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Rock Island, Illinois. August 3, 1892.

The sky was gray and threatening to rain as the young man walked across the bridge to the prison.

The guard at the gate looked him over with suspicion. John Cadwallader noted that the guard was older than him, perhaps in his forties, old enough to have been a veteran of the Great Western War. The man still wore the uniform of the U.S. Army, with the stripes of a sergeant, but these days the uniform was no longer blue, but a yellowish brown that the British called khaki. John thought it looked too much like what the Confederates wore in their army.

“What are you here for again?” the sergeant asked.

“I’m here to visit my father, Sylvanus Cadwallader.” John spread the two letters out on the small table in the guard post in front of the soldier. “I have official permission to visit — signed by the Governor of Illinois, John Peter Altgeld, and the commander of the Department of Illinois, General Elon Farnsworth.”

It had taken John months to collect the signatures of the two most important men in the state in order to get visiting privileges.  The sergeant barely glanced at the documents and continued to glare at the visitor.

“This is highly irregular, you know. This particular prisoner has special restrictions — it has not been communicated to me to expect visitors and grant access...”

“I know the special circumstances,” John insisted. “That’s why I went to trouble to get the approval of the Governor and the state’s military commander. Both have agreed that I can be allowed a brief visit.” John waited for a response, but the guard was still hesitant. Finally John said, “Please, sir. I haven’t seen my father in over two years. I’ve come all the way from Chicago — don’t send me home again without a chance to speak to him. He’s an old man — I may never get this chance again.”

Finally the guard nodded and said, “Very well. I can’t refuse an order from General Farnsworth. I will have to let you in — but your visit must be brief, understood?” He led John Cadwallader to another door in the back of the guardhouse, and John stepped through and entered the confines of Rock Island Prison.

The prison, built on an island in the Mississippi River, had originally been the site of an army fort used during the Black Hawk War in the 1830’s. Years later, plans were made to use the existing structures as part of a prison camp during the Civil War, but the cease fire in 1862 happened before any Southern prisoners could be confined there. Over the next ten years, construction of the prison camp continued, in case hostilities with the Confederate States were ever renewed. That never happened, but in 1873, the first prisoners of war finally arrived at Rock Island Prison. These were Canadians and British soldiers captured during the Western War. By the war’s end in 1875, more than five thousand P.O.W.’s had been housed in the camp’s eighty-four barracks.

After the Canadian surrender, the prisoners were repatriated and the camp was once again empty. But the commanding general of the United States, George B. McClellan, had a new use for Rock Island Prison and several other P.O.W. camps around the country. Within the year, the first civilian prisoners began arriving at Rock Island. These were offenders who had been sentenced not in the civil courts, but by military tribunals. Most had been found guilty of the crimes of sedition or conspiracy to provoke an insurrection. For those who had been deemed an enemy of the state, Rock Island was a typical destination.

John Cadwallader was led to a building in the center of the prison that was identified as Post Headquarters by a large white sign. An American flag flew from a tall flagpole in front — a new flag, with the additional stars for the six new states that had been admitted last year. There were numerous other buildings on the grounds, some for the use of the garrison troops, and others were barracks for the prisoners. John could see many men in gray prison uniforms at work policing the grounds, supervised by soldiers in khaki army uniforms. None took notice of John as he climbed the steps to the headquarters building to its front door.

In a small windowless room, John sat down and waited. There was nothing in this room but two chairs and a table. A soldier with red hair, freckles, and a Springfield rifle stood by the door. John wondered if he should ask the freckle-faced private how long he would have to wait, but decided against it. He had come all this way to see his father; he could afford to be patient.

Finally, after fifteen long minutes, Sylvanus Cadwallader was brought to the room, accompanied by two armed guards. Long chains were shackled to his wrists and ankles. John stood at once, ready to rush to embrace his father, but one of the guards barked, “You will not touch the prisoner.” John nodded and sat down again, and studied what had become of the man he remembered.

He looked older, of course, but now he looked even older than what would be expected of a man of sixty-seven. His hair, once thick and black, was now entirely white, and had receded to high up his forehead. He was thin, and the ill-fitting prison uniform made him look even thinner, its collar much too large for his scrawny neck. But his eyes were still bright with a look of keen intelligence behind them, and though his smile revealed a mouth full of yellowed, rotting teeth, it was still a smile warm with love and affection.

The two guards who had brought Sylvanus to the room now sat him down in the other chair and began working on fastening his chains to a steel loop built into the floor. A padlock was snapped closed around the links, insuring that Sylvanus could not rise from the sitting position until they released him.

One of the guards, a sergeant, spoke to John. “You are authorized for a twenty-minute visit. Do not attempt to touch the prisoner or pass any items to him. Any violations of these prison regulations will be dealt with severely. After exactly twenty minutes we will return to escort the prisoner back to his work detail.” The two guards turned smartly and left the room, leaving the freckle-faced private to stand guard inside the room.

“Father? I thought they weren’t going to let me see you!” John said, suddenly overcome with emotion. “How are you? How are they treating you?”

“I’m fine,” the older man said. “I’m doing very well. Especially now that I’ve seen you. How is your mother?”

“She wishes she could be here. That was the original plan, but the doctor advised against it. There’s nothing specifically wrong with her, but she does get tired so easily. She really hasn’t been the same since...”

“I know.” There was no need for either to say aloud the reason for Mary Cadwallader’s decline. John’s younger sister Ethel had died of pneumonia at the age of twenty-one, four years ago, and it had broken their mother’s heart.

“She sends all her love, of course,” John continued. “And there’s some new letters for you from her. As soon as the army finishes inspecting their contents, they’ll be delivered to you.”

“Yes, the army has to read all of my correspondence. I’m not sure what it expects to find in there? Plans to blow up a battleship, maybe?”

John stole a quick glance at the guard by the door, checking to see if he overheard. The guard’s face was expressionless. John was glad to see there wasn’t a reaction — he knew his father had been joking, but very few in the uniform of the U.S. Army were known to have a sense of humor.

“Don’t talk like that, Father. We are hoping to get you released someday. That may yet happen, but not if you make jokes about attacking the military. Your insistence on free speech is what got you into prison in the first place!”

“What, are you worried about Jackson here?” Sylvanus cocked his head in the direction of the red-haired guard. “He’s nothing to worry about. Hey, Jackson, if I call the camp commandant a son of a bitch, will you report me?”

The guard thought a moment. “Probably not.”

“Why not?”

“Probably on account of the fact that the camp commandant is a son of a bitch.”

Sylvanus laughed loudly. “You see? Johnny, I’ve been here for eight years. I know all the guards and they know me. They treat me well. That gruff act that you’ve been getting from the others is all a show for outsiders. They have to act that way or else the public will think I’m getting soft treatment. But the truth is that the treatment here is not so bad. It’s not a five-star hotel, but it’s not hell on earth, either.”

“That’s good to hear. But I am still hoping to get you released. We haven’t given up hope, back in Chicago, and I’ve been talking to lawyers. There’s a man named Darrow, and he thinks...”

“The lawyers won’t be able to do anything. If I had been imprisoned by the state courts, perhaps, but I was arrested by the Gendarmerie and tried by a military tribunal. When they found me guilty, they didn’t even bother sentencing me to a set number of years. I am to be locked up until such time as I ‘no longer pose a threat to society’, in the words of the military judge. So if I’m lucky, I’ll be out before my ninetieth birthday. But I’m not counting on it.”

“I’ve sent letters to Washington, addressed to any general who might have the authority to release you. Surely one of them...”

“Face it, John. I’m still in prison because one general in particular wanted me locked up, and now he’s dead. And no general who is part of what we laughingly call a national government wants to offend the ghost of George B. McClellan by letting me out. If McClellan had lived, you might have caught him on a good day and talked him into releasing me. But since he had the bad manners to drop dead of a heart attack in ’85, I’m afraid I’m in here for good.”

“You’re in here because you published a newspaper that told the truth about what has happened to our country. Once upon a time, that was called freedom of the press, and it wasn’t a capital crime!”

Sylvanus hung his head sadly. “What you call ‘freedom of the press’ died before you were born, John. It died the day George McClellan realized that he had an army at his command, and that meant that he didn’t have to take orders from Abraham Lincoln anymore, so he marched his army into the capital, took over the government, and made himself dictator. That was thirty years ago. The man himself might be dead, but his tyranny lives on.”’

“But why? McClellan’s regime should have ended when they lowered him into his grave. They should have reinstated the Constitution, restored the presidency, held national elections again — why are we still under military rule?”

“Son, it’s an axiom of politics — those who are in power, no matter how they happened to get that power, never want to give it up. With McClellan gone, his inner circle of generals now run the country, and there’s no incentive for them to turn things back over to civilians. This is what I wrote about, many times, in The Defiance — since the current situation was only supposed to last as long as a crisis existed, those in power would make very sure that we were in a permanent state of crisis. We’ve had five or six ‘crises’ since the Southern Secession, each one as dire as the one before. Which one are we on now? The crisis over Cuba?”

“I suppose,” John said. “Still, I think we’d all be better off if you were a free man again, publishing The Defiance so people could read the truth about what’s happening.”

Sylvanus laughed. “As if locking me up could stop The Defiance! Do you realize, even with me in prison, there’s been other versions of The Defiance popping up in nearly every major city in the Union! The Gendarmerie is going crazy trying to shut them all down. I wish I’d trademarked that name — I’d like to get a nickel every time someone new publishes The Defiance!”

“They’re not the same. I’ve seen some of the other Defiances that are out there. They’re poorly written, badly typeset, and none of them have the sting that your writing had. Some aren’t even political. I saw one paper in Chicago called The Defiance, and it was nothing but a collection of bawdy poems and stories of improbable sexual feats. It was disgusting — downright pornographic.”

“That’s all right,” Sylvanus said with a shrug. “If its publication means that the Gendarmerie are kept occupied, then it’s served its purpose. I’d rather those villains on horseback spent their time looking for publishers of naughty rhymes, rather than terrorizing innocent townspeople on their nighttime raids. But enough talk of this. I want to hear about you. How are your studies progressing?”

“I’m doing well in all my classes, but I still wonder if I’m doing the right thing. I fear I may have made a bad decision when I chose my career.”

“Why?” Sylvanus asked. “You’re studying at the best medical school in Chicago. In a year or two you’ll be a physician, a very honorable profession. You’ll be saving lives, making a real difference in the world.”

“I know that. I made the decision to study medicine when Ethel became sick. I felt so helpless, and I knew that this was something I could do, if not to help her, then to help others like her. I still think this is a sufficient reason, and the decision to become a doctor was a noble choice. But...”

“But what?”

“But I still feel helpless, and this time it’s not something that can be altered with knowledge of medicine. I feel helpless because you’re in prison and there’s nothing I can do about it. I feel helpless because our country is still ruled by military dictators and I can’t change that. Is it enough to cure the sick? Or should I be striving to cure the sickness in our country instead?”

Father and son were silent for a long moment, and then Sylvanus said, “John, you know I once felt as you did. I was going to wage war against General McClellan himself, and I did. Twelve years on the run, never publishing my newspaper in the same city twice, striking blow after blow against the leader of the most powerful military force on this planet. Where did it get me? Chains on my wrists and ankles, and the dictatorship is more entrenched than ever. I’m not saying that you shouldn’t try to make a difference, because I know you’ll try no matter what I say. I’m just saying you need to be prepared for a fight you can’t win.”

“I won’t be alone,” John said. “There are others who feel as I do. I’ll find allies — one man may not be able to turn the tide, but a sufficient number might.”

“I had allies, too,” Sylvanus said. “There was my old friend Grant. Unfortunately he died a number of years ago, from smoking those damned cigars. That might be the one redeeming consequence of my incarceration — cigars are hard to come by, and I’ve had to forego what had been my lifelong habit. That alone might extend my life a few years. Then there’s Ambrose Bierce. Contrary to my expectations, he actually became a famous writer, but not in this country. Despite being on the Gendarmerie’s Most Wanted list, he managed to slip across the border into the Republic of California. He took up residence in San Francisco, where he’s still writing the strangest stories you ever saw. And I had other allies, also — a few wealthy and powerful men of industry who wanted their names kept secret, and I have, even to this day. My point is, allies are all well and good, but our adversaries are powerful, and their numbers are legion. So is that it? Are you dropping out of medical school?”

“I don’t know. I truly haven’t decided yet. School is in recess now until the beginning of the fall term, so I have a few weeks to make up my mind. To be honest, I wanted first to hear what you had to say. I didn’t know if you’d be pleased or outraged by my possible change of plans. I value your opinion, Father, and I do want to know what you think I should do.”

“I think this is wholly your decision, John. I do think you’ll make a damn fine doctor, but you would also make a fine lawyer, or writer, or journalist, or even revolutionary. I know you will make me proud with whatever you do with your life, of that you can rest assured. But only you can make this choice.”

The door opened, and the guard sergeant entered and barked, “Your twenty minutes are up, sir. This prisoner needs to be returned to his work detail.”

“What?” John said. “It couldn’t have possibly been twenty minutes. Please, I’m entitled to a little more time!”

“It’s all right,” Sylvanus said as the guards began unlocking the padlock that secured him to the floor. “The sergeant is only doing his duty. Write to me, John. As often as you can.”

“I will, Father.” John watched as the guards helped the emaciated old man out of the chair, and he wondered if he would ever see his father again. Prison had aged him terribly, and there was no telling how many years, or even months, would he be able to endure in this place.

“Give my love to your mother!” Sylvanus said, his parting words as the guards hustled him out of the room toward the barracks in the rear of the camp.

John watched him go. “Come with me, sir,” the freckle-faced private said. “I’ll escort you to the front gate.”

Slowly he followed the soldier. John hated this place; hated all that it represented. He knew then, in a moment of absolute clarity, that he would do everything required of him to free his father from the confines of this prison, no matter what the personal cost.
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[image: ]




Washington, D.C. August 4, 1892

In an office on the first floor of the United States Capitol, Major General William B. Franklin was just concluding his conference with the Spanish Ambassador.

“Señor Dato,” the general said, shaking the ambassador’s hand, “when you meet with your Foreign Minister, please give him our assurances that the United States is a stalwart friend of Spain. Unlike our neighbor to the south, this nation has no designs on any of Spain’s territorial possessions in the Caribbean, and we will work to preserve the Spanish right of sovereignty over Cuba and the other islands of the region.”

“The Foreign Minister will be very happy to hear that. Spain knows that it has no greater friend in the Western Hemisphere than the United States, and I will convey your good wishes to the Queen Regent and young King Alfonso.”

The ambassador bowed deeply to General Franklin, who returned the bow as best he could. Once the ambassador had left, Franklin returned to his desk. Officially his title was Commanding General, Department of the Potomac, the same title used by his late predecessor, George Brinton McClellan. He was in fact the most senior active officer in the United States Army, which meant that, like McClellan had been, he was in charge of the national government. Unlike McClellan, he was not solely in command. Franklin shared his power with other high-ranking general officers. No one general had seized the power that McClellan had claimed for himself, so in the seven years since the Little Napoleon’s death, an uneasy alliance among equals had governed the nation.

There was a knock on the half-open door, and a tall man in the uniform of the United States Gendarmerie stood there. “May I come in, Bill?

“Hello, George. Have you been waiting long?”

George Armstrong Custer came in and took a seat facing Franklin. His hair and beard, once golden, now were pure silver. “How did it go with our Spanish amigo?”

“Well, I suppose. I don’t mind the ceremonial duties — I know it goes with the job — but I’m a field commander, not a diplomat. Meeting with our overseas allies ought to be someone else’s job, not mine.”

“At least Spain still is our ally. If we don’t want the Confederacy to expand into the Caribbean, we have to make sure they know we stand with Spain.”

“Sometimes I think all we are doing is propping up what’s left of the crumbling Spanish Empire. What happens if the CSA actually does invade Cuba? Would we let it happen, or would we go to war with the Confederates on the side of Spain? Because you know Spain, by itself, is too weak to defend that island.”

“I don’t know,” Custer said, “but we’d better make up our mind what we’re going to do. Because if I read the Southern newspapers right, all of Dixie is itching for a war with Spain.”

“That’s because war talk sells newspapers, and newspaper publishers in the South want to sell a lot of newspapers. Especially that Pulitzer in South Carolina — have you read the Charleston Courier? Every day there’s a new report about Spanish atrocities in Cuba. At least our Northern newspapers are more restrained.”

Custer chuckled. “That’s a polite way of putting it. What you really mean is that if any of our newspapers printed anything critical of our Spanish allies, that printing press would be shut down and the publisher might be taking a one-way trip to a military prison camp. It would serve him right, too. I don’t know why the Confederates still put up with a free press.”

“Look, George, I didn’t ask you here to debate the fine points of running a country. I’ve got a serious matter to discuss with you. What I’m about to tell you can’t leave this room. Only a few select people have this information, and now you’ll be one of them. Can I count on you?”

“Do you even have to ask?” As national commander of the United States Gendarmerie, Brigadier General George Custer was the highest-ranking officer in the army’s mounted military police. Created by McClellan, the Gendarmerie was charged with seeking out subversive elements within the country’s borders who might be involved in anti-government activities. “What’s going on, Bill?”

“I just received the cablegram from London this morning. Max is coming home.”

“Max?”

“Sorry. Only close friends of the family know him by that nickname. Max is what his father called him, but the rest of us know him as George B. McClellan, Junior.”

“Oh.” Custer frowned as he thought of the implications of the statement. “I had hoped he’d left our shores for good. What, has he grown tired of Europe? Has he already learned all there is to know about the last thousand years of art history?”

“I don’t know. Our operative in England couldn’t provide any information about his motives. All we know is that Mr. and Mrs. McClellan boarded the RMS Majestic in Liverpool and will be arriving in New York early next week. Their tickets were for first-class passage — one-way.”

“One-way? It’s not just a visit, then. He’s coming back to the U.S. to stay.”

“Apparently,” Franklin said. “You do understand what this means, don’t you?”

“I’ve heard rumors. Never confirmed by someone in a position to know. But if any portion of what I’ve heard is true, then I suppose we may be in for interesting times. What exactly can you tell me?”

“I’ll tell you everything. As head of the Gendarmerie, you need to know the details. But please, George, keep it under your hat. If what I’m about to show you becomes public, the results could be explosive.”

William Franklin stood and crossed to a small wooden cabinet, then proceeded to unlock the top drawer with a key he drew from his vest pocket. There were several file folders arranged inside the drawer, but Franklin didn’t need to search for the relevant document. He pulled out the folder in front, which looked to contain only a single sheet of paper, and brought it to his desk.

“These are the last orders of George Brinton McClellan,” Franklin said, lowering his voice nearly to a whisper. “As you probably remember, his fatal heart attack came on October 29, 1885. But during the last five weeks of his life, he was troubled by increasing chest pains, and during these weeks he had an overwhelming sense of his own mortality. He was convinced that his time on this earth was coming to an end, and so he decided to draft his last orders.” Franklin opened the folder to reveal a handwritten document, and Custer easily recognized the writing to be in his former commander’s hand.

“Again, I’ve heard rumors of this letter’s existence,” Custer said, “but it’s never been made public. But the rumors are that it contains McClellan’s thoughts on the transfer of power after his death.”

“It does, and more,” Franklin confirmed. “Much of its contents have to do with the General’s only son. Max was not yet twenty years old when the General wrote these orders, yet it’s clear that the General wanted Max to succeed him as head of the national government. It’s common knowledge that the General’s son was given an appointment to the Military Academy at West Point, but was only there for a year. It seems that Max wasn’t interested in a military career, much to his father’s dismay, and he transferred to Princeton University and received his Bachelor of Arts there. What is not common knowledge is that George B. McClellan, Jr., was never removed from the roll of the Corps of Cadets, and on the day that the West Point Class of 1886 graduated, a commission was given to Second Lieutenant G.B. McClellan, Jr.”

“George Junior is an army officer?” Custer said, incredulous.

“He is. It was all part of the General’s last orders. The orders specified that the superintendent of West Point do this secretly, and so it was done. This young man has never commanded troops in the field, never even worn a uniform in public, but he is a commissioned officer in the United States Army. But that’s not all. Every year, on Max’s birthday, he gets a promotion. Not just a single grade of rank, but often two grades at a time. Over the last six years, he’s gone from a lieutenant to a captain to a major, and so on.”

“I’m afraid to ask — what is he now?”

“On his birthday last November, George McClellan, Junior, was awarded the rank of lieutenant general. Yes, George, he now outranks you — and me. He is the highest ranking officer in the United States Army.”

“But this is absurd!” Custer said, nearly shouting. “The rank is purely honorary. No officer in the army is obliged to recognize him as a superior officer — he’s never had a command of his own, or spent a day in uniform!”

“All true. Except the rank is not honorary, it is the literal truth. Max is entitled to wear a uniform with three stars on each shoulder. He is the first new three-star general we’ve had since 1862, when George Senior promoted himself to that rank after the dissolution of the civilian government. In the old days, you’d have to have the approval of the Senate to receive that kind of promotion. But since General McClellan dissolved the Senate and suspended the Constitution, he could do it without anyone else’s approval. so he did it first for himself, and now, from beyond the grave, for his son.”

“I had heard that a paper existed where the General named his son as his successor,” Custer said. “I had hoped the rumors were false. And yet — I still can’t believe that McClellan wanted his son to outrank the entire rest of the army! Who knows about this?”

“It is my understanding that there were five copies of this order,” Franklin said. “One for me, one for his friend General Wesley Merritt, the superintendent of West Point, and one for his chief of staff, General Randolph Marcy. General Marcy has since died, so Merritt and I are the only military officers with knowledge of the order.”

“And the other two copies?”

“Nelly McClellan, the General’s widow, has a copy of the order. The fifth copy of the order, of course, was given to George Junior himself.”

Custer’s eyes opened wide. “So he’s aware of his commission? He knows he’s supposedly the highest-ranking officer in America?”

“He knows. We’ve been fortunate that for the last six years, he’s shown no interest in making use of his father’s incredible gift. His passion seems to be centered on the history of the Italian peninsula, and so since leaving college he’s lived abroad, supposedly writing a book on Italian history. I was led to understand that he intended to live in Europe permanently — his young wife Georgiana seems very happy there. But all of a sudden, he’s coming home. He’s coming home to a nation that for the last thirty years has been under military rule, and now he rules the military. He has a valid claim to be the virtual dictator of the United States, if he chooses to claim that title.”

“In theory only,” Custer corrected. “Do you seriously believe that any army commander will obey any order given by a twenty-six-year-old boy with no military training or experience to speak of? It’s downright laughable.”

“I’m not laughing,” Franklin said. “The boy’s name is George McClellan — same as the man who threw Abraham Lincoln out of the White House, ended the Civil War, and then conquered half of Canada and made it U.S. territory. There are a lot of people in this country — civilians and soldiers alike — who’d like to see a man named George McClellan running this country again. You and I understand what a disaster that would be, but don’t write it off as impossible.”

“I still don’t understand. How could you let this happen?”

Franklin slumped lower in his desk chair. “I admit it, this is all my fault. When I first received the orders, days after the General’s death, I felt honored to be able to carry out the last requests of a dear friend, the man I had admired for nearly my entire career. I was blind to the implications of what this would mean to the country. Each year I signed the order granting Max his promotion to a higher, undeserved rank because I wanted to honor the memory of a great man. Besides, Max showed no interest in ever making use of his commission — I believed he would stay in Europe forever. But George, what do we do if Max McClellan shows up in this building, and demands to take control of the United States government?”

“Well, we could arrest him, I suppose,” Custer said without a hint of irony. “Hardly anyone knows he’s supposed to be a three-star general. We could lock him up in whatever our equivalent of the Bastille is and throw away the key. Problem solved.”

“Yes, that’s exactly the answer I’d expect from the commander of the Gendarmerie. Unfortunately, it won’t work. Nelly has a copy of the orders, too. And if I know Mary Ellen McClellan, she’d put the word out among all her society friends that her son is a prisoner of the United States government. Frankly, I’m surprised that she’s kept quiet about the orders this long. And no, we’re not going to arrest the widow of the late General as well. That I would not permit.”

“You’re right, of course,” Custer said. “Still, we may be worried over nothing. Nobody knows what young McClellan’s intentions are. You say he’s never shown any interest in a military career — why would he start now? Perhaps he just wants to settle down to a quiet life in a small town in Pennsylvania — maybe become a gentleman farmer? Leave the job of running this nation to the men who have been doing it all these years.”

“True. We have been getting worked up about the worst-case scenario,” Franklin agreed. “Until we know more, it’s useless to speculate about what Max intends to do. I suppose we’ll have to wait until he arrives before we jump to any more conclusions.”

“Let me float one more idea by you,” Custer said. “I still think arresting him is the best option, but what if we let him have the job? Make the public announcement that George Junior is his father’s chosen successor, and let him be the figurehead leader of the government. The decision-making will still be in the hands of the professional soldiers, the ones who have run this country since the General’s death. George Junior can go to state dinners and shake the hands of the other heads of state, and meanwhile we continue to keep the country running, same as we have been. Everybody’s happy.”

“Risky,” Franklin conceded, “but it does have its appeal. We would have to be sure that Max would consent to such an arrangement. If he ever tried to assert the authority that he legally has, we could be in serious trouble.”

“Legal authority?” Custer scoffed. “What legal authority did George McClellan have to arrest his commander-in-chief in February 1862? Legal authority has been a mighty flexible concept ever since then. Authority derives from whoever has the power and is willing to exercise it. McClellan’s son may have a piece of paper, but that doesn’t mean he has the power. Don’t forget that.”

“Don’t worry, I won’t. Well, I know there’s little we can do until Max arrives, but there are some things we can do to get ready. We have an N.I.S. agent aboard the Majestic, but he can’t report in until the ship docks. As soon as I receive his report, we’ll have a better idea what Max plans to do and where he plans to go. Once Max McClellan is back on dry land, I want his movements watched by the Gendarmerie.”

“Begging the General’s pardon, but that’s not our usual mission,” Custer told Franklin. “My men are trained to work on horseback in uniform. That sounds more a job for the National Intelligence Service, or even the New York Police Department.”

“We don’t want to involve the local police,” Franklin insisted. “The last thing we need is for Tammany Hall to hear of any possible instability in the national government. It’s been hard enough to keep New York aligned with the Union; the smallest thing might set them on a path to be the next California. And as for the N.I.S., so far we have its cooperation, but I wouldn’t count on it. Ever since Pinkerton died, the Service has been far too independent. I really don’t want to trust the fate of this military administration to a civilian agency. No, George, I want this to be strictly a military operation. And the only branch of the military I can be certain will work discreetly and efficiently is the Gendarmerie.”

“I thank you for the compliment, and I’ll assign some of my best troopers to proceed at once to New York City and begin plainclothes surveillance of young Mr. McClellan. Don’t worry, Bill. If this fellow has any notion of becoming the next dictator of America, we’ll take care of it — you can depend upon it.”
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Albany, New York. August 4, 1892

“The chair recognizes the assemblyman from New York County.”

The young man took his place at the podium, drew a few pages from his breast pocket, and adjusted his spectacles. “Mister Chairman! I rise today to take note of something that I am sure all here in the State Assembly are well aware. The year is 1892. I may have been schooled at home, but even I can calculate that this is a number evenly divisible by four. Once upon a time in these United States, years divisible by four had a special significance. In those years, we participated in a quaint tradition known as the national election. I cannot say that I speak of firsthand knowledge of this rite, because the last time national elections were held in this country, I was a mere babe in my mother’s arms at the tender age of two.  That year was 1860, the year this nation elected as its leader the late, lamented son of Illinois, Abraham Lincoln.

“However, due to events that we are all aware of, no national elections were held in 1864, or 1868, or any other quadrennial year since then. And there is little prospect of national elections being held this year. I ask for your kind attention as I briefly review how we arrived at this current state of affairs.”

There was some grumbling from a nearby desk, where a well-fed legislator of advanced years muttered, “Do we really have to sit here for a history lesson?”

“I would like to remind my colleague,” the speaker at the podium said, “that this is my time that has been allotted to me, and I can occupy this time in any matter I choose. If I think a ‘history lesson’ is in order, then it shall be a history lesson that you shall hear. In the year 1862, our nation was embroiled in a great civil war. Several of our sister states saw fit to abrogate the ties that bound us together as a union and declare their independency. Our elected president, Mr. Lincoln, sought to end the crisis one way, but his general-in-chief, George B. McClellan, disagreed and wished to settle the matter differently. As McClellan, at the head of a great army, was in a stronger position, he took control of the government, placing it under military control. Time and again he said that these were temporary measures, and once the crisis was averted, he would reinstate civilian control of the government and restore our Constitution to its right place as the supreme law of the land.

“You will recall that he ended the fighting with a cease-fire, brokered by our British friends, and in time that cease-fire became a treaty of peace, a peace between our nation and the Confederate States that has lasted to this day. One would think that would mark the end of the crisis and the return to constitutional government. But no, another crisis loomed. We were told that the Canadian Confederation threatened the peace and security of the state of Oregon and the Washington territory, and so a great army was dispatched to protect this land which, as it happened, was intended to be the western terminus of the transcontinental railroad. National elections, it seemed, would have to wait until this crisis was dealt with.

“We know what happened next. After several years of bloody war, the Canadian government capitulated and ceded to the United States an immense piece of land, greater than the Mexican Cession or even the Louisiana Purchase. The Stars and Stripes now flew over all of the northwestern quarter of the continent, all the way to the border of Russian Alaska. Surely, after this great victory, Americans could celebrate with the restoration of its Constitution. However, General McClellan said the time was not yet right. There was still important work to be done — our government was in delicate negotiations with Red Cloud of the Oglala Lakota to create a native homeland for his people, and a change of leadership at that time could be disastrous for the peace process. So the American people waited, and soon the 1870’s gave way to the 1880’s, and still no announcement that our government would be returned to civilian control.

“Finally, seven years ago, as it must to all men, death came to General George McClellan. Now, we thought, surely when the autocrat dies, the autocratic government itself must cease. But that was not the case. McClellan’s trusted lieutenants continue to rule, just as though the man himself was still with us. Here we are, in 1892, and still there is no sign of the return of a popularly-elected government. How much longer are we expected to wait?”

“How long must we wait for the end of this oration?” grumbled the colleague at the next desk.

The speaker barely glanced at his neighbor before returning to his prepared text. “Mister Chairman, since there seems to be no announcement of future elections in the offing from this national government, I propose that this body goes on record as proclaiming that the State of New York favors a restoration of the United States Constitution, a call for national elections this November, and a return to government by a United States Congress and a President of the United States. Furthermore, it should be proclaimed that the military of the United States, unequaled in might by any other nation in the world, should be once again subservient to civilian authority, and should relinquish all dictatorial power at once!”

There was smattering of applause throughout the chamber, but there seemed to be an equal amount of boos and catcalls from those opposed to the proposal. From the opposite side of the aisle, a legislator rose and spoke in a loud voice, “Will the gentleman yield for a question?”

The orator nodded. “I do so yield.”

“Very well. Mr. Chairman, I should like to ask Mr. Roosevelt what happens if, hypothetically speaking, we adopt his proposal and the national government refuses to comply. Does he seriously suggest that the military leaders of this country will relinquish their power simply because the State of New York politely asks them to?”

“I have no expectation that the army generals who currently lead this country will step aside just because they have been requested to do by the Empire State,” Assemblyman Theodore Roosevelt said. “Yet where one state dares to go, other states may dare to follow. What will the military establishment do if other states follow New York’s lead? George McClellan’s Revolution of 1862 succeeded because most state governments did not, or could not, object at that time. Only California, because of the great distances involved, managed to break free and chart its own course as an independent nation-state. But today, if a great number of states voice an objection to the absence of a civilian national government, I believe the military leaders will have no choice but to acquiesce to their collective will.”

“And what if that doesn’t happen?” the questioner asked. “Do we back down, or do we follow California’s example?”

“That is the great question,” Roosevelt said. “I would say that if we are men, we do not back down. I yield back the balance of my time.”

There was a motion to table the question, which was passed by a voice vote. The chair then adjourned the session until the following week, and the lawmakers began to stand and file out of the assembly chamber. As Roosevelt made ready to go, another legislator approached him. “You know your proposal will never be adopted, Roosevelt.”

“I have not given up hope,” the young politician said. “You heard the applause when I presented it. There are quite a few supporters in this body.”

“Not enough. The truth is, Tammany Hall supports military rule, and that’s not likely to change. The army leaves New York City alone and lets the machine bosses run the city like they always have. You know that when the assembly reconvenes next week, your proposal will be voted down — if it even comes up for a vote at all.”

“We shall see about that,” Roosevelt said. “Now, if you will excuse me, I have a train to catch. I need to be in New York City tonight. Good day.”

Later that day, Roosevelt boarded the Empire State Express and settled in for the trip south to Manhattan. He had just opened up his newspaper and began to read the day’s news when a woman, traveling alone, entered and took the seat opposite him.

“Rather warm today, isn’t it?” she said, as the train began moving.

Roosevelt looked up and saw her. “I suppose.” He looked back to his newspaper and read a couple of paragraphs about a situation in Europe. Then he said, without looking up again, “I was wondering if you’d show up.”

“I had the same doubts about you,” she said, her voice even and emotionless. She was a small woman, with a round face and dark eyes. “The life of a New York politician must be a busy one; I did not know if you would make our scheduled meeting.”

He lowered the newspaper and looked at her. “True, today’s session of the legislature did threaten to go late, but I managed to get away in time. Did you encounter any difficulties in making this journey?”

“My father and my stepmother did have some questions why I would be away from home at this time, but I believe they found my answers satisfactory in the end. The truth is, this was too important to miss, and I was determined to go do this — by whatever means necessary.”

“I hope you didn’t have to resort to extreme measures, Miss Borden,” Roosevelt said. “I’m certain you’re capable of a forceful argument, when required.”

“Mr. Roosevelt, you have no idea what I’m capable of,” Lizzie Borden replied.

Roosevelt looked around him, and saw that the railroad car was mostly empty. “I’m certain that we can speak openly here. No one is seated close enough to us to overhear what we are saying, if we keep our voices low.”

“That’s good. It’s been so hard to communicate only by short messages in our letters, using code-phrases to obscure the true meaning in key passages.”

“True. Only last week Edith opened one of your letters by mistake, and demanded to know who was writing to me.  I’m afraid the code words in your message confused her even more, and she wanted to know if I was corresponding with a patient in a mental asylum.”

“What did you tell her?”

“I told her she was entirely correct. I don’t think she believed me.”

Lizzie smiled, for the first time since joining him on the train. “Do you mean to tell me you haven’t confided with your wife as to the nature of our association?”

“I’m afraid not. She has enough to do with a house full of children. There are some things I’d rather she wasn’t unnecessarily worried about. She knows that a man in my profession must meet with certain people at all hours of the day or night, and she accepts that. That is all she needs to know.”

“I suppose that is one advantage to being unmarried,” Lizzie said. “Though I’m sure that if my father knew who I was meeting with and why, he would throw me out of his house. I am certain that he does not share my views on this matter.”

“Oh? Is he a supporter of the current regime?”

“Frankly, I don’t really know. No, what I refer to is the fact that he would be opposed to any views I might have on any political matter. I am afraid he will never be a supporter of women’s suffrage, and he believes that women should never express an opinion on any topic of national importance.”

“On that, I am in complete disagreement with your father,” Roosevelt proudly announced. “I have always been a strong advocate for equal rights for your sex. Did you know that I once introduced a bill requiring corporal punishment for wife-beaters — an equality of blows, if you will?”

“I did know that, sir, and I applaud you for it. But I will withhold the greater portion of my applause until the day when your state extends the same right to vote to women that it has extended to men.”

“One battle at a time, Miss Borden. First we must see about restoring the right to vote for a president, which is currently denied to not only women but men. Once we have national elections again, we shall see about making sure that all are allowed to participate.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
4

Mike Manolakes






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





