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Narratives of Empire


Mary McCarthy once made a famous list of those things that “serious” fiction simply cannot deal with, starting, I believe, with a sunset and ending with a Cabinet meeting where actual politics are alluded to. Middle-class marriage is all that matters whether it be in sultry Toronto or vivid Baltimore. For the truly bored, there is literary theory whereby even Baltimore can be deconstructed, leaving the reader with the constituent elements of a novel, words strewn at random, ready to be rearranged or not, depending on the theory of the day.


I circle my subject, as you can see, because I have always thought that history (after pure invention – Gulliver’s Travels or Alice in Wonderland) is the only form of narrative that has universal appeal; also, because of its often mythological origins, it tells us more about ourselves as, let us be seriously scientific, genetic arrangements than any mirror set in the roadway so that we can see just how we look as we cross the road to get, like the celebrated chicken in the story, onto the other side. The idea of placing history in fiction or fiction in history has been unfashionable, to say the least, since Tolstoi. We are assured that the result can be neither fiction nor history. Yet the record of the breakup of the author’s own marriage the preceding summer is, most people would agree, the very stuff of solemn – no, serious fiction, the common experience. It is also, for many of us, as deeply boring as one’s friend Brian, who wants to tell us just how and why he left Doris shortly after the exchange student Sonia signed on for his Barth Barthelme Burke and Hare course at East Anglia. In any case, even this sort of dim fiction is historical, too, because it describes something that actually took place, if only dully, in recent time. But then to place a novel within history is more the rule than not. The Second World War was history and tens of thousands of novels have been set within the details of that very real war. Literary theoreticians to one side, there are few texts without contexts.


In the case of American history, I had the curious fortune to be brought up in a political family at the capital of the country and I knew first-hand, or at interesting second- or third-hand (the republic is not much older than my lifetime plus that of my grandfather), what the politics had been that had resulted, say, in the Second World War or even, but this required turning myself into an historian, some of the reasons at the back of our separation from England. I always knew that sooner or later I was bound to use this material. But how?


In 1966 I decided to write a novel about growing up in Washington D.C. during the Depression, New Deal, Second War and the Korean misadventure. From early triumphant Franklin Roosevelt to a young senator not unlike my friend J. F. Kennedy; from the world empire of 1945–1950 to the National Security State of the early fifties. I used real characters like Roosevelt, though I never presumed to enter his mind: he is observed only by fictional characters whose lives are lived within the context of actual events. Washington, D.C. proved to be a popular novel, particularly on Capitol Hill. But one British reviewer, unable to believe the mild pre-Watergate corruptions that I note, called me “the American Suetonius,” which I did not like since I was reporting, not inventing, the world of our rulers while an American reviewer thought that the book was closer to a glossy MGM film than to serious fiction. He knew, even then, that serious novels did not contain sunsets and Cabinet meetings while serious people certainly did not have butlers and chauffeurs nor did they know, much less quarrel with, presidents.


Part of the not-so-endearing folklore of my native land is that we have no class system; this means that any mention of it by a novelist will provoke deep, often quite irrational, anger. After all, our teachers are paid to teach that we are a true democracy (not a republic and certainly not an oligarchy) and our meritocracy is easy to break into if you will only take your academic studies seriously.


My attempt, fairly late in my career, to write an “autobiographical” novel raised more questions in my mind than ever it settled. I have never been my own subject, and history has always distracted me from my own education, sentimental or otherwise. I was also aware at school that our history, to the extent that I knew anything about it first hand, was not only ill-taught but seriously distorted.


Why not write “true” history and then, for added points of view, set imaginary characters in its midst? After all, this has been pretty much the main line of Western literature from Aeschylus to Dante to Shakespeare to Tolstoi as well as to hordes of other narrators from Scott to Flaubert.


When the decision was made by Bismarck to educate the lowest order so that it would be able to handle complex machinery and weapons, intellectuals knew that there was risk involved. If they could read, might they not get ideas? Wrong ideas? The argument about education went on for a generation or two and involved everyone from Mill to the Reverend Malthus. Meanwhile, they did learn to read. But what should they read? What actually went on inside the palace was out of bounds and there were to be no Cabinet meetings, ever; on the other hand, sunsets were nice, and so the good and the beautiful and the true became the Serious Novel as we know it – cautionary tales designed to keep the lowest order in its place as docile workers and enthusiastic consumers.


The great elimination of subjects to which Mary McCarthy adverted a generation ago has been underway for some time. The popular novel of the last century was, more or less, a sort of religious tract warning against intemperance, disobedience to authority, sexual irregularity and ending, often, with a marriage, an institution guaranteed to control the worker whose young children, hostages to fortune, would oblige him to do work that he did not want to do. No wonder modernism erupted with such force a century ago. Joyce, Mallarmé and Mann, each in his own way, chose not to observe the world from the point of view of a (contented?) victim of society. Modernism chose to illuminate the life of the interior whether it be of a man dreaming a new language for the night or of how a genius submits himself to the devil as spirochete.


I suspect that I was drawn to the idea of my own country as a subject by those schoolteachers who are paid to give us a comforting view of a society that, after eliminating the original population of the continent, lived more or less happily with slavery while imposing an often demented monotheism on one another as well as on the other breeds that came under its restless rule. Nevertheless, I believed that there was an American idea (if not “exceptionalism”) worth preserving and so I set out to trace it from 1776 to its final interment in and around 1952 when the old republic was replaced by our current national security state, forever at war with, if no weak enemy is at hand, its own people.


Needless to say, I knew none of this in 1966 when I wrote Washington, D. C. I had begun at the end, as it were, and except where personal knowledge contradicted the official version I tended to believe what I had been taught and told about the country. The next book was the first chronologically, Burr; here I dealt with the years 1776 to 1836 and at its center I placed a family connection, the sardonic vice-president himself, Aaron Burr, “first gentleman of the United States” as he was often called and in his mad way he was a sort of Lord Chesterfield set loose in a world of pious hypocrites.


Burr’s popularity with that small public which reads books voluntarily was the first sign that there does exist an intelligent public highly dissatisfied with the way history is taught in the schools. I had also created a family through whose eyes I was able to tell the story of the republic. Although I invented Burr’s illegitimate son, Charles Schermerhorn Schuyler, he seems to me very real indeed. In 1876, after a long life in Europe, he returns as a historian-journalist to cover the first centennial of the United States; this was the year that the winner of a presidential election was cheated of his victory by federal troops. Ironies abound, and Charlie is very much at home. He is also trying to marry off his widowed daughter, Emma, and succeeds at some cost. Empire introduces Emma’s daughter Caroline Sanford and half-brother Blaise: brought up in France, they lust for distinction in the United States. Blaise’s hero is William Randolph Hearst who has discovered that history is what you say it is in the popular press. This dubious argument is not without a certain charm for Blaise but it is Caroline who buys a moribund paper in Washington D.C. and goes in for yellow journalism.


I was told by knowing reviewers that no woman at this time could have done such a thing but, of course, less than a generation later, a family friend, Eleanor Patterson, did exactly that with great success (her unfortunate marriage to a Polish count gave Edith Wharton much of the plot of The Age of Innocence).


In Hollywood both Hearst and Caroline decide that the movies will be the next great thing, the source of dreams for the whole world. Caroline lets Blaise have her paper: then she produces and acts in films with rather more success than her friend Hearst who is constantly running for president. Meanwhile, the context of these imaginary people is the very real one of the First World War, the League of Nations, Woodrow Wilson, William Jennings Bryan, Warren Harding, the young embattled Franklin Roosevelt. It was odd for me, in Hollywood, to write about the youth of so many people that I had known in their old age.


Now I have rewritten Washington, D.C. in order to bring together all the strands of the story. Lincoln is set somewhat apart, as only Caroline’s father figures in it in a minor way; yet without our Civil War we have no history and so that story adds resonance to the comings and goings of the real and the imagined.


It is not for me to judge what the figure in this particular carpet is. Personally I prefer a flawed republic to the murderous empire that began in 1898 and is now, as I write, firmly established as a militarized economy and society with no end in view. But here I am not a judge so much as an enthralled narrator of a family and of a country whose curious mystique has always haunted me, so much so that I call this series of novels Narratives of Empire, now summed up in a seventh and final volume, The Golden Age, a title not entirely ironic since we always kept thinking that it might come to be all gold until, thanks to Vietnam, we realized that, like everyone else ever born, we are simply at sea in history and that somehow our republic got mislaid along the way to an unloved empire, soon to be running down as such entities always do.


Gore Vidal
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Elihu B. Washburne opened his gold watch. The spidery hands showed five minutes to six.


“Wait here,” he said to the driver, who said, “How do I know you’re coming back, sir?”


At the best of times Congressman Washburne’s temper was a most unstable affair, and his sudden outbursts of rage – he could roar like a preacher anticipating hell – were much admired in his adopted state of Illinois, where constituents proudly claimed that he was the only militant teetotaller who behaved exactly like a normal person at five minutes to six, say, in the early morning of an icy winter day – of the twenty-third of February, 1861, to be exact.


“Why, you black –!” As the cry in Washburne’s throat began to go to its terrible maximum, caution, the politician’s ever-present angel, cut short the statesman’s breath. A puff of unresonated cold steam filled the space between the congressman and the Negro driver on his high seat.


Heart beating rapidly with unslaked fury, Washburne gave the driver some coins. “You are to stay here until I return, you hear me?”


“I hear you, sir.” White teeth were quickly bared and unbared in the black, cold-puckered face.


Washburne buttoned up his overcoat and stepped carefully onto the frozen mud that was supposed to be the pavement of a stately avenue leading to the squalid train depot of Washington City, capital of thirty-four United States that were now in the process of disuniting. He fluffed up his beard, hoping to better warm his face.


Washburne entered the depot as the cars from Baltimore were rattling to a halt. Negro porters were slouched along the sidings. Huge carts stood ready to be filled with Northern merchandise to be exchanged for Southern tobacco, raw cotton, food. Currently, the Southerners were saying that Washington City was the natural capital of the South. But they did not say it, if they were wise, in Washburne’s irritable Western presence.


Just past the locomotive, the representative of Illinois’s first district stationed himself in front of an empty gilded wagon whose sides were emblazoned with the name of Gautier, the town’s leading caterer, a Frenchman who was, some claimed but never he, the lost Dauphin of France.


As Washburne watched the sleepy travellers disembark, he wished that he had brought with him at least a half-dozen Federal guards. Since the guards were just coming off night duty, no one would think it odd if they should converge, in a casual sort of way, upon the depot. But the other half of the semi-official Joint Congressional Committee of Two, Senator William H. Seward of New York, had said, “No, we don’t want to draw any attention to our visitor. You and I will be enough.” Since the always-mysterious Seward had then chosen not to come to the depot, only the House of Representatives was represented in the stout person of Elihu B. Washburne, who was, suddenly, attracted to a plainly criminal threesome. To the left, a small sharp-eyed man with one hand plunged deep in his overcoat pocket where the outline of a derringer was visible. To the right, a large thickset young man with both hands in his pockets – two pistols? In the center, a tall thin man, wearing a soft slouch hat pulled over his eyes like a burglar, and a short overcoat whose collar was turned up, so that nothing was visible between cap and collar but a prominent nose and high cheekbones covered with yellow skin, taut as a drum. In his left hand he clutched a leather grip-sack containing, no doubt, the tools of his sinister trade.


As the three men came abreast of Washburne, the congressman said, “Well, you can’t fool me, Abe.”


The small man turned fiercely on Washburne, hand half out of his overcoat pocket, revealing the derringer’s barrel. But the tall man said, “It’s all right, Mr. Pinkerton. This is Congressman Washburne. He’s our welcoming committee.”


Warmly, Washburne shook the hand of his old friend the President-elect of the United States, Abraham Lincoln, a fellow politician from Illinois, who was supposed to be murdered later on in the day at Baltimore.


“This is Ward Hill Lamon.” Lincoln indicated the thickset man who withdrew his right hand from his pocket to shake the hand of Washburne, who stared dumbly at Lamon’s hand, ablaze with what looked to be barbarous jewellery.


Lincoln laughed. “Hill, when you’re in the big city you take your brass knuckles off.”


“It’s in this city that I better keep them on.” And Washburne noticed that Lamon – who spoke with a Southern accent – did exactly that. Meanwhile, Pinkerton had moved on ahead, studying the passers-by with such suspicion that he himself began to attract attention. Lincoln said what Washburne was thinking. “Mr. Pinkerton is what they call a detective, and detectives always make quite a fuss, trying not to be noticed.”


To Washburne’s relief, no one recognized Lincoln. But then he himself had been in a moment’s doubt when Lincoln had pushed down his collar, to reveal a short, glossy black beard that entirely changed the shape – and expression – of his face.


“Is it false?” Washburne stared hard. They were now standing beneath a huge poster of “Abraham Lincoln, the President-elect. Welcome to Washington City.” The cleanshaven face of the poster was hard, even harsh-looking, while the bearded face looked weary, but amiable. To Washburne, the President-elect resembled a prosperous, down-state Illinois farmer come to market.


“No, it’s real. What you might call an adornment. I had to do something useful on the train from Springfield.” Lincoln leapt to one side as two huge black women carrying a tub of pork sausage meat hurried toward the cars. Then Pinkerton motioned that they were to follow him outside.


As they moved toward the door of the depot, Washburne said, “I’ve hired a carriage. Governor Seward was supposed to meet us here. But he must have overslept. We’ve put you up at Willard’s Hotel. General Scott thinks you’ll be safer there than in that house we found for you.”


Lincoln did not answer. Washburne wondered if he was listening. Outside the depot, the shrunken wintry sun resembled a small, pale, yellow seal affixed to the parchment-gray sky to the left of where the Capitol’s dome should be but was not. Instead, from the round marble base, reminiscent of one of Gautier’s white wedding cakes, a large crane was silhouetted against the sky like a gallows.


“They took the old lid off, I see.” Lincoln ignored Pinkerton’s efforts to get him into the waiting barouche.


“God knows when they’ll get the new one on,” said Washburne. “There’s talk in Congress that we should just leave it the way it is.”


“No.” Lincoln shivered suddenly. “I always forget,” he said, “how cold the South gets in winter.”


The four men climbed into the carriage. Pinkerton sat next to the driver. Lamon sat with his back to the driver’s seat while Lincoln and Washburne shared the back seat. Washburne noticed that Lincoln never let go of the grip-sack. Even while seated, he clutched it so hard that the huge knuckles of his hand were white.


“The crown jewels?” Washburne indicated the case. Lincoln laughed, but did not release his hold on the handle. “My certificate of good character. It’s the inaugural address. I gave it to my son Bob to look after and he mislaid it in Harrisburg. The only copy there is!” Lincoln visibly winced at the memory. “We had to go through two tons of luggage to find it. I could’ve killed that boy. Anyway, I’ve carried it ever since.”


“We’re all sort of curious to hear what you’ll say . . .” began Washburne.


But Lincoln was not to be drawn out. “I see there’s been some new building going on.” He looked out the window at the north side of Pennsylvania Avenue where the great hotels were lined up, like so many brick barracks interspersed with saloons and shops. Near the corner of Sixth Street was Brown’s Hotel.


“Brown’s was here when you were here in the forties.”


Lincoln nodded. “Mrs. Lincoln and I spent our first night in Washington there. Then we moved to a boardinghouse with the two boys, who were not as popular as they ought to have been. The Widow Spriggs, our landlady was called.”


On Twelfth Street there was the Kirkwood House and, finally, on the corner of Fourteenth Street and Pennsylvania Avenue stood the center of the city’s political and social life, Willard’s Hotel nicely situated opposite the Treasury Building, which was placed most symbolically everyone thought, in a line with the hotel and the President’s House.


At six-thirty in the morning the city was not yet properly awake. The hacks that were usually lined up in front of each hotel were not to be seen. Only Negroes – slave and free – were on the move, bringing food to the hotels, cleaning the stairs of the houses and taverns, moving briskly in the cold.


“I see they’ve made a stab at paving the avenue,” said Lincoln as the carriage skittered over cobbles so ill-set that they made the avenue look even more like a vast, wild field than plain frozen mud might have done. “Not a very serious stab,” he added.


At the end of Pennsylvania Avenue, the original city planners had intended that the President’s House should face, in constitutional harmony, the Capitol. But the Treasury building now blocked most of the view of the Executive Mansion, while the rest was hidden by a large windowless red-brick building, which intrigued Lincoln. “That’s new. What is it? A prison?”


“No. That’s President Buchanan’s barn. He’s very proud of it. In fact, it’s about the only thing he’s done in four years.”


A horsecar rattled into view, only half full at this early hour; the stove at the back of the car smoked badly.


“The trolleys are since your time,” said Washburne. “They now go all the way from the Navy Yard to Georgetown. That’s six miles,” Washburne added, aware that he had once again lost his old friend’s attention. The curiously lidded left eye – like a frog’s – was half shut, always a sign that its owner was either deep in thought or mortally tired.


The main entrance to Willard’s Hotel was at the corner where Fourteenth Street and Pennsylvania Avenue met. Bare trees sprouted from the brick sidewalk to either side of the door, farther down the avenue a small Greek temple had been completely enveloped by the huge hotel.


“You remember the old Presbyterian church?” Washburne was beginning to feel like a city guide. “Well, now it’s a part of Willard’s. It’s a concert hall. The Peace Conference is meeting there.” He examined Lincoln’s face to see what his reaction might be, but there was none.


The carriage stopped at the main door. A uniformed Negro helped the men out of the carriage. “Baggage, gentlemen?”


“By the next train,” said Lincoln.


“But, gentlemen –” Pinkerton spun the man to one side. “This way,” Pinkerton said, darting into the hotel.


“A very forceful individual,” Lincoln observed, with a smile.


Inside the lobby, a half-dozen black porters dozed on their feet while an assistant manager of uncommon whiteness – as if in deliberate hierarchical contrast to the staff – examined a heap of letters at his marble counter. The lobby was high-ceilinged and smelled of coal smoke. Huge dark armchairs were set haphazardly about the room, each with its shining spittoon to hand. Benches of horsehair lined the walls. A few forlorn guests stood surrounded by luggage, waiting to be taken away.


Pinkerton caught the assistant manager’s attention by slamming his fist on the marble counter. What had been the whitest of faces turned pink with irritation, then even whiter than before when Pinkerton whispered in his ear. The assistant manager hurried from behind his reception counter; shook Washburne’s hand and said in a voice that broke with tension, “Welcome to Willard’s Hotel, Mr. President.”


“This is the President,” said Washburne, indicating Lincoln.


“President-elect,” said Lincoln. “Let’s not tempt fate. There’s still ten days to go yet.”


“Your rooms, sir, aren’t ready.” The assistant manager addressed Lamon, who had taken Washburne’s place as Lincoln in his mind. “You see, we didn’t expect you until this afternoon and Mr. William Dodge, of New York – he’s the merchant prince, a valued customer – is in Parlor Suite Number Six and as it’s only six-thirty-four, he’s not even up yet, I’m fairly certain . . .”


Lincoln turned to Lamon, “You work this one out.” At that moment an aged white porter approached Washburne and, in a pronounced brogue, said, “Well, Mr. Washburne, sir, I see you’ve brought us a president.”


“This is Mike,” said Washburne to Lincoln, “the most cunning man in the city.”


“So cunning, sir, that he’ll take you straight to Governor Seward.” With that, Lincoln and Washburne were led into the main dining room, where Seward sat alone at the end of a long table, puffing a cigar, eyes half-closed. Back of him, waiters were placing chafing dishes on a huge buffet; otherwise, the vast room was empty.


At the sight of Lincoln, Seward sprang to his feet; he was not, Washburne noted, much taller standing than seated. Once red-haired, now white-haired, large-nosed, pale-eyed, long-time master of the state of New York, not to mention of the youthful Republican Party, as well as President-that-might-have-been had Lincoln’s managers not outmaneuvered his managers at the Chicago Convention, William H. Seward was seven years older than his rival, the new President, whose hand he now shook, saying in a husky voice, richly seasoned by a lifetime’s addiction to cigar smoke and snuff, “You’re every bit as tall as I’d thought you’d be, Mr. Lincoln.” Seward looked up at Lincoln, who was exactly a foot taller than he. “I never really got a good look at you when we met for those two minutes during the campaign.”


“And you’re as handsome, Governor, as your portraits.” Lincoln bowed like a jack-knife – a droll, swift effect, thought Washburne, delighted to be present at the first real meeting of the great rivals who had threatened to divide the six-year-old Republican Party between the free-the-slaves-at-any-cost abolitionists occasionally represented, if not exactly led, by Seward, and the more moderate no-extension-of-slavery Westerners represented by Lincoln, a successful railroad lawyer and political failure: one term in the House of Representatives twelve years ago; one lost race for the Senate two years ago; and now the Presidency. Even Lincoln’s old friend Washburne still found it hard to believe that such an incredible political miracle had indeed taken place. But then Washburne was not alone in being unable to figure out just how it was that Lincoln had managed to seize the nomination from Governor Seward; and then go on to defeat the Northern Democratic candidate, the famous Stephen A. Douglas – who had so decisively defeated him for the Senate – as well as two other candidates, the Southern Democratic candidate, John C. Breckinridge, and the Whig John Bell. With not quite forty percent of the total vote, Lincoln was very much a minority president; but he was president.


Seward motioned for Lincoln to sit at the head of the table with himself to the right and Washburne to the left. When Seward called for a waiter, he was greeted with a hoot of laughter. “We don’t serve nothin’ till eight.”


“Mike!” shouted Washburne. The old porter moved amongst the waiters; in a matter of minutes, they were breakfasting on the first Potomac shad of the year.


“I guess this will be about the last time you’ll ever be able to eat in here.” Seward helped himself liberally to the shad’s roe.


“I’m sure that there will be worse privations in store for me.” Lincoln munched an apple. A teetotaller like Washburne, Lincoln was also, unlike his friend, averse to food in general. For several years Washburne, stout and rosy, had been urging Lincoln to eat more, if only to cure himself of a constipation so severe that he seldom moved his bowels more than once a week; and was obliged to drink by the gallon a terrifying laxative called blue mass. But Lincoln looked healthy enough, thought Washburne, if too lean; and he was strong as the proverbial ox; could lift from the floor, with arm outstretched, a heavy ax at the shaft’s end.


When the fascinated waiters had moved out of earshot – and Mike had moved to stand guard at the door – Lincoln said to Seward, in a low voice, “I will never live this down, sneaking like a thief into the capital.”


“Sir, the plot was real.” Seward sneezed; then blew his nose loudly in a yellow silk handkerchief.


Washburne substituted for the momentarily incapacitated leader. He turned to Lincoln: “As your car was passing through Baltimore – they pull it by horses, you know, between the two depots – a gang of plug-uglies were planning to waylay you then and there.”


“But with sufficient guards –”


Seward interrupted Lincoln with a wave of an unlit cigar. “There wasn’t time between when we got news of the plot and your arrival in Baltimore. So General Scott insisted you come, as you did, with both houses of Congress informally concurring.” Seward looked at Washburne, who nodded gravely, as sole representative of the lower house.


Lincoln stretched his arms until his back made a creaking sound. “I can’t say I’d have objected too much to getting shot. I tell you I thought that trip would never end. There is nothing more like eternity than a train ride of twelve days, unless,” he added, “it’s two people and a ham, as my father-in-law used to say.” Seward chuckled and lit his cigar.


“The trip sounded like a triumph, from what we read in the press,” said Washburne.


“Well, I’ve never given so many speeches and said so little. So I suppose it was remarkable in that.”


Seward blew cigar smoke at the ceiling. “I was troubled to read, sir, that you had said somewhere along the line that no great harm had been done, even though six states have already left the Union and even more are threatening to go, while rebels are busy seizing Federal property all the way from Florida to North Carolina.”


“I said no harm to anyone has been done.” Lincoln’s voice was even. “As yet.”


The last monosyllable had its effect on both Seward and Washburne.


“You know,” said Seward, trying a different tack, “that I am supposed to be the war-to-the-knife fellow –”


“The conflict is ‘irrepressible’ is what you said.” Lincoln smiled. “That’s how you got me the nomination.”


“Damnedest stupidest speech I ever gave!” Seward paused. “I know you don’t drink or smoke. Do you draw the line at profanity, too?”


“Why, no! Fact, once when I was out on the circuit in Illinois, a stranger offered me whiskey and I said, no, I don’t drink and then he gave me a chew of tobacco and I said, no, I don’t chew and then he said, ‘Well, I’ve found that those with damned few vices have damned few virtues.’ ”


Over the years, Washburne had heard Lincoln tell this particular story a dozen times; and the wording never varied. Lincoln’s little stories tended to come at regular intervals, as a form of punctuation – or evasion. But Lincoln was also a master of the long, cumulative, funny story, and many times Washburne had sat at the stove of some backwoods Illinois tavern when the lawyers on circuit would compete in story-telling and it was always Lincoln who won. Once he had got a group to laugh at the first detail, he would then add, relentlessly, more and more wilder and wilder details until men choked with laughter as the easy tenor voice continued, with all due gravity, to make them positively drunk with laughter. He was equally impressive as a speaker on those occasions when he was carefully prepared. But then, except as a humorist, he had no naturally easy way with an audience. He needed a well-prepared brief. Washburne hoped that the grip-sack on the chair next to Lincoln contained such a brief.


Seward suggested that Lincoln visit his new home later in the day and meet the outgoing president, Mr. James Buchanan. “A harmless old thing,” said Seward.


Washburne could not let that go so easily. “Harmless? He let the rebels in Florida seize Federal property at Pensacola and Key West. He let the rebels in South Carolina occupy Fort Moultrie, a Federal fort. . .”


“I don’t think Mr. Buchanan can be held entirely responsible.” Seward was mild. “After all, they gave us plenty of warning. They said that if our friend here was elected president, they’d leave the Union. And he was. And they did.”


“Along with Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana and . . . and Virginia, too, I’ll bet!”


“What about Virginia?” Lincoln was suddenly alert. “Virginia is the key to this particular tough lock.”


Seward shrugged. “The so-called Peace Conference has been in session for two weeks now with old President Tyler – the last of the Virginians – presiding.”


“What is the mood?”


“Like that of most peace congresses – very warlike.”


“If Virginia goes . . .” Lincoln stopped.


“There will be war,” said Washburne.


Seward said nothing; but he studied Lincoln closely for some sign of intent. The face gave nothing away. Then, almost casually, Seward said, “You know, in a way, we are well rid of those cotton republics – and their problem of slavery.”


“Where is your ‘irrepressible conflict’?” Lincoln smiled, somewhat weakly, thought Washburne; then Washburne attacked a plate of fried oysters, a delicacy unknown in his early days, and all the more to be savored at Washington City.


“Highly repressible if we let our erring sisters – poor foolish ladies – go in peace. Then we can turn our attention to Canada, to Mexico, to the Indies –”


“Mr. Seward, you dream of empire for a government which has just lost half its military stations to home-grown rebels.”


Seward made a gracious arabesque with his cigar. “Let the mosquitoes occupy those infernal forts. Have you ever seen the South?”


“I was in New Orleans once,” said Lincoln, “and,” he added with a certain grimness, “I am Kentucky-born, as the world knows.”


“A border-state,” said Washburne.


“A slave border-state,” said Lincoln.


“When I was governor of New York” – Seward was dreamy – “I used to go over to Canada every chance I could get. And you know those Canadians, the ones who speak English – the best of the lot – are eager to join our Union.”


“I seem to recall,” said Lincoln, putting down his second apple core and pushing his chair away from the table, “that on the two occasions that we invaded Canada – in the Revolution and then again in 1812 – they put up quite a fight to stay out of our Union.”


“Misunderstandings of the day.” Seward was airy. “That’s all. They’re different now.”


Lincoln got to his feet. “We’ve got a few misunderstandings of our own now to deal with before we go traipsing off into Canada. We’ve also got – you and I – some Cabinet-making to do.”


“Will you take dinner with me tonight?” asked Seward.


“With pleasure. Now I’m going to get some sleep. There was a drunk in my car last night who kept on singing ‘Dixie’ over and over again.”


“Not our favorite song,” said Washburne.


“No, sir, it is not.” Lincoln started toward the door where the aged Mike stood guard, then he paused. “‘Look away, look away, Dixie Land!’ ” Lincoln quoted the song’s chorus; he frowned. “Look away to what?”


“Or from what?” said Seward.


“Plainly, from me. But we shall change that.” He turned to Seward, “You don’t remember, Mr. Seward, but years ago, you and I once spoke together at Tremont Temple in Boston . . .”


“In September of 1848. You were canvassing New England for Zachary Taylor, and you wore a long linen duster in the street. I thought you’d forgotten.”


“And you were wearing yellow pantaloons like the ones you’re wearing now. I guess politicians like us never forget anything. Good morning, gentlemen.” With that, Lincoln was gone.


Washburne turned to Seward. “What do you think, Mr. Seward?”


Seward frowned. “I don’t know. I’m not used to prairie statesmen, if you’ll forgive me, Mr. Washburne.”


“Forgiven. After all, you and I are used to each other. But Abe isn’t really Western, you know. In fact, he isn’t really like other people.”


“In what way? I thought he was very much your typical Western politician, man of the people, a splitter of rails, that kind of thing.”


Washburne laughed. “That was all made up for the campaign.”


“You mean Honest Abe the Rail-Splitter is a fraud?”


“Yes and no. I’m sure he split a rail or two in his youth, but he’s always been a politician and a lawyer. The honest part is true, of course. But all the rest was just to get out the vote at home.”


“And here I thought we had another ‘Tippecanoe’ Harrison on our hands.”


“No, Mr. Seward, what we’ve got on our hands is a very complicated secretive sort of man. Don’t underestimate him.”


Seward stared at Washburne to see if this might be some kind of obscure Western joke. When he saw that Washburne was serious, he smiled what journalists referred to as “Seward’s sly, Jesuit smile.” “Well, I don’t think I’m ever apt to do that, considering this peculiar line of work we’re in.”


“You’ll be his secretary of state, won’t you?”


Seward nodded. “That’s the plan. If we see eye to eye.”


“What’s your condition?”


“That we agree on the rest of the Cabinet. I would like to see a Cabinet of like-minded men. I’m a Whig. I’m a moderate. So’s Mr. Lincoln. So are most of our party’s leaders. But I’m afraid he’ll insist on including out-and-out abolitionists like Chase, and Whigs like Bates, and Democrats like Welles.”


“What’s wrong with that?” Washburne played the innocent. Actually, he knew Seward’s game – the so-called Albany Plan had been secretly formulated during the fall by Seward and his chief henchman, Thurlow Weed, the proprietor of The Albany Evening Journal. They wanted to exclude from the Cabinet such presidential contenders as Chase. They wanted, most ambitiously – not to mention unConstitutionally – to turn Lincoln into a figurehead; the actual administration of the country would be taken over by Seward, the party’s national leader and most famous man. Seward would be premier to Lincoln’s powerless monarch.


“I think it most statesmanlike,” said Washburne cautiously, “to bring together all the pro-Union elements – Democrats and abolitionists as well as Whigs and moderates. Even” – he smiled at Seward – “if some of them are rivals like Chase. After all, he’s picked you, his principal rival.”


“I was.” Seward struck the elegiac note. “But no longer. I’m now too old ever to be the President.” Seward smiled to show that he was serious, thereby convincing Washburne that he was not. “But to have Chase and the others on the premises may be too much for him to handle. Well, we’ll see, won’t we?”


Seward slid his arm companionably through Washburne’s. As the two men left the dining room, the doors were thrown open for the first breakfasters of the day – a horde of pale children, who shouted and wept as their grim-faced mothers herded them with pleas and cuffs to the buffet table.
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David Herold stared at the front page of the Evening Star, then he did something that he had never done before: he actually bought a copy of the paper from the ancient Negro who had been selling newspapers at the corner of H and Sixth streets for all of David’s nineteen years.


“He here!” said the old man, giggling. “He snuck in like a chicken thief.”


As David walked down H Street, he read the Star’s special story of the President-elect’s secret arrival in the city. There were not many facts. Apparently, Mrs. Lincoln and their three sons and the rest of the President-elect’s party would arrive in the afternoon, as originally planned. But for reasons not yet known, Mr. Lincoln and two detectives had arrived on the overnight cars; and they had been observed in the lobby of Willard’s Hotel at about seven in the morning.


David stopped in front of Number 541, H Street, a narrow, leadcolored, four-story brick house with a yard to one side, containing a wooden shack and a number of dispirited chickens. An outside staircase connected the second floor with the street, permanently shadowing the ground floor. From the second floor a pair of firm hands were pounding music out of a piano not entirely in tune.


“Hey, Annie!” David shouted; then shouted again. The head of an eighteen-year-old girl appeared at the upstairs window.


“I’m practising.”


“Lincoln’s here! He snuck in this morning. Just like a” – David sought for novelty but not hard enough – “some old chicken thief! It’s in the Star.”


“Come on up.”


David hurried up the brick steps, opened the door, found himself face to face with Annie’s mother, who was carrying a tray of food. “Oh, Mrs. Surratt, it’s me . . .”


“I heard you, David. And I’ve already heard that Mr. Lincoln’s here.” Mrs. Surratt was a handsome auburn-haired woman with a body that David, who read romantic stories in yellow covers, knew was Junoesque. In some ways, he found Mrs. Surratt more to his taste than her daughter; and this curious preference convinced him that he was probably the monster of depravity that his seven sisters liked to claim he was.


“How’s Mr. Surratt?” Thought of the seven sisters reminded him of his manners.


“We hope for the best. I try to get him to eat. But he just – fades away.” Mrs. Surratt motioned for David to precede her into the front parlor.


David crossed the flowered Brussels carpet, uncomfortably aware of the terminal state of his huge cracked leather shoes.


In the parlor Annie sat at the piano, with one hand raised over the keyboard; pretty as a picture, thought David, who had seen the actual picture that she was imitating in the window of Jarman’s music store on O Street, from an advertisement for Chickering’s pianoforte.


“Here’s the paper,” he said, putting it in her poised and posed hand. “I bought it,” he added. Usually David borrowed newspapers; or stole them. Despite the gentility of David’s mother – widow of a government employee who had left her with eight children and a house near the Navy Yard – David had grown up with a pack of wild Washington boys, all of them Southern – or Southron, as they called themselves, and devoted to mischief of every sort. They were only a cut above the Baltimore plug-uglies, those real street toughs who were now threatening to invade the city and disrupt the President’s inaugural.


“It was the plug-uglies, I guess, that made him sneak through Baltimore.”


Annie read the paper as if it were a sheet of difficult music. In the back parlor, Mrs. Surratt’s low voice could be heard, pleading with her husband to eat. He merely coughed. He coughed so much that hardly anyone noticed the cough anymore; or Mr. Surratt for that matter. No longer visible to the world, he was no longer part of it.


The Surratt family owned a prosperous truck farm in Maryland close by Surrattsville, a village named after them. Now that Mr. Surratt was ill – dying, to give it the right word – Mrs. Surratt herself presided over the great wagon that brought the farm’s produce to the Center Market, while Annie attended a Catholic seminary. The Protestant David never knew why Mr. and Mrs. Surratt were converts; but both had converted years ago, and now their youngest son, John, aged sixteen, was at St. Charles, over in Maryland, studying to be a priest. The oldest son, Isaac, was an engineer.


The Surratts and the Herolds had been acquaintances for close to a generation; they thought of Washington as a Southern city, which it was – and a Maryland city at that, which meant a population somewhat more volatile than that of staid neighboring Virginia, whose claim to the city was nearly as substantial as Maryland’s. The District of Columbia was an anomalous ten-mile-square parallelogram carved out of Maryland and bounded by the Potomac River and Virginia.


Annie put down the newspaper, and turned toward David, who was slumped on his spine in a rocking chair; the black cloth of his trousers, he noticed glumly, was so shiny that the dull February light was reflected in its dark folds. David looked without pleasure at his own short legs; he was too thin, he knew, and he had recently stopped growing; just one inch short of a proper height. Even so, girls liked him. But then why shouldn’t they? He had seven sisters. There was nothing on earth that he did not know about the other sex. If only he had had a brother . . .


“You’ve got to fix those shoes, David.” Annie made a face. Plainly, the broken shoes were smelly to others.


David hid his feet under the rocker; he seldom bathed between Christmas and Easter. In fact, if it hadn’t been for certain young ladies in Marble Alley, he would never bathe; would smell like the rest of the wild boys – a not unpleasant odor of moist earth mixed with tobacco smoke. “I guess I’ll have to take that job at Thompson’s.”


“Prescription clerk?”


David nodded. He was related to the owner of Thompson’s Drug Store, near the corner of Fifteenth and Pennsylvania Avenue, close by the White House. Over the years, David had done odd jobs for Mr. Thompson. Now, at Mrs. Herold’s insistence, he would be prescription clerk and make what she liked to call “a living wage,” which is what she, and those of the sisters who were not married, each did in order to keep up the Navy Yard house. Mrs. Herold herself presided over a furniture shop.


“It’s about time,” said Annie; and smiled at him. He liked her best of the nice girls he knew, he liked to listen to her play piano; he liked the notion of liking her the best of all. “He’s crazy, to come here.” Annie folded the newspaper as if it were indeed sheet music and placed it behind “Listen to the Mocking Bird,” a Song Especially Written for President Buchanan’s Niece.


“Who?”


“Lincoln. They’ll kill him.”


“Who’ll kill him?” asked Mrs. Surratt, coming in from the back parlor, the tray untouched.


“Everybody, Mother. You know how the wild boys around here go on.”


Mrs. Surratt put down the tray on a round table covered with green velvet where, in frames, the family pictures were ranged around a crucifix and a rosary.


“I’ve heard,” she said, “that there was a plot to kill him in Baltimore. I mean I heard it before today. You know how they talk at the bar in Surrattsville.”


“And drink!” Annie was ungracious. “But Maryland’s going to secede any minute now and so will Virginia and then what on earth will Mr. Lincoln want to be in Washington for? I mean, this is a Southern city and with those two states out of the Union, this is a Southern city spang in the middle of the Confederacy.”


“Over in Richmond they’re saying that our president, Mr. David, wants Washington for his capital.” Mrs. Surratt picked up the rosary; idly, she fingered beads. “Isaac says that Mr. Lincoln won’t be inaugurated here . . .”


“What’ll drive him out?” asked David.


“. . . or anywhere else on this earth,” Mrs. Surratt finished. Then she whispered a prayer to herself and David looked away embarrassed as always by any outward sign of strange religion.


Raptly, David stared at the Bleeding Heart of Jesus that hung over the fireplace; and thought of dinner. “I saw some Northern soldier-boys at the depot.” David made his contribution. “They had piled up so many saddles, you couldn’t get to the cars, through the mess.”


“I wish they’d just go and leave us in peace.” Mrs. Surratt looked sad and, to David’s eyes, beautiful. He was, he liked to think, something of a connoisseur of feminine beauty. Ever since he was fourteen, he had had the run of Sal Austin’s parlors, where the most attractive girls in the city could be found. Sal, christened Sarah, was an old friend of his mother’s and though Mrs. Herold was horrified at the extent and nature of Sal’s fall in the world, she was most respectful of her old friend’s great wealth, and when Sal offered to give David work as a handyman at her mansion in Marble Alley midway between Pennsylvania and Missouri Avenues, Mrs. Herold saw no harm in it. “Because David is too young to be corrupted.” The sisters thought this very funny; so did David. For a year and a half he had known pleasure of a sort unknown to the wild boys – doubly unknown because he was not foolish enough, even at fourteen, to go out of his way to excite envy. He never said where he worked; made no response whenever a wild boy would talk knowingly of Sal or her rival Julia’s establishment across the Alley.


The girls enjoyed him nearly as much as he enjoyed them; they also made him wash, an unnatural activity that he accepted as a small price to pay for so many carnal privileges. When Sal, finally, got a full-time man to maintain her gilded premises, she said, “Any time you want to pay a call, Davie, you come right along.” And he still did, from time to time. “I think the world of that mother of yours, Davie, I really do! Eight children! I tell you she is a Christian martyr. Because she could have had the life too. But didn’t. Such a waste!”


Mrs. Surratt would have been mortified, thought David, if she could have known what wickedness was unfolding in his adolescent mind. But Mrs. Surratt was a good woman; and thought only of murder. “I’m certain they will attempt something between now and next week . . .”


“Who’s ‘they,’ Mother?”


“The seceshers.”


“Like us?” Annie played a bar of “Dixie.”


“Heaven forbid, not like us! But Isaac tells me that every day there are people coming across the Long Bridge, coming from as far away as Richmond, with guns and ammunition.”


“There’s a bunch of the wild boys who drill every day,” said David. “They call themselves the National Volunteers.”


“You think they’d really try to stop the inaugural?” Annie shut the piano, no more “Dixie.”


Mrs. Surratt nodded. “Yes. I think they will try and I think they will succeed.”


“I think so, too,” said David, who had never before seen the wild boys so fired up with hatred of Yankees in general and of Mr. Lincoln in particular.


The three sat a moment in silence, no sound but the dry regular cough of the dying man in the back parlor. Then Mrs. Surratt said, “Isaac’s gone to Richmond, Annie. And I think he’s gone for good.”


“You mean he won’t ever come back?”


“Not until this is a Southern city, if it ever is.”


“But Virginia’s still in the Union, Mother.”


“By April Isaac says Virginia will have gone, too. Along with Maryland.”


“Then there will be war, won’t there, Mother?”


“That depends on Mr. Lincoln,” said Mrs. Surratt. “Or whoever takes his place as the Yankee President.”


“And all because of those crazy preachers in the North who want to free our darkies, who wouldn’t know what to do with themselves if they were free!” Annie jumped to her feet. “Come on, David. Let’s go to Willard’s. I want to get a good look at the devil – before they shoot him.”


Mrs. Surratt made a warning gesture. “Don’t talk like that in front of strangers.”


“Don’t be silly, Mother. I’m not an idiot.”


“We’re an occupied city, for now,” said Mrs. Surratt, crossing herself as she returned the rosary to its place on the crucifix.
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At eleven o’clock in the morning, Seward and Lincoln – the latter still unrecognized – crossed from Willard’s to the Executive Mansion, known to those few Americans who were not addicted to the prevailing Latinate English of the nation’s orators as the President’s House or just plain White House. The single guard at the gate did not even look at the two soberly dressed statesmen, who proceeded up the iced-over, deep-rutted driveway to the main portico, from whose columns the paint was peeling; the glass of the front windows was streaked with dust.


“Last time I was here it was 1848.” Lincoln looked about with some curiosity.


“Your friend Mr. Polk was in residence then.”


Lincoln nodded. “But never friendly to me, particularly after I attacked his Mexican War.”


“Ah, the irrepressible speeches of one’s youth!” Seward made a comical face. “You’ll be hearing a lot about that speech of yours before you’re done.”


Lincoln grimaced. “I know. I know. Words are hostages to fortune, they say. The only problem is we never know in advance just what the fortune is.”


At the front door, a short elderly Irish usher stopped them. “State your business, gentlemen. The President is not available. He’s in Cabinet.”


“Tell the President,” said Seward, “that Mr. Abraham Lincoln has come to pay a call.”


The usher turned very red in the face. “By heaven, if it isn’t old Abe himself! Oh, forgive me, Your Excellency . . .”


“It’s heaven I can’t forgive, for making me old.”


“Well, sir, they call me old Edward, sir. Edward McManus. I’ve been doorkeeper since President Taylor.”


“Then I shall leave the door just as it is, in your good hands.”


Old Edward smiled, revealing few teeth, dark gums. He led them across the musty entrance hall and into the Red Room, just off the foot of the great staircase. “If you’ll wait here, sir, I’ll go fetch the President.”


As the usher hurried upstairs, Lincoln and Seward looked about the Red Room, which was true to its name but shabby withal. Lincoln touched a red damask curtain from which pieces had been hacked.


“Visitors like their souvenirs,” said Seward. “When I was governor of New York, at every reception, I’d have a guard with a gun next to every curtain.”


“Did you get re-elected?”


Seward laughed. “I did. In fact –”


But at that moment, President James Buchanan hurried – or flurried, thought Seward – into the room. He was a tall man, with white hair and a twisted neck, which meant that his left cheek seemed always about to rest on his left shoulder. One eye had a squint, which made the old man look as if he were winking slyly at you, as if his words were not to be taken seriously.


“Mr. Lincoln! I didn’t expect you until tomorrow! Mr. Seward, too. What an honor for us. Where is my niece?” This was addressed directly to Lincoln, who said, very gravely, “On my honor, I have not misplaced your niece, Mr. President.”


“Of course not. You’ve never met her. Nor have I. That is, nor do I know where she is at the moment. She is looking forward so much to showing Mrs. Lincoln around the Mansion.” A lifelong bachelor, Buchanan was sustained by his niece Harriet Lane, of whom a Washington wit had been heard to say, “There is no power behind the throne, either.”


“We just wanted to pay our respects, sir . . .” Lincoln began to move toward the door. But Buchanan took his arm, firmly.


“You must meet the Cabinet. We’re having a special meeting. Texas left the Union this morning. We just got the official word . . .”


They were now in the main hall. Servants – black and white – had begun to appear, to get a glimpse of the new President.


“What answer do you make to the . . . seceders?” Although Lincoln’s usual word was “rebels,” he used the softer word because the Democrat Buchanan was close to the Southern wing of his party, as represented by his own Vice-President, John C. Breckinridge.


“You will give us inspiration, let’s hope.” Buchanan bowed to Seward, who could not help but think that this run-of-the-mill Pennsylvania politician had found his true niche not as President but during the time that he was America’s minister to England.


As the three men moved up the main staircase, Buchanan said, “The house is a good deal smaller than it looks. Actually we’re quite crowded up here. Our private rooms are at this end while the offices are at the other end and this corridor that connects the two is for me like the river Styx. Each day I pass like a doomed soul through crowds of people, all waiting to be given something for nothing.”


They were now at the top of the stairs, the ominous dark corridor before them. “I was never up here before,” said Lincoln.


“You had no private business with Mr. Polk?” Seward lit a cigar; then, to the President, “Have I your leave?”


“By all means, sir.” Buchanan indicated four large doors to the left and two doors to the right. “Those are the bedrooms. And there is the bathroom. The taps do not work, of course. Nothing really does here.” Buchanan led them down the dusty hall, whose only illumination came from a single large window at the living quarters end. Midway to the offices, the President showed them a sitting room, which followed the shape of the oval Blue Room below. The room was bleakly furnished, with horsehair sofas and empty bookcases. A number of paintings hung on the walls; but they were so darkened by time and dirt that it was hard to tell who or what they were of. “This is our only private parlor. Even so, the people barge in on you.”


The President then led them down the corridor to a wooden railing with a gate. “This is where Hades begins,” he said, unlatching the gate. Back of the railing was an empty desk and behind the desk there was a waiting room lined with benches that always put Seward in mind of a small-town railway depot. “This is where the other Edward sits, only he’s not here. I can’t think why. He’s a colored man; and most respectable. He decides who goes into the waiting room. Then here on the left is the secretary’s office which is quite as large as mine, with a small room just off it, which is where Harriet, my niece, keeps the linen. Would you like to see these offices?”


“No, sir.” Seward could tell that Lincoln was prepared for flight. But Old Buck, as the President was popularly and unpopularly known, was inexorable. “Then the Cabinet meets right here, just off the clerk’s office, as you can see, and inside it connects with the President’s office, which is in the corner there and slightly larger, thank Heaven.”


Buchanan had now thrown open the door to the Cabinet Room. The half-dozen men who were seated at the green-baize-covered table got to their feet as the President ushered Lincoln and Seward into the room. “Gentlemen, the President-elect.”


Briskly, Lincoln shook hands with each man. Seward noticed that he paused for a moment as he shook the hand of the Attorney-General, Edwin M. Stanton, a large, bald-headed asthmatic man with steel-rimmed spectacles and an unpleasant sneer, aimed now at Lincoln, who said, somewhat quizzically, “Well, Mr. Stanton, we meet again.”


“Yes, we do . . . sir.”


Lincoln turned to the others. “Five years ago we were a pair of lawyers trying to determine whether Mr. McCormick’s reaper was his reaper or someone else’s.”


“I remember . . . sir.” Stanton stood very straight, his large paunch quivering slightly.


“Yes, Mr. Stanton. So do I.”


Buchanan had now drawn Lincoln over to the window with its view of the southern part of the President’s estate, bounded at the far end by the old canal, now an open sewer, and the Potomac River beyond. “In the summer, sir, the smell from that canal is absolutely unbearable,” said Buchanan. “Drain the canal, I tell them. Or fill it in. Naturally, Congress does nothing. But they do let me use a little stone cottage out at the Soldiers’ Home. I spend the summers there and I suggest that you use it, too, if you don’t want the fever.”


Lincoln was staring at a pile of white marble blocks, at whose center the base of an obelisk rose. “They’ve still not finished that monument to Washington?”


“No, sir. In fact, nothing is ever finished here! No dome on the Capitol. No street pavings. No street lamps. Nothing’s ever done to completion here except, sir, one thing.” The old man’s head now rested on his shoulder and the bad eye was entirely shut as, with a quiet joy, he pointed out the window. “There,” he said. “Look!”


Lincoln stared at a huge red-brick wall. “The one thing that the Executive Mansion has dearly needed since Mr. Jefferson’s time was a proper barn. But not a wooden barn, sir. No, sir. Not a barn that will catch fire or get the rot. No, sir. But a brick barn, sir. A barn built to outlast time itself. You don’t know the pleasure it has given me these last four years to see this beautiful barn slowly rise from that swamp they call the President’s Park.”


“And watch the Union fall apart,” said Lincoln to Seward as the two men crossed the President’s Park on the way to the War Department.


“He’s well-meaning, Old Buck,” said Seward, pronouncing the ultimate political epitaph. “What was that between you and Stanton?”


Lincoln chuckled. “Well, Mr. Stanton was this big important lawyer on a patent case . . . sort of your territory, come to think of it. And I was the backwoods lawyer that was called in to help him out because I had political connections in Chicago, where the trial was supposed to be. Anyway, when the trial got moved to Cincinnati, I wasn’t really needed, as he made absolutely clear. Fact, he cut me dead.”


“He’s a disagreeable man,” said Seward. “But he’s the best lawyer in the country. And he’s one of us.”


Lincoln gave Seward a sidelong glance. “In what sense? He’s a Democrat. He was for Douglas, or so people say. He never says, I’m told.”


“Last week he told the President that if he lets Fort Sumter go without a fight, he would deserve impeachment.”


“Well, well,” said Lincoln, and no more. The small brick War Department was surrounded by thirty loud geese which a farmer was doing his best to make move on, to the delight of the two soldiers more or less on guard.


“I shall make no references to Rome and the Capitoline geese.” Seward was fond of classical allusions. He knew his Tacitus; loved his Cicero.


“Please don’t.” Lincoln stared with some distaste at the unexpectedly rustic scene.


“Actually, General Scott has got himself a brand-new War Department across the way there, on Seventeenth Street. This building will only be for the army, just as that one over there” – Seward pointed to a second small brick building – “is for the navy. But the whole thing will be run from Seventeenth Street.” Together the two men crossed the frozen mud field that was Seventeenth Street, where stood a large building with no guards at all, not even geese. This was the War Department. As they approached the main door, Seward asked Lincoln who ought to be Secretary of War.


Lincoln’s response was sharp. “Certainly, not the man best qualified. I think that is already understood, isn’t it?” For all Lincoln’s serene amiability, Seward detected a sudden edge of true bitterness. As a minority president, Lincoln could only reign by placating certain great powers and dominations. As for ruling . . . It was Seward’s view, on the morning of Saturday, February 23, 1861, that Lincoln would be fortunate if he could last out his term as the figurehead president of a mere rump of the dis-United States. Since the wealth and talent of this remaining fragment of the original Union was almost entirely in the north – specifically, in New York and New England – the inexperienced outlander from the west would need a knowledgeable prime minister, a man from the wealthy part – himself, the party’s leader. But Seward was in no hurry to impose himself and the so-called Albany Plan upon Lincoln. He was convinced that in the next nine days tumultuous events would make him so necessary to the new president that he would then be able to assert his dominance in order to avoid the war with the South that Lincoln might blunder into, exclude Chase and the Democrats from the Cabinet, and begin the creation of the new North American – South American and West Indian, too, why not? – empire that Seward felt would more than compensate them for the loss of the slave states.


Seward was no longer the abolitionist he had once been. He was now both more and less ambitious than when, in the very year that Lincoln was attacking Polk for making war on Mexico he was telling an audience in Cleveland that, “slavery must be abolished and you and I must do it.” Now Seward was conciliatory on the matter in general; and beautifully vague in particular. On the other hand, Lincoln was still struggling with the words that he had so proudly hurled in the face of President Polk: “Any people anywhere,” Representative Lincoln had proclaimed to the Congress, “being inclined and having the power, have the right to rise up and shake off the existing government . . .” Seward knew this so-called right of revolution speech by heart, as did every Southerner; and not a day passed that these words were not used to taunt the tall, awkward-moving man who was entering the War Department for the first time.


At seventy-four, Winfield Scott was general-in-chief of the Union armies and at six feet four and a quarter inches, he was a quarter-inch taller than the new president. Estimates of his legendary weight seldom dropped below the three-hundred-pound mark.


General Scott received the Commander-in-Chief-elect in his ground-floor office – he was too large and too old to climb stairs with any ease. Although he suffered from gout, he still loved food and wine; loved glory and himself. The bejowled, red face was huge and mottled; a spider’s web of tiny purple lines had netted the nose. Scott wore an elaborate uniform of his own design, gleaming with gold braid and massive epaulets. Like a glittering mountain he stood now before a painting of himself as the hero of the War of 1812. As Lincoln entered the room, the general waddled forward; they shook hands beneath a painting of Scott conquering Mexico in 1847.


“You have come, sir, when, as a nation, we are at the razor’s edge.” The old man’s voice was still deep; but there was a tendency to quaver whenever he summoned up emotion, either real or simulated.


“It’s a great privilege to meet you, General.” Lincoln glanced at the painting of Scott storming Chapultepec – and looked away. Not an auspicious beginning, thought Seward. Lincoln had detested the Mexican War.


“Sit down, sir.” Scott eased himself into a throne that had been designed for a very fat man to get in and out of with relative ease. “I must confess, sir, I did not vote for you –”


“Because you are a Virginian?”


“No, sir. I am a loyal Union man, which is why I am so relieved that you are here to prevent more dis-Union. I did not vote for you because I never vote.”


“Well, General, I voted for you in 1852, when you were the last Whig candidate for president, and I was just about the last good Whig in Springfield.” Seward wondered whether or not this was true. In the course of the morning, he had duly noted that Lincoln had the gift of flattery, a form of insincerity that Seward tended to think of as being peculiarly his own most delicate art. In any case, Seward regarded Scott as his own handiwork. After all, it had been Seward’s idea to run the man for President; and Seward had written every single speech that Scott had delivered in the course of a disastrous campaign.


“I received,” said the general, the voice of military command taking on a politician’s tone, “one million three hundred eighty-six thousand five hundred and seventy-eight votes. Franklin Pierce” – as the old man said the name, the red face darkened – “got two hundred twenty thousand more votes than I. And now we are faced with a civil war. Because, sir, had I been elected, I would have strengthened the Federal forts in the South. There would have been no trouble at Fort Sumter because I would have made nearby Fort Moultrie impregnable, and Charleston would still be what it is meant to be – a harbor of the United States.”


“What is to be done?” Lincoln’s voice was soft.


Scott motioned to an aide, who set up a map of the Union on an easel. Scott then picked up a ferule that lay beside his throne and pointed to the various military establishments throughout the South. He presented the bad news directly. With the exception of Forts Sumter and Pickens, the rest of the Federal forts either were in rebel hands – or would soon be. Seward then expected Scott to follow their agreed-upon line: Lincoln should say to the South, “Wayward sisters, go in peace.” Although Scott said no such thing, he was hardly sanguine. “We have no fleet to speak of. This Administration has deliberately weakened our military forces. But then Mr. Floyd, the late Secretary of War, is a secessionist and a traitor. You do not object to my candor, sir?”


“No, General. I had come to the same conclusion myself. Now if war were to come . . .” Lincoln paused. Seward sat on the edge of his chair. It had never occurred to him that Lincoln might actually have a plan and that that plan might involve a military action against the rebel states. Like most intelligent men, Seward thought that all intelligent men, given the same set of facts, would react as he did. During the last few hours, he had come to appreciate Lincoln’s intelligence if not the rustic western style; now this sallow-faced man, sprawled in an armchair, knees working their way to his chin, was saying, “If war were to come, how long would it take us to raise an army, build a fleet, make all necessary preparations?”


“Six months, sir. What we lack now are good officers. The best of our West Pointers are Southerners. From Jefferson Davis himself, the President of the Confederacy, to –”


Lincoln cut the old man short. “General, that is a title that I do not use nor acknowledge, while the Confederacy is a place that does not exist. Is that clear?”


Seward sat bolt upright. This man Lincoln was hard, all right; or so he sounded. Intelligent men were pliant; or so Seward chose to believe.


“Yes, sir. You are right, sir. Anyway, from Mr. Davis to Colonel Lee, all our best officers are Southern.”


“Maybe you should’ve promoted a few more Northerners – and Westerners.”


“Well, sir . . .” Vaguely, Scott gestured with his ferule, which in turn reminded him of the map. “Sir, I have already devised a plan, should it be necessary to restore the Union by force.” Scott paused for some response from Lincoln but there was none beyond attentiveness.


Scott continued without, as it were, the looked-for sign. “If Virginia and Maryland go out of the Union, we shall then be obliged to move the capital to Harrisburg or to Philadelphia . . .” Scott paused. Lincoln made no response; the face was impassive. Seward was growing definitely uneasy. What was this man’s game? Seward, who enjoyed poker rather thought that Lincoln was simply indulging himself in the card-player’s bluff. Certainly, he hoped that that was what it was.


Scott, signless again, proceeded to divide the South with his stick. “I do not think that a straight assault on Maryland and Virginia will succeed. Virginia is the most populous of the Southern states, the wealthiest, the most ready for war. We should inflict what damage we can upon Virginia but I would say, sir, that our hope is in the west. The Mississippi River is the key. Seize the river. Knock Mississippi out of the war and whatever sections of Tennessee and Kentucky may stand against us. Split the South into two parts, and each part will die for lack of the other.”


Scott paused. Lincoln slowly straightened up. “Well, I guess we’d better persuade Virginia and Maryland to stay in the Union a while longer.” Seward gave an audible sigh of relief. This was the Lincoln that he had been inventing for himself ever since the election: the cautious vacillator – a Western Jesuit, in fact.


As Lincoln rose, an aide pulled Scott to his feet. “By the way, General, what would you do about Fort Sumter?”


“I would hold out as long as possible.”


“And then?”


“I would evacuate the fort. Otherwise, Major Anderson and all his men will be killed or seized. We have not the sea power to dominate Charleston harbor.”


“An honor to meet you, General.” Lincoln turned to Seward. “My wife and family should be arriving any minute now.”


“Well, the mayor will be at the depot, even if you won’t be.”


Lincoln frowned. “I should have stayed with the rest of the party.”


“It was at my advice, sir,” said Scott, “that you took the nightcars. I trust our people in Baltimore. They swore to me that you would never have got through alive.”


“Well, even if you were right, General, I’m still not sure that you’ve done me a good turn.”


“We could take no chances,” said Seward.


General Scott nodded. “That’s why I agreed with Mr. Seward when he said you would be safer at Willard’s Hotel than in a private house.”


“Was that your idea?” Lincoln looked at Seward, with some amusement. “I thought it was General Scott’s.”


Seward was amazed to find himself blushing, as he stammered about safety. Actually, the Albany Plan had dictated Lincoln’s removal from a private house to a hotel where Seward and the others would have access to him and his party. The general saluted as they departed.


The weak sun had now vanished behind what looked to be snow clouds. Lincoln and Seward walked in silence down Seventeenth Street to the corner of Pennsylvania Avenue, as usual crowded at this time of day. Carriages and cabs clattered by while the horse carriages rattled on their tracks, bells sounding.


“No soldiers,” said Lincoln, watching the traffic.


“No war – so far.”


“What a fix we’re in,” said the President-elect, stepping up on the brick sidewalk that led past the iron fence of the White House, where he would soon be quartered – caged, was more like it, thought Seward. For a brief moment – very brief, actually – he was glad that Lincoln and not he had been elected sixteenth president of what was left of the United States of America.
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The sidewalk in front of Willard’s Hotel seemed to hum and throb, and John Hay felt as if he were still on the cars as he made his way through the crowd of people – mostly colored, he noticed – who were on hand to get a look at Mr. Lincoln, who was not visible; unlike Mrs. Lincoln, who was, as well as the three Lincoln sons, the six lady relations of Mrs. Lincoln’s, the two Lincoln secretaries John George Nicolay (born twenty-nine years ago in Bavaria; moved to Illinois as a child; grew up to edit a Pittsfield newspaper) and John Hay himself, aged twenty-two, a graduate of Brown who had been admitted to the Illinois bar exactly two weeks ago, thanks, in part, to the fact that his uncle was Springfield’s leading lawyer and an old associate of Lincoln; thanks, again in part, to the fact that Hay had gone to school with Nicolay, Lincoln’s secretary during the campaign for the presidency. Hay had been able to make himself so useful to Nicolay in the campaign that Nico had said to the President-elect, “Can’t we take Johnny to Washington with us?” and although Lincoln had groaned and said, “We can’t take all Illinois down with us to Washington,” John Hay had been duly employed as a presidential secretary. Small, wiry, handsome, John Hay intended to enjoy as much as possible his sudden elevation in the world.


At Brown, Hay had wanted to be a poet; in fact, he was a poet who wrote verse that got published. But that was not exactly a career or a living. For a time, the pulpit had appealed to him – except for the business about God. Although the law had no great appeal to him, for a young man named Hay there was not much choice. He worked in his uncle’s office, where he got to know his uncle’s friend, Mr. Lincoln, a man whose ups-and-downs were much talked of in Springfield, particularly the downs. Mr. Lincoln was supposed to have gone mad for two weeks just before what was to have been his wedding day, which had to be postponed. He had gone into a decline after losing his seat in Congress and despite the campaigning that he had done for the new Whig President, Zachary Taylor, he was offered no government appointment other than the secretaryship of the Oregon territory, which Mrs. Lincoln had turned down for him. Home in Springfield, Lincoln practised law with the brilliant, hard-drinking William Herndon and let himself, many said, sink into apathy, while making a good deal of money as a railroad lawyer. When the great debate on slavery began, Mr. Lincoln found his voice, and after his challenge to Stephen Douglas, he had come to personify the new Republican Party and the new politics – whatever they were. Hay was never quite certain just where Mr. Lincoln meant to take the nation but he did know that wherever that was, he was going to go, too.


At the center of the lobby, the manager of Willard’s was greeting Mrs. Lincoln, who was tired and not, Hay could see, in the best of moods. Nicolay and Hay had their code words for the great folk. Mary Todd Lincoln was known, depending on her mood as either Madam or the Hellcat. Mr. Lincoln was either the Ancient or, in honor of the previous year’s visit to Washington by the first ambassadors from that awesome Japanese official known as the Tycoon, the Tycoon.


The slender Nicolay was at the Hellcat’s side, smiling grimly through his long, pointed, youthful beard. Although Hay could not hear what the Hellcat was saying, he suspected that a complaint was being duly registered. Suddenly, Hay found himself next to the oldest Lincoln son, Robert, a seventeen-year-old Harvard freshman who said, with pleasure, “Johnny!” as if they had not spent the last twelve days and nights cooped up together on the cars from Springfield, playing cards in the baggage car and, occasionally, taking a swig from a bottle that Lamon always carried, “just in case,” he’d say, shoving it into the great side pocket that contained a slingshot, a pair of brass knuckles, a hunting knife and a derringer.


“I think Nicolay needs some help,” said Hay, maneuvering himself through the crowd to Mrs. Lincoln’s side just as her normal high color was beginning to take on that dusky glow which was the first sign of a Hellcat storm.


“Mrs. Lincoln!” Hay beamed, boyishly; but then with his youthful face he had no other way of looking, to his chagrin. Strange men often addressed him as Sonny; his cheek was often patted; he knew that he must, very soon, grow a moustache, if he could. “Your trunks are already in your rooms.” This was a lie. But he knew Mrs. Lincoln’s passionate attachment to her baggage and its integrity.


“Oh, Johnny! You do relieve my mind!” Mary Todd Lincoln’s smile was, suddenly, winning and so Hay was won; she took his arm and they swept through the hotel lobby to the main staircase as the manager and his outriders cleared a path for their considerable party.


Outside, the crowd dispersed. David and Annie were disappointed not to have seen the archfiend himself. “They say he’s got whiskers now, so as no one will know him,” said David, as they walked up Thirteenth Street.


“But once people get used to the whiskers, they’ll know him after a while.” Annie stopped in front of a raw-wood picket fence. Through the gap between two slats they could see a vacant lot where a number of young men were drilling with old rifles.


“Who are they?” asked David.


“The National Volunteers,” Annie whispered, her breath white between them. “One of them is a friend of Brother Isaac.”


“What are they drilling for?”


“Inauguration Day. Come on. Let’s go. I don’t want them to see me.”


David and Annie hurried down the street. “They’re crazy,” he said, “to take on the whole U.S. Army.”


In Parlor Suite Six at Willard’s Hotel, it was agreed that the National Volunteers were indeed crazy but, potentially, dangerous: such was the intelligence already received by the suite’s principal resident, the bewhiskered Abraham Lincoln, who now sat in a huge armchair in the parlor as his two youngest sons, Willie and Tad, climbed over him, and Hay smiled sweetly at this domestic scene. He had never hated two children more than these. Tad, at seven, could not be understood due to some sort of malformation of his palate, while the ruthlessly eloquent and intelligent Willie, at ten, could be understood all too well. Willie was a tendentious explainer, who regarded Johnny Hay as a somewhat dull-witted playmate.


While the children shouted and pummelled their father, Seward and Lamon discussed with Lincoln, as best they could, arrangements for his security. Mary had withdrawn to the bedroom to greet her – Hay prayed – not mythical luggage.


Nicolay was at the door to the parlor, looking somewhat alarmed. Then Hay saw why. Behind Nicolay towered the unmistakable figure of Charles Sumner, senator from Massachusetts, heir to Daniel Webster, greatest of the Senate’s scholars, an orator of such power that audiences had been known, after three hours of his burning-bush language, to beg for more of that incandescent flame, fuelled by a single passion – the conviction that there was no greater task on earth than to liberate the slaves, and punish their masters.


Lincoln positively jack-knifed to his feet at the sight of Sumner, scattering his sons upon the flowered carpet. As the boys started to yell with indignation, Lincoln said, “John, you deliver the boys to their mother.”


Hay grabbed Tad’s hand and pulled him, squeaking, to his feet, while Willie ran into his mother’s bedroom, shouting, “Mamma!”


Gracefully, Seward introduced Senator Sumner to the President-elect. Charles Sumner was not only remarkably handsome but, unlike most modern statesmen, he was cleanshaven. Hay had already sent out a curiously uninteresting story on the wire-service to the effect that Lincoln would be the first bearded president in American history. Face-hair was now respectable or de rigueur, as Hay’s French-speaking Providence, Rhode Island, muse, Mrs. Sarah Helen Whitman, would say. Since a brief engagement to Edgar Allan Poe, Mrs. Whitman had worn only white, like a shroud; she had also sprinkled herself with ether in order to suggest a terminal illness of the sort that had once ravished Poe; and entirely overwhelmed poetry-loving Brown undergraduates.


“I would’ve known you anywhere,” said Lincoln. “From your pictures.”


“I might not have known you, sir, with the beard of Abraham, you might say, so newly acquired.” To Hay’s ear Sumner sounded like so many of his fellow Boston Brahmins, more English than American. Even so, the voice was singularly beautiful in its way, thought Hay, the Westerner, as he slipped into the bedroom where, to his delight, he found Madam and a colored maid opening a row of trunks. As Willie entered the adjoining bedroom, she said, “Take Tad with you.”


“No,” said Tad.


“Yes!” said the Hellcat with a sudden change of expression that everyone, including the remarkably spoiled Tad, understood and feared. Whimpering with self-pity, the child obeyed. “Oh, God will this never end?” Madam appealed to Hay. “I feel seasick from the cars. I hate these trunks.”


“Well, you’ll soon be settled in the White House. Can I help?”


Madam was holding up a dress of blue velvet; she examined it carefully for signs of damage. “I am a martyr to moths,” she said to herself, but spoke aloud, a curious habit to which Hay had got used during their days of confinement aboard the cars. When Mrs. Lincoln wanted to – or was able to (he could never tell whether her erratic behavior was calculated or simply uncontrolled) – she could charm anyone on earth, as she must have charmed the most ambitious young lawyer in Springfield, not that Lincoln would have needed much charming, for she was a Todd and lived with her sister whose house on the hill was the center of the town’s social life and it was there that she had been courted by all the other ambitious lawyers, not to mention Judge Stephen Douglas; as a child in Lexington, Kentucky, she had known Henry Clay, the only American statesman, except for Parson Weems’s Washington, that Lincoln had ever openly praised.


Madam gave the dress to the maid to hang up; turned to Hay with a sudden, almost girlish smile. “Between you and me, Mr. Hay, there is more to jest about in all of this than I might have suspected, for all the weariness as well.”


“I’ve noticed that, too, Mrs. Lincoln.”


But then the smile was gone. She had heard the sonorous voice in the next room. “Who is that with Mr. Lincoln?”


“Senator Sumner”


“Oh.” Hay could see that she was torn between timidity and curiosity, which she resolved by going to the half-open door and looking into the parlor. “He’s every bit as handsome as they say,” she said in a low voice; this time to Hay and not to herself.


“He hasn’t stopped talking since he arrived.”


“At least he seems to have driven away Mr. Seward, that abolitionist sneak.” Mary turned back into the room.


“Surely, Mr. Seward’s no sneak –”


“Well, he was a rabid abolitionist once upon a time. Now, of course, he’s gone and changed a few of his spots, but right or wrong, Mr. Sumner never changes. I do hope all these abolitionists never forget that Mr. Lincoln is not in favor of abolishing slavery. He simply does not want to extend it to the new territories. That is all; all!” In the last twelve days Hay had heard her say this so many times that he had ceased to hear the words. But then Mrs. Lincoln was in a difficult position. The Todds were a great slave-holding Kentucky family; worse, they were, many of them, secessionists, a source of much embarrassment to her, not to mention to the new president. “Find me Mrs. Ann Spriggs.” This was unexpected.


“Who is that, Mrs. Lincoln?”


“She is a widow who has – or had – a boardinghouse on Capitol Hill. That’s where we lived when Mr. Lincoln was in Congress. She’s still alive, they say, and I’d dearly love to see her again and” – the girlish smile returned – “and show off!”


“For that,” said Hay, again charmed by Madam, who had just taken over from the Hellcat, “I’ll find her, Mrs. Lincoln.”


With a wave, Madam dismissed him. She is going to be a very royal First Lady, he thought, as he returned to the parlor, hoping to escape the senatorial presence unremarked. But Hay’s appearance stopped Sumner in midsentence. “Sir?”


“This is my secretary’s secretary, Mr. Sumner. John Hay.”


“Oh, yes.” They shook hands. Hay felt a certain awe, seeing so famous a man up close. “I heard you speak, sir,” he said. “Two years ago. In Providence. I was at Brown.”


“I remember the speech.” Sumner had lost interest. Hay looked at Lincoln: should he stay? The Tycoon raised his chin, which meant, no. “I’m curious to see which is taller, Mr. Sumner or myself, but when I suggested that we measure backs . . .”


“I said” – Sumner was not about to allow anyone to say his lines for him – “the time has come to unite our fronts and not our backs before the enemies of our country.”


“Yes that’s just what you said.” Lincoln turned to Hay, “Word for word,” he added. With a low bow, Hay left the two statesmen to what, he suspected, was going to be a most disagreeable session. Sumner had supported Lincoln in the election; but now Sumner feared Seward’s ascendancy over the new President. Sumner wanted Lincoln to abolish slavery in the seceded states. But Lincoln was not about to do that, not with Virginia and Maryland on the verge of secession, and half a dozen border-states, including Kentucky, ready to follow. On the train from Springfield, as Hay observed the large crowds that cheered the President-elect (everywhere except in New York City, where there was a powerful pro-secessionist movement), he had come to think of Lincoln as a beleaguered fortress, with cannons firing at him from every direction; a fortress waiting to be relieved by . . . But Hay did not know by what. No one knew what was in Lincoln’s mind. Particularly not the boisterous young men crowded at the far end of Willard’s bar, drinking cocktails at ten cents a glass.


Hay pushed through the swinging doors of the long bar just off the main parlor of the hotel, where ladies sat beneath a gilded dome, drinking tea and casting disapproving – when not envious – looks at the men as they entered and left the bibulous good fellowship of the smoky, long bar.


Hay found the smooth-faced – the boy could but would not grow whiskers – Robert Lincoln, talking to a short, bright-eyed young man who was already beginning to go bald. Robert introduced Hay to the young man, saying, “He graduated from Harvard the same year you graduated from Brown.”


“Well, that’s a bond, I guess,” said Hay, ordering a brandysmash.


The Harvard graduate was examining Hay curiously. “You’re one of Mr. Lincoln’s secretaries, aren’t you?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Everyone says Johnny’s too young.” Robert smiled shyly; but then he was shy; and a bit solemn. Two years earlier he had been uprooted by his father and sent east to enroll at Harvard. But since he had not been scholastically ready for that great university he had been obliged to spend a year in preparation at the Phillips Exeter Academy in New Hampshire. It was said that Mr. Lincoln wanted the best possible education for his oldest son just as he himself had had the very worst, which is to say practically none at all. After the debate with Douglas and the lost election, Lincoln decided to travel east to see how his son was getting on at Exeter. It was on this trip – coincidentally, hardly any claimed – that Mr. Lincoln was prevailed upon to speak third in a series at New York’s Cooper Institute. He did so on February 27, 1860. The liberal editor of the New York Evening Post, William Cullen Bryant, chaired the meeting, while the city’s most powerful editor, Horace Greeley, sat in the audience. The next day Lincoln was known to the entire nation. With characteristic eloquence, he had accepted the slavery in the South, but he had opposed its extension elsewhere. This pleased a majority of the Republicans, while arousing great suspicion among Douglas’s Northern Democrats, not to mention the Democrats of the South. After Lincoln’s triumph at the Cooper Institute, he spoke elsewhere in the northeast, and in the course of this triumphal passage, he took the Republican nomination away from the powerful Seward as well as from that passionate anti-slavery man Salmon P. Chase of Ohio. “So if it hadn’t been for you, Bob,” Lincoln liked to say, “being up there at Exeter, I’d never have been nominated or elected.” Robert appeared to believe this. Hay did not. From the beginning of his close association with Lincoln – less than a year but it seemed like a lifetime – he had been delightedly conscious of the Tycoon’s endless cunning. There was nothing that Lincoln ever left to chance if he could help it. He was a master of guiding public opinion either directly through a set speech to a living audience or, indirectly, through an uncanny sense of how to use the press to his own ends. He was also the first politician to understand the importance and the influence of photography; no photographer was ever sent away unsatisfied. He had even grown a beard in order to soften his somewhat harsh features; and to make himself, at least in appearance, the nation’s true Father Abraham. It was thus with characteristic forethought he had sent his son to New England to school so that with no other apparent end than ordinary paternal care, he might, when the time came, go east – and seize the crown.


“Hey, Johnny! Hasheesh Johnny Hay!” Hay turned and recognized the face but not the name of a fraternity brother from Brown. They made the fraternal handclasp of Theta Delta Chi. Since the young man was drunk, Hay pulled him to one side, out of range of Robert Lincoln, who was very much enjoying his anonymity, soon to end when the newspapers got through illustrating, one by one, the entire Lincoln family. Hay also did not want anyone to learn his college nickname.


“What’re you doing in town?”


Hay recalled that the brother was Southern; was glad that the brother did not know of his appointment. “Oh, I’m just here for the inaugural.” Hay was casual.


“If there is one!” The drunken youth scowled as darkly as such a foolish face could. “Me, I’m going home to Charleston to fight if we have to. I guess you’re for the Yankees, aren’t you?”


“I guess so,” said Hay.


“Well . . .” Words did not come easily to the soon-to-be-rebel. But a sheet of paper did materialize in his hand. “I take the boat in the morning. But as we’re brothers, I leave you this. My richest legacy.”


Hay looked at a neatly printed list of names and addresses; some were curiously cryptic, like The Haystack – his eye caught that at once – or The Blue Goose, The Devil’s Own . . . After each name or title there was a number. “They’ve been numbered from one – which is the best – to five, which is pretty bad. Three of the brothers put this list together. Took more than a month to do. Now they’ve all gone South. Anyway, you can give copies of it to anybody you like, I guess. But they did say they’d prefer that only the Delts got the real good of it. ’Bye, Johnny.”


It took Hay several days to figure out that he had been given what turned out to be a meticulously graded list of Washington’s whorehouses. He was eternally grateful to the brother: at twenty-two, there was no finer gift one Theta Delt could have given another. A similar list had existed in the fraternity house at Providence and Hay had used it, from time to time, to while away what he liked to call “idle hours.” One of the fraternity’s most legendary idle hours occurred when Hay decided to imitate his idol Edgar Allan Poe. Although he could find no opium to eat, he did come across some hasheesh, which he and the brothers had smoked, with results still recalled in Providence as an idle hour that had expanded to what seemed to the smokers to be an idle eternity. Ever after, he was Hasheesh Johnny Hay.


Hay rejoined Robert and the bald young man, who turned out to be Henry, the son of Charles Francis Adams of Massachusetts, a Lincoln supporter. “I saw our senator on his way upstairs,” said Henry. “I assumed he was on his way to Mr. Lincoln.”


Hay nodded. “I left them together. I think Mr. Sumner was about to make a speech.”


Henry sighed. “He is like a madman nowadays . . .”


“Well, he was knocked on the head with a stick, wasn’t he? By that crazy Southerner?” Robert started to order another drink but Hay made a warning gesture; and Robert desisted. There were times when Hay had the sense that he had been hired not as a secretary to the President but as an elder brother to the boys.


“Oh, Mr. Sumner’s recovered. Pretty much, anyway. But he seems to have conversed with God altogether too much during those three years that he was an invalid. When he came back to the Senate, he announced, ‘I am in morals, not politics.’ ”


“That is chilling,” said Hay.


“Much my own view,” said Henry; and smiled for the first time. “I should think that the two are probably antithetical. My father disagrees, of course. I’m his secretary, by the way. He’s in the Congress, you know.”


“I know. I know. Mr. Lincoln thinks very highly of Mr. Adams.”


“That’s right,” said Robert. “Fact, he said, maybe he was going to –”


“Robert!” Hay spoke warningly.


“All right, Johnny.”


“Mr. Robert Lincoln . . .” Hay began.


“The Prince of Rails, as the press calls him. Oh, they’ll enjoy that at Harvard,” said Henry, whose smile, at best, was thin indeed.


“I’ll never hear the end of it.” Robert was glum. “At least they couldn’t get me to make a speech on the back of the cars. I don’t know how Father does it.”


Henry turned to Robert. “I know my father’s being considered for minister to England. Personally, I’d rather he stayed here.”


“And miss out on London?” Hay betrayed his own youthful interest. For Hay, London was literature – Dickens, Thackeray and whoever wrote Adam Bede, and history. Washington was just old-shoe politics.


“I’d rather miss out on London than on Lincoln,” said Henry.


“Why?” Hay was truly curious.


“Well, if he should fail, there will no longer be a country. And since my family believes that we invented the whole thing, I’d certainly like to see what becomes of the remains.”


“I don’t think he’ll fail,” said Hay, who thought that he would; as much as he prayed that somehow Lincoln might yet hold together what was now falling apart with such awful speed.


“In that case, if he succeeds, it will be even more interesting.”


“How? It will be just as it was before.”


“No, it won’t. It can’t be.”


“What will it be?”


“No one knows. That’s the excitement.”
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At exactly nine o’clock that same evening, Salmon P. Chase, late governor of Ohio and senator-elect, stood outside Parlor Suite Six with the delegation from the Peace Conference. Chase had not seen Lincoln since shortly after the election, when the President-elect summoned him to Springfield. Lincoln then beat a number of times about the bush before he offered Chase – or, perhaps did not offer Chase – a post in the Cabinet.


They were walking down the street that passed in front of Lincoln’s comfortable mansion – so unlike, thought Chase sourly, the legendary log cabin of Lincoln’s birth, which had been advertised from one end of the Union to the other. Lincoln was courteous but tentative; and Chase, who had never thought him strong, came away convinced that the President-to-be was dangerously weak. “I look for a balanced Cabinet, naturally,” he said, automatically raising his tall hat to a passing lady. It was then that Chase noticed that Lincoln kept an elaborate file of papers inside the hat. At least the man was every bit as common as he presented himself; the mediocrity was honest. On the other hand, Chase was less certain about Lincoln’s views. Essentially, he had thought him an opportunist. Yet it was Lincoln who had prevailed at the convention and it was the governor of Ohio who was meekly following the tall man down the street. “Mr. Seward, who got the second most votes at the convention, is plainly the party’s own choice for Secretary of State.”


“Has he accepted?”


“Yes.” Lincoln did not elaborate. “You, sir, got the third most votes.”


Chase had stopped breathing with excitement: the offer of the Treasury was near at hand. But Lincoln veered off. “Then there was Bates of Missouri and Cameron of Pennsylvania.”


“Sir, Mr. Simon Cameron is corrupt.”


“I have been told that.” Lincoln sounded grim.


“Of course, he controls Pennsylvania.” Chase had needled Lincoln.


“But I am Honest Abe,” Lincoln replied with what Chase took to be a weak smile. Then he changed the subject. “I want a Southerner in the Cabinet. A real Southerner. Preferably a Virginian. Seward is canvassing for me now.”


“Any luck?”


Lincoln stopped then. He had looked down at Chase – a stout clean-shaven man with a nearly bald Roman bust of a head. “Sir, let me make you a curious proposal. I would like you to be Secretary of the Treasury but I cannot offer you the post just yet.”


Chase contained his indignation. He had had, thus far, a splendid career and had he been more expedient and less moral, he, not Lincoln, would have been the Republican candidate. But if you cannot get cream, settle for milk, had always been his practical wisdom. But now Lincoln was suggesting that even the despised saucer of milk might not come his way. Since Chase did not betray his chagrin, the two men had parted on friendly terms. Fortunately, the complaisant Ohio legislature was more than willing to appoint Salmon P. Chase to the United States Senate, so at least he would hold some office in this disintegrating republic.


Now Chase stood at Lincoln’s door as the delegates from the Peace Conference fell into place behind him. The Southerners were particularly keen to see the demon. As the clock in the lobby below struck nine, Nicolay opened the door, bowed to Chase, and motioned for the delegation to file into the parlor where Lincoln, quite alone, stood in front of the fireplace.


“Mr. Chase!” Lincoln’s handclasp was warmer than his voice, thought Chase, unable to interpret the auguries in question. He had already heard that Cameron was to have not the Treasury but the War Department; and Lincoln was supposed to be having second thoughts about that. The Treasury – after the presidency – was what Chase most wanted. Bates of Missouri was not suitable; and no Southerner would serve. The Maryland Blairs, mad father and two mad sons, were also at work trying to capture Lincoln, but though Chase was convinced that Lincoln was weak, he was equally convinced that he was extremely wily. Chase had not yet heard any particulars of the Albany Plan. If he had, he would have been in despair. Chase truly feared Seward and his mentor Thurlow Weed.


Chase handed Lincoln a letter from the head of the Peace Conference, former President Tyler. “He sends his compliments, sir. He hopes to call on you at another time.”


“I shall call on him, of course.” Lincoln’s courtesy was perfunctory. He turned to the semicircle of delegates, who stared at him as if he were some sort of rare beast. “Gentlemen, I know some of you personally from the past. I know all of you by name and repute. I am glad that this conference continues, and I will do what I can to give assurance and reassurance to the Southern states that we mean them no harm. It is true that I was elected to prevent the extension of slavery to the new territories of the Union. But what is now the status quo in the Southern states is beyond my power – or desire – ever to alter.”


Although it had been plain to Chase that Lincoln was not the man to lead any sort of crusade against slavery, Lincoln, aided by a powerful Cabinet. . . As Seward dreamed that he would be Lincoln’s prime minister, Chase saw himself as chancellor, on the order, say, of the Austrian Metternich.


A Southern congressman challenged Lincoln. “Will you uphold the laws, where previous presidents did not? Will you suppress the likes of Mr. John Brown and the Reverend Garrison, who preach war against us and our property?”


“Well, we hanged Mr. Brown, and we put Garrison in prison.” Lincoln was mild. “That strikes me as a reasonable amount of suppression.”


“But the laws of property,” the voice continued.


Chase shut his eyes; he could not wait for his daughter Kate to arrive tomorrow evening. Thrice a widower at fifty-three, Salmon P. Chase’s whole life was now his twenty-year-old daughter; a thirteen-year-old daughter, Nettie, had not yet had the time to lay any great claim to his powerful paternal affections. But the beautiful and gifted Kate had acted as his hostess when he was governor of Ohio, and she would do the same in Washington. To please Kate, he had just rented a large, expensive town house even though he was, as always, in debt. Like his friend Sumner, Chase dealt not in politics but morals. But morals paid poorly. Chase could not remember a time when he had not been as anxious about money as he had been serene about moral issues.


Lincoln’s voice suddenly recalled Chase from his reverie. The President-elect was answering one of the Southerners. “Look, there is only one difference between us. You think slavery is right and ought to be extended. We think it is wrong and ought to be restricted. For this, neither has any just cause to be angry with the other.”


If that was not sufficient honey for the bearish South, what was? wondered Chase.


“Then explain, sir,” ordered another Southern voice, “why is it that since your election, six states –”


“Seven!” from a dozen voices.


“– seven states, counting Texas, officially, today, have left the Union?”


“That’s more for them to explain to me than for me to explain to them.” Lincoln was surprisingly cool under the circumstances. But then he was supposed to be a practised lawyer. Curious, thought Chase, how little anyone really knew about this new President.


“But I should like to remind you that before my election to the Presidency, the governor of South Carolina announced that that state would secede if I were elected. And so they did. And others have followed, as you remind me. Currently, those elements in rebellion against the Federal government” – Chase liked the use of the word “elements” instead of states; the distinction was sufficiently nice to make it possible for second thoughts all round not that there would be any – “have seized – stolen, to use the precise word . . .” Lincoln looked in Chase’s direction. For an eerie instant, Chase wondered if his mind was being looked into and read. But the look was casual. Whenever Lincoln spoke, he was always careful to look at every part of his audience. First the dreamy gray eyes would glance to one side; and then, as if he had discovered someone of interest to him, the whole head would slowly turn and follow his gaze. “. . . stolen, I repeat, three revenue cutters, four custom’s houses, three mints, six arsenals and their contents, and one entire naval yard. All of these are the property of the whole people of the United States and not of any single element of the population.”


Voices were raised. Would the Federal government consider selling the “stolen” property? Lincoln thought it a better idea to return what had been stolen; and to forget about the whole thing. He is leaving them every possible escape route, thought Chase, who inclined to the divine view that evil must be punished. An eye for an eye was his religion.


When asked about Fort Sumter at the entrance of Charleston Harbor, Lincoln commended the courage of its commander, Major Anderson. No, he had prepared no instructions for the major because “I have not yet taken the oath of office. I will say how. . . impressed I was last month, as was everyone, when General Scott sent a merchant steamer with reinforcements for Fort Sumter and the governor of South Carolina was able to turn back that ship.”


Would Lincoln try to reinforce Fort Sumter? He would not answer. Meanwhile, he took seriously Virginia’s effort to make peace between the regions of the country. He was in communication with the pro-Union elements in both Virginia and Maryland, whose governor was a Union man. No, he had not read the speech that Jefferson Davis had delivered when he became President of the Confederate States of America five days ago. “But I just read a newspaper account of my old friend and colleague in Congress Mr. Alexander Stephens of Georgia.”


“You mean Vice-President Stephens?” asked a challenging voice.


Lincoln affected not to hear. “Mr. Stephens admitted that Thomas Jefferson, a founder of the Union, thought that the principle of slavery was wrong. But Mr. Stephens said that the elements that he adheres to have come to the conclusion that the exact opposite is true, that the correct principle is that since the black man is inferior to the white man, he must be the white man’s slave. I mean no disrespect to my old friend when I say that between his brand-new and to me highly peculiar principle and the old-fashioned principle of Thomas Jefferson of Virginia, I must support my predecessor in the office of President of the United States.”


Which way will he go? wondered Chase, as the delegates filed past the tall man, who had a word for each. To Chase, he said, “I look forward to a continuation of our Springfield conversation.”


Several imprudent answers occurred, as always, to Chase and, as always, were replaced with that habitual prudence for which he was never entirely not admired. “So do I, sir. The Virginians –” Chase lowered his voice, as several were nearby, and Lincoln lowered his head, the better to hear him. Chase noticed that Lincoln’s thick, coarse hair was as black as an Indian’s, with no sign of gray. “They will stay in the Union if you let Fort Sumter alone.”


“One state for one fort?” Lincoln smiled. “I think that’s a pretty good deal for the fort-owner.”


“Yes, sir.” Chase moved on. He had got the answer that he had feared, but expected. Lincoln would give in to the South, after a certain amount of calculated bluster.


Mary was awake in bed when Lincoln joined her. The last of the peace delegation had gone, as he put it to her, “in a state of belligerency.”


“Come to bed. You look so tired.”


“You must be tired, Molly.” Lincoln began to undress.


“I thought I was. Then I got into bed, and tried to sleep, and couldn’t. Too tired to sleep. Too excited, I guess.”


Lincoln turned off the gaslight overhead. The lamp beside the four-poster bed cast a blue-and-white glare across Mary’s face.


“What did you think of the Old Club House?” asked Lincoln, pulling on a nightshirt that was too short for him; but then all storebought nightshirts were too short for him. Mary wanted to have some made to order; or she herself would make them to order. But Lincoln was perfectly content to wander about with long legs bare – just like a stork, she’d say, in disapproval.


“The Old Club House? Oh, Governor Seward’s Old Club House. An appropriate name.”


“Well. It was a real club house till recently.” Lincoln stared at his beard in the glass; idly, he parted it.


“I know. That’s where they brought poor Mr. Key to die, after he was shot. I could never trust that man. Never!”


“The late Mr. Key? Or his murderer Mr. Sickles?” Lincoln removed the part from his beard.


“Governor Seward, Father. You know what I think of him.”


“Well, I noticed you did quite well by his dinner.”


“Oh, the food was splendid! I do have a sufficiency of flesh, don’t I.” Glumly, Mary squeezed her right upper arm and watched, with sorrow, as the resulting bulge stretched taut the white lace of her nightdress.


“Well, you look in your sufficiency sufficiently beautiful to me.”


“Oh, Father, you’d say that if I looked like . . . like General Scott.”


“Of course, I would say that. But I would not mean it.” Lincoln stepped into the adjoining bathroom, where the commode was. Mary had remarked on Willard’s comfort and modernity. No chamber pot was necessary in any of the parlor suites. Would the White House be the same?


“Father,” she called, “do I nag you about appointments?”


“Yes,” came the voice from the bathroom.


“Oh, I don’t! It’s the vampire press that says I do because I’m Southern and supposed to believe in slavery when I’m the only abolitionist in the family and you are just – mild and meek.”


Lincoln returned, drying his face with a towel decorated with the W of Willard’s. “I suppose any man named Watson or Wilcox would feel justified in stealing one of these towels,” he said.


“Or Washington. Did you give Governor Seward your speech to read?”


Lincoln nodded. “He said he’d make notes.”


“Don’t listen to him.”


“I listen to everyone. I like him, all in all.”


“He thinks he’s so clever.”


“Well, he has every right to think that. He is clever. Though not clever enough to get rid of Simon Cameron for me.”


“I thought you’d decided to keep Cameron out of the Cabinet.”


“I did. Then I was undecided. Anyway, I kept him out of the Treasury.” Lincoln got under the covers. “He’ll be at the War Department.”


“Then I suggest you avoid fighting a war.”


“I mean to, Molly.”


“Who’ll be at the Treasury?”


“Salmon P. Chase.”


“That crazed abolitionist! He wants to be president.”


“They all do. That’s why I’m putting the whole lot where I can see them. In the Cabinet,” Lincoln sighed.


“I suppose you’re right, Father. You usually are. Eventually, anyway. Oh, Cousin Lizzie is going to stay on for the first few weeks we’re in the President’s House. She’s wonderful with upholsterers and all that sort of thing. They say the mansion has been let go to rack and ruin. Just like this country, I said, which I hope the vampire press does not pick up, true though it is. Mr. Buchanan has been a disaster and, thank God, it’s you who’ll take his place and not Judge Douglas, brilliant as he is. Strange how I might have married him! You know, everyone thought I should. Even I thought I should but then I met you at the dance at our house, and you came up to me and you said, by way of introduction, that you wanted to dance with me, ‘in the worst way,’ you said, your very words, and so you did dance with me and I told everyone, it was truly in the worst way! Oh, Father!” Mary smiled at the memory, and turned to her husband only to find him sound asleep on his back. From force of habit she touched his brow – she touched all the brows of those close to her, to detect signs of the fever that had killed her three-year-old Eddie; but Lincoln’s face was cool to the touch. Suddenly, he took a deep breath and then, as he exhaled, he moaned.


“Poor man,” she said to her sleeping husband; and wondered if his dreams were now as terrifying as hers had been, unknown to him, for so many years.
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The next morning, grip-sack in hand, Governor Seward arrived at Willard’s Hotel, fought his way through the crowded lobby and up crowded stairs and then down the crowded corridor to Parlor Six where Lamon admitted him to a room crowded with two small boys playing tag while Lincoln sat beside the window, glasses on his nose, reading the newspapers.


“I see your admirers are filling up the hotel.” Seward gave Lincoln the grip-sack.


“I had never realized how many men are eager to serve their country in high-paid positions that are within my gift.” Lincoln took the grip-sack, plainly relieved to have it once more in his hand.


“How do you deal with them?”


“My two secretaries, poor boys, are interviewing the lot. Everyone who wants an appointment from me goes to them in Parlor One and leaves his credentials. Speaking of credentials, what do you think of mine?” Lincoln tapped the grip-sack. Willie tapped Tad on the head. Tad screamed. Lincoln turned to Lamon. “Take the boys to their mother.” Despite loud cries of defiance, the huge Lamon carried both boys from the room.


“Well, sir, it is a finely argued case.” Seward took his time lighting a cigar. He was still not certain that he understood either the speech or its author.


“It is no more than a legal case?” Lincoln showed an author’s dejection, which amused Seward.


“Of course it is more. You have made the point, once and for all, that you were not elected president in order to abolish slavery in the South . . .”


“I cannot say that enough, can I? But the more I do say it, the more violent the Southerners become.”


“They think, in time, we intend to do away with slavery and so they mean to do away with us first – by leaving the Union.”


“Which they cannot do. I am clear on that, am I not?” Seward nodded; and removed from his tailcoat pocket the notes he had made on the inaugural address. “I take this passage to be the centerpiece of your . . . brief.” Seward smiled; Lincoln did not.


Seward read, “‘I hold, that in contemplation of universal law, and of the Constitution, the Union of these States is perpetual. Perpetuity is implied, if not expressed, in the fundamental law of all national governments. It is safe to assert that no government proper, ever had a provision in its organic law for its own termination.’”


“Yes, that is at the heart of my ‘brief.’”


“But the Southern states regard the organization of the Union as a more casual affair. As they entered it of their own free will so they can leave it.”


“But no provision was ever made in the Constitution for their leaving it.”


“They say that this right is implicit.”


“Nothing so astounding and fundamental would not be spelled out in the Constitution.” Lincoln’s voice grew slightly higher. Seward had read somewhere that when Lincoln made a speech his voice was like a tenor trumpet – a tenor trumpet of war, Seward thought, suddenly aware, for the first time, that war had now become a possibility and that the traditional uses to which his sort of man was put – in particular, the task of conciliation and accommodation – would be of no avail. So many people had spoken for so long of the irrepressibility of conflict, to use his own phrase, that the fact that conflict might now be at hand made the cigar clenched between his teeth lose its savor. Worse, the whole matter might well be decided by the tall, thin figure sitting opposite him, profile silhouetted by winter light. At all costs, the Albany Plan must succeed.


Seward was beginning to get Lincoln’s gauge; and he was afraid. He looked back down at his notes. “Your reasoning is good.” Then he read, “‘If a minority . . . will secede rather than submit, they make a precedent which, in turn, will divide and ruin them; for a minority of their own number will secede from them whenever a majority refuses to be controlled by such minority.’ That is plain.”


“It is all so plain, Mr. Seward. That is the hard part. But I do my best to spell it out when I say, physically speaking, we cannot separate. It’s not like a husband and wife getting a divorce and dividing up the property.”


Seward nodded; and read, “‘Suppose you go to war, you cannot fight always; and when, after much loss on both sides, and no gain on either, you cease fighting, the identical old questions as to terms of intercourse are again upon you.’ That says it all, I guess.”


“But to say is not to do.”


“To say what is true is to do a lot in politics.” Seward laughed; for some reason, the mood of panic had gone. “Not that I’ve had much experience along those lines.”


Lincoln, to his relief, laughed too. “Who has?”


“I am afraid of your ending,” said Seward, coming to the point.


“Too harsh?”


Seward nodded, and read, “In your hands, my dissatisfied fellow-countrymen, and not in mine, is the momentous issue of civil war. The government will not assail you.’” Seward looked up. “Let them fire the first shot, if shots are to be fired, which I pray not.” Seward continued to read. ‘“You can have no conflict without being yourselves the aggressors. You have no oath registered in heaven to destroy the government, while I shall have the most solemn one to “preserve, protect and defend” it. With you and not with me, is the solemn question of “Shall it be peace, or a sword?” ’”


“That is the case. That is my case.”


Seward inhaled the cigar smoke deeply, comfortably. “Never end a speech with a question.”


Lincoln smiled. “For fear you’ll get the wrong answer?”


Seward nodded. “People are perverse. I would cut all that I have just read. It is too menacing. I’ve written a paragraph to take its place. It’s inside the case.”


Lincoln opened the case, withdrew the speech which he had had, in greatest secrecy, set up in type by a printer so that there would be exact copies for the wire-services as opposed to the usual garbled reporters’ or recorders’ shorthand notes; or confusion over his own not-always-clear calligraphy. Lincoln read to himself Seward’s flowery coda. He nodded. “I can use some of this. If you don’t mind my turning it into my own words.”


“It’s yours, sir. You’ll cut the other?”


“I can’t cut the part about the oath that I have sworn to uphold the Constitution. That is what gives me – and the Union – our legitimacy in the eyes of heaven.”


“I did not think of you as a religious man, Mr. Lincoln.”


“I am not, in any usual sense. But I believe in fate – and necessity. I believe in this Union. That is my fate, I suppose. And my necessity.”


“You are a man of sentiment,” said Seward. “I had not known that.” Seward rose. “Since there has always been a rumor that you were not a proper Christian and churchgoer –”


“Founded, I’m afraid, on my impropriety and chronic absence from church.”


“I, as an important layman of the Episcopal church, am going to take you over to St. John’s, where the minister and congregation will be able to see that you are at peace with Our Lord Jesus Christ, and they will then spread the good news.”


Lincoln laughed, and got to his feet. Then he noticed the pile of newspapers beside his chair. He frowned. “Did you see the New York Times?”


On principle, Seward said that he had not, while doing his best to anticipate Lincoln’s response. “Sir,” Seward began, “there was no doubt about the plot in Baltimore . . .”


“If there had been a plot, why was no attempt made on the cars that I was supposed to be in?”


“Because everyone in Baltimore knew by then that you had already gone through the city.”


“No, I’ve made an error that I’ll never live down. According to the Times I arrived in the city wearing a Scotsman’s plaid hat and a cloak. What sort of idle malice invents such a thing?”


“It is the nature of newspapers. I suppose the writer wanted to make the cartoonist’s job easier.”


“He has. I’ll be shown with that hat and cloak from one end of the county to the other. Such lies go out all the time,” said Lincoln darkly, “on the telegraph.”


“It is a hazard of our estate, sir. Will Mrs. Lincoln join us? ”


“No, she’s going off with her cousins to see the sights, which is ironic, since she is the churchgoer of the family.”


“Then she need not go to St. John’s, as her soul is saved.”


So, together, Seward and Lincoln, guarded by the watchful Lamon, made their way across Lafayette Square, where David Herold stood in the crowd that had gathered – the minister had already spread the word that the President-elect would attend the morning service. David watched the tall man as he walked slowly by, lifting his hat to the people who greeted him. David thought that the old man looked surprisingly pleasant and friendly. In a way, it was a shame that he was going to be shot just before he took his oath of office, by two of the wild boys who, even now, were at target practice across the river in Alexandria, Virginia.
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At the corner of Sixth and E streets, Senator-elect and would-be president Salmon P. Chase had rented an elegant three-story brick mansion for fifteen hundred dollars a year. In addition to this high, even for Washington, rent, he was obliged to pay for servants, Kate’s wardrobe, his younger daughter Nettie’s school . . . Chase still owed money to Miss Haines’s expensive school in New York City, where Kate had been so superbly finished five years earlier.


Like Marius in the ruins of Carthage, Chase thought, without any precise historical analogy in mind, as he stood in front of the marble fireplace and looked up at the spot where the painting of Kate’s mother would hang, once the boxes, trunks and crates had been opened and unpacked. Everything that he had owned in Ohio had been shipped to Washington. One way or another, he thought, he would be here to the end.


The newly hired mulatto manservant appeared in the doorway. “Mr. Cooke and Mr. Cooke to see you, Senator.”


“Send them in.” Chase pushed two chairs apart. Pulled at the huge horsehair sofa that had looked small in the governor’s house in Columbus but tended to overpower “Sixth and E,” as he now thought of his new house. Kate was not yet down; she had arrived late Sunday night. She deserved her rest, he thought. She worked hard; and for him.


The Cooke brothers entered the room. Henry D. Cooke had been editor of the Ohio State Journal, a paper Chase had been much involved with. Henry’s brother Jay was known to Chase only by reputation; and the reputation was nothing more than that he was a wealthy man, who lived in Philadelphia. Jay Cooke was also said to be a sturdy pillar of the Episcopal church, which made him attractive to Chase, who had been educated in the Ohio school of his uncle, one Philander Chase, an Episcopal bishop of noted piety.


“As you see, we are still in the throes of settling in.” Chase wondered why, on a first meeting with someone as eminent as Jay Cooke, he had, so stupidly, used a sentence filled with “s” ’s. Chase’s lisp – his martyrdom – was only noticeable when he said a word with an “s” in it. Over the years, he had learned to select in advance the words that he planned to use and so was able to avoid the dreaded lisp. He now compensated for his error by suddenly and fiercely narrowing his eyes at the brothers Cooke, as though he were still governor of Ohio and they were supplicants.


Henry seemed not to notice either the lisp, to which he was used, or the eyes, to which he was also used; but then everyone knew that Chase was myopic in the extreme; he could never find a pair of glasses to suit him. Hence, the glare, as he tried to decipher through an aqueous haze faces that came in and out of focus in a most disturbing way. But Chase was now able – and pleased – to note Jay Cooke’s respectful look. “Take a chair,” said Chase, careful not to add the dangerous word “please.”


Henry was in town for the Inauguration. Jay was just passing through, and wanted to pay his respects to the senator-elect. They wanted to know about Lincoln. What sort of man was he? Chase was cautious. “I saw him last night. A delegation from the Peace Conference called on him. I would not say he was the strong –” But Chase quickly canceled, as it were, the word “strong,” having just managed to get away with the “s” in “say,” and substituted for “the strong,” “ – the formidable leader that we need. But then who is?”


“Well, there’s you for one, Governor,” said Henry D., idly picking dried mud off his shoe. Chase was glad that Kate was not in the room. She was never afraid to express herself precisely in few but well-chosen words. Miss Haines had indeed finished her to a T. With others, Kate was now very like what Chase thought an English duchess might be like. But with him, she was the perfect daughter, councillor and, yes, mate in a way that the three wives had never been. Always have daughters, never have wives; he had once shocked a Columbus drawing room with this heresy. But he had meant it.


Jay Cooke offered Chase a cigar of such quality that he could not refuse it. “There is talk in the financial community that you, sir, are to be Secretary of the Treasury.”


“I have heard the same talk,” said Chase; and no more.


“I can think of no one better suited than yourself.” Jay Cooke lit a cigar. “And I am very close to Mr. Cameron – we’re neighbors, in fact. But when he said how disappointed he was that he was getting the War Department and not the Treasury, I said “Count your blessings, Simon; you’re a natural organizer but the man with the proven talent for finance is Mr. Chase.’ He agreed.”


“Did he?” Chase did not believe any of this story. But he realized that Jay Cooke wanted him to know of his friendship with Cameron, a disreputable figure, perhaps, but a great power in Pennsylvania. Chase nodded, wisely. From the dining room, there was the sound of a plate smashing to the floor. Chase winced, not only at the loss of a plate but at the reminder that he must buy an entire new dinner service. That would cost at least four hundred dollars, which he could delay paying, of course: newly arrived senators were treated with lenience by the Washington stores, but when four hundred dollars was added to the cost of a new carriage . . . Suddenly, he was aware that he had been asked a question which he had not heard. “I’m sorry.” He narrowed his eyes, to show that although he was politely attentive, as always, to his guests, matters of state could never be entirely excluded from his mind.


“I asked” – the bland Henry D. had now arranged a small neat pile of dried mud beside the chair leg – “if Mr. Lincoln had said anything about the Treasury to you yesterday.”


“Oh, he brings up the subject. But that’s all.” Chase hummed an old hymn to himself; he was aware of the habit, though not always aware when he was humming. According to Kate, he was never, even accidentally, in the right key.


“There is no one else, is there?” For a moment Jay Cooke looked as if he might have paid a call on the wrong person.


“There are the Blairs,” said Chase, without fondness. Francis Preston Blair was a rich and famous old man who had been close to Andrew Jackson; he lived in state at Silver Spring, Maryland; he also had two grown sons as ambitious as he. The young Blairs were set on capturing the second western president just as their father had captured, more or less, Jackson, the first western president. Although the Old Gentleman, as Blair was known, did not have the power that he once had when he edited the Congressional Globe, he was nevertheless a founder of the Republican Party and together with his son Frank, a congressman from Missouri, and his son Montgomery, a powerful lawyer in Maryland, they had got the border-states to swing their votes to Lincoln on the third ballot at the Republican convention in Chicago. Consequently, candidate Chase had no love for the family that had nominated Lincoln over him. Chase also took the high moral line that no man from a slave-holding state (which included Maryland and Missouri) should serve in a Republican cabinet. But Lincoln wanted balance wanted, also, to please the Old Gentleman, one of the few friends that he had in Washington, or anywhere, for that matter. Although Chase tended to think of Lincoln as the gregarious story-telling Westerner, surrounded by hard-drinking tobacco-chewing cronies, he had already observed, with some surprise, that Lincoln had no cronies at all. The Lamons and the Washburnes, who knew him best, treated him not only with deference but with awe. Chase had noted this at Springfield. Of course Lincoln told his funny stories ad nauseam, but they were calculated, Chase had decided, to hold people’s attention whilst keeping them at a distance. Salmon P. Chase, himself so often accused of coldness, found the President-elect, for all his folksy charm, as cold and dense as the Ohio River in February.


“I’m told it’s Montgomery Blair who’ll be appointed,” said Jay Cooke. “But not to the Treasury.”


“Attorney-General?” asked Henry.


“Maybe.” Jay Cooke was looking at Chase so speculatively that the statesman was almost on the verge of saying what he had already begun to say to his allies: “I prefer my place in the Senate to any Cabinet office,” when Kate’s entrance put an end to what, considering Jay Cooke’s wealth, might have been a tactical error.


“Gentlemen!” The three men rose, in admiration as well as in duty. Kate’s hair was dark gold – the color of comb-honey, Chase had once said, in a poetical mood, to which she had replied, “Now I feel sticky!” The eyes were glittering hazel with long fair lashes; the nose upturned; the figure perfect. In one hand she carried a chess set. Kate shook hands with each Cooke; kissed her father. “I found the chess set in my trunk. I thought it was lost. Now we can play.”


“You play chess, Miss Chase?” Jay Cooke was highly impressed – or chose to give that impression.


“Why, yes. I’ve tried to learn to crochet. But that’s really man’s work, so I gave it up. I’m happier with chess. And gambling, too.”


“A young lady after my own heart.” Yes, thought Chase, both jealously and delightedly, Jay Cooke was impressed with Kate. Chase dearly wanted her to make a great marriage; and then never leave him. How this was to be done was a challenge to even his ingenious mind.


Kate motioned at the furniture, set haphazardly about the room. “I’ve only just arrived. There’s been no time to unpack. We’re camping out.”


“Well, I hope that when you come through Philadelphia next, you’ll visit us – my wife and I,” added Jay Cooke. “We have a pleasant house outside the town. It’s called The Cedars. . .”


“House!” said Henry. “My brother lives like the Czar!”


“No, there’s only one Czar in Pennsylvania and that’s Simon Cameron. I’m just a two-bit baron.”


“I will be visiting New York in the next few weeks and I’d very much enjoy seeing Mrs. Cooke and the . . . baronial Cedars. I’ve a week of shopping to do for this house, where nothing from Ohio seems to fit. Look at that sofa!” They looked, and collectively mourned its enormity. “I’ll also have to get a proper carriage . . .”


“Enclosed, yes,” said Chase, adding the cost of the carriage onto everything else. Desperately, he began to breathe rather than hum “Bringing in the Sheaves.”


“Poor Father!” Kate kissed him on top of his bald head. “We’ll pay, somehow. I’ll try to find a rich man to marry while I’m in New York . . .”


“Or Philadelphia. We have a very nice selection,” said Jay Cooke, slightly red in the face. “Mrs. Cooke will send you lists with pedigrees.”


“Then all our problems will be solved.”


“I’d rather live in a hut,” said Chase, entirely leaving the last of the sheaves.


The brothers Cooke rose to go. Hopes were high all round. The appointment to the Treasury seemed inevitable. “When you are at the Treasury, sir, call on me at any time,” said Jay Cooke. “The government will need money from the financial community; and men to help out. I’ll gladly –”


“Give us lists?” asked Kate. “Pedigrees?”


“What else, Miss Chase?”


Chase led the brothers to the front door while Kate remained in the drawing room, rearranging furniture.


“I’ll let you out myself,” said Chase, in a low voice. Since Kate’s finishing school, he had been forbidden ever to show anyone to the door – a servant’s function, she had warned him. Chase opened the door: a cold wind filled the vestibule.


Jay Cooke shook Chase’s hand with every sign of warmth. “You know, if you’re in the market for a carriage, I’ve got one that you might like.”


“Ah, I’m afraid that what you would have and what I could afford would never coincide.”


“Take it, sir. As a gift.”


“Oh, no. No. Thank you, no.” Chase was too experienced a politician not to recognize what was being offered. Without probity, he was nothing. With probity, he was poor, true; but he was also a president-to-be. The brothers departed. Chase returned to the drawing room. Kate was propping a portrait of her mother against a console.


“What a pity that she is not here, to see you grown and to see me . . .”


But Kate would not let him indulge in any regret, no matter how stylized. “She would only have come between us, Father. You know that.”


Chase was not prepared for Kate’s sharpness, much less candor. “Oh, Kate! She was not like that at all.”


“She was a woman,” said Kate flatly. “And I do not like or trust the sex.”


“There are exceptions, always.” Chase kissