with the abolitionists, Chase was never one of them, strictly speaking. Chase believed, as did Lincoln, that although the federal government should do everything it could to contain the spread of slavery and do nothing affirmatively to protect the peculiar institution, it was powerless under the Constitution to interfere with slavery in the states where it existed.

			But if cautious about adopting the abolitionist label, Chase was fearless when it came to advancing the antislavery cause. “He was to speak, one night, at a little school-house some four miles from Cincinnati,” Piatt recounted in his memoirs, “and notice had been served on him that if he did he would be mobbed. This had no effect on Chase. He was a brave man, and a threat of violence only made him the more determined to fill his appointment.” A group of ruffians threw eggs at him through the window, and though they hit their mark, Chase wiped them from his chest with a handkerchief and went on with his speech.

			“Chase was no recluse, no book-worm, no merely philosophic, speculative Abolitionist,” said his Cincinnati law partner (and one-time Ohio governor) George Hoadly. “He believed in work and in methods; believed in parties, committees, machinery, organization, in newspapers, speeches, letters, persuasion; in short, in every species of agitation. He was no apostle of non-resistance or submission, but a propagandist of political war.” His most visible efforts as a Cincinnati lawyer were on behalf of runaway slaves. Chase gained national recognition for his argument that the fugitive slave law, which required the return of escaped slaves to their masters, was unconstitutional as “contrary to natural right.” Chase rarely turned down an opportunity to represent a runaway slave, even though such cases earned him no money and he lost—and expected to lose—almost all of them, including the famous Van Zandt case that went to the US Supreme Court. So habitual was Chase’s handling of this class of cases that he became known as the “Attorney General for Runaway Negroes.” Among his most treasured possessions was a silver pitcher given to him by the black citizens of Cincinnati, honoring his “zealous and disinterested advocacy of the rights and privileges of all classes of your fellow citizens, irrespective of clime, color or condition.” In thanking the donors, Chase stated his position—radical even for antislavery advocates at the time—that black men should be entitled to vote.

			The gusto with which Chase threw himself into the antislavery cause is largely attributable to his strong moral and religious impulses. He also had a burning desire to achieve something great beyond himself, and although his advocacy of equal rights for African Americans did not endear him to many voters, it allowed him to carve out a niche on the national stage. And he knew that if he remained constant to the cause, his time would come. “The movement, no doubt, must be in the beginning unpopular,” he wrote his friend Charles Cleveland in 1841. “But it will go on and gain friends constantly. In a little while multitudes will come out of their hiding place and join the advancing host of Liberty.”

			But there was an additional factor that made him pursue his life’s work with such fervor. It allowed him to lose himself in great public endeavors and submerge the terrible personal tragedies he had suffered in his private life. Indeed, Chase was dogged by the relentless way in which death constantly pursued him.

			The first blow was the worst one. In 1834 Chase married Catharine Jane “Kitty” Garniss, the only child of a well-to-do businessman who lived with his wife and daughter in the same lodging house as Chase. Chase, who considered the Garniss family nouveau riche “pretenders to style,” initially regarded Catharine as “an affected and shallow girl” whose large features and plain face did not please him. Another man, however, remembered her as a brilliant woman whose regal carriage contrasted with the awkward and ungainly Chase. Kitty Garniss shared that opinion of Chase, considering him uncouth and in need of some polishing up.

			Much as he derided the Garnisses as social climbers, Chase secretly longed to be part of their society. His interest in Kitty Garniss grew slowly but inexorably. After she went away for a season to New Orleans, where she reigned as a belle, and he survived a near-deadly bout with rheumatic fever, promising to “live a more godly life” if he recovered, they began seeing each other more in Cincinnati at parties and friends’ weddings and on rides in the country. His opinion of her changed. “How mistaken was I in this estimate!” he said of his original assessment. “How vastly did I underrate her!” The tipping point came in February 1834, when she confided that she dreamed the night before that he had wiped a drop of water from her cheek and chided her when he realized she was wearing makeup. Within a month they were married by the Reverend Lyman Beecher, father of Harriet and Catharine and their famous preacher brother, Henry Ward Beecher. In mid-November 1835 the couple had their first child, a daughter they named Catharine Jane, for her mother. The little girl would go by Kate.

			Two weeks later the baby’s mother was dead. Chase was not at his wife’s bedside in her final moments, having been away on business in Philadelphia. Kitty was deliriously ill and incoherent after giving birth, but after a week she recovered sufficiently to urge him to go ahead with his trip. The reports he received while traveling were encouraging, but on his way back, in Wheeling, he was handed another note informing him of her death. Hurrying home, hoping against hope it was all a mistake, the stunned and guilt-ridden husband found his wife lying upstairs, lifeless. He knelt before her and “implored God to return her to me,” then kissed her cold lips and forehead. But his prayer went unanswered. “Nothing was left but clay.” His grief was compounded when he concluded that her death had been unnecessary, the result of what he considered virtually criminal medical malpractice. After diagnosing her with peritonitis and in an effort to reduce her fever, the doctors continued to bleed her—draining fifty ounces in all—until she passed away without a struggle or even a sigh.

			For weeks afterward Chase was inconsolable, visiting her grave nearly every day. He berated himself for not being at her deathbed and blamed the doctors (and his in-laws) for her demise, characteristically based on his reading of several medical texts on childbirth. From then on he developed a habit of second-guessing others’ actions and competence.

			Chase was particularly haunted by the lack of assurance that Kitty died having accepted her Lord and Savior. With his social butterfly of a wife he had foolishly contented himself with a few conversations on the subject of religion and a few recommendations of religious books. If only, he wrote in his diary, he had persistently lectured her, he might have turned her into a true Christian. “But I procrastinated,” he lamented, “and now she is gone.” Never again would any of the women in his life—wives or daughters—be left to their own devices on the subject of eternal grace.

			In September 1839 Chase, now thirty-one, married for a second time. His new bride, seventeen-year-old Eliza Ann Smith, was very different from his first wife. “Lizzie,” as she was known, was an avowedly Christian woman from a middle-class family and lacked Kitty Garniss’s social standing and stately bearing. But she was apparently more pleasing to the eye. Although no images of Lizzie have survived, she was described as “very lovely, of a slight figure and exquisite complexion, with fine light brown hair and marvelously bright eyes.” She was affectionate and frolicsome and enjoyed playing jokes on her much older, dignified husband in an effort to lighten him up.

			Lizzie took over care of Chase’s four-year-old daughter, Kate. But less than five months later, in February 1840, the child came down with scarlet fever, apparently contracted from her grandfather, and died within days. A grief-stricken Chase sought sympathy from his Dartmouth classmate Charles Cleveland over his sudden loss. “Her animated playfulness—her childish talk—her winning endearments—have lent wings to many delightful moments,” he wrote. Even more, Chase had looked forward to when his daughter might superintend his household and serve as his counselor and friend. “Many were the little plans I had formed with reference to her,” he lamented to Cleveland. Those plans would be transferred to his second-born Kate, whose entry into the world six months later helped take Chase’s mind off the loss of the first.

			When Chase arrived at his home in downtown Cincinnati on the evening of August 12, 1840, following a day at his law office, he found his wife, Lizzie, “suffering a good deal of pain.” She was about to go into labor for the birth of her first child. After the doctor and nurse arrived, Chase went into a separate room “and kneeling down prayed God to support and comfort my dear wife, to preserve the life of the child and save both from sin.” A few hours later, around 2 a.m. on August 13, the wife of his law partner emerged from the birthing room to announce the arrival of a little daughter. “The babe is pronounced pretty. I think it quite otherwise,” the new father wrote in his diary. “It is however well formed and I am thankful. May God give the child a good understanding that she may keep his commandments.” He then went back to memorizing the 119th Psalm, the longest in the Bible, rebuking himself for having to frequently refer to the book. 

			Catharine Jane Chase, as she was christened, was the third female in Chase’s life to bear that name. She was named not for her living mother, Lizzie, but for Chase’s late first wife and daughter. She would always go by Kate (or “Katie” to her immediate family). And to distinguish herself from the two prior Catharine Janes, when writing out her full first name she spelled it with a “K”—either “Katharine” or “Katherine.”

			Two weeks after Kate’s birth Chase wrote Cleveland to mention “a certain interesting little stranger who has lately made her first appearance on this stage.” The arrival of little Kate renewed Chase’s spirits. She grew healthily and became a delight to him and his young wife. Chase was especially gratified to find that Lizzie adhered to his religious views and was “indeed a renewed child of God.” He looked forward to a friendship with her that would never end and imagined the two of them together in eternity, “looking back on the present scenes of our pilgrimage and reviewing together the scenes of our earthly existence!” But the happy scenes did not last long.

			In 1842 Lizzie gave birth to another daughter and namesake, Lizzie, who died within three months. A third daughter—another Lizzie—was born in 1843 but lived just over a year. Chase barely mentioned the passing of these two short-lived sisters of Kate. Then death intruded again the following year, in September 1845, when twenty-three-year-old Lizzie succumbed to tuberculosis after a lengthy illness. Lizzie had never been healthy since catching cold around Christmas of 1840, and unlike with his first wife, Chase saw Lizzie’s death coming. But that did little to lessen his grief. If his mourning was not equal in intensity to that over the death of his first wife, the sorrow was still genuine. “The Lord hath dealt very bitterly with me,” Chase wrote his friend Charles Cleveland. “I write weeping. I cannot restrain my tears. . . . I have no wife, my little Kate has no mother, and we are desolate.” His only solace was the confidence, which he so lacked regarding Kitty Garniss, that his second wife had died in the faith. He confirmed that trust in several conversations with her before her passing, when they had spoken of her probable departure, and in her final moments, as she struggled for a final utterance. Her last word was in answer to his question, “Is Christ precious to you now dear Lizzie? and she faintly answered ‘yes.’”

			Shortly after Lizzie’s death Chase read the Bible to five-year-old Kate, choosing, naturally enough, the story of the long-suffering Job. She “listened and seemed to be pleased, probably with the solemn rhythms, for she certainly can understand very little,” he recorded in his diary. But a few short years later he would make sure she understood the caprice of earthly existence. “Remember,” he wrote her in 1851, when she was away at the Haines School in New York, “that you may die soon, and cannot, in any event, live very many years.” It bordered on the macabre, but having seen nearly everyone close to him die prematurely, Chase could be forgiven for thinking that things would be no different with Kate. She therefore needed to make her peace with God, he told her, for “already eleven years of your life are passed. You may not live another eleven years; perhaps only a very small part of that time; certainly or almost certainly not many times eleven years. How short then is this life! And how earnest ought to be our preparation for another!”

			Kate would never become as obsessed as her father with the notion of eternal salvation, but she would share his drive for worldly accomplishment. By the time she finished school, her father had, on the strength of his antislavery credentials, made it to the governor’s mansion in Ohio. He was also on his way, he hoped, to the presidency of the United States. And throughout his quest his daughter Kate would be right there with him. She did want that “bright jewel” added to his “earthly crown,” but she also wanted so much more. She would be driven in multiple directions, seeking perfection, the best, in everything. The question remained: driven to what end? What did her own earthly jewel look like?
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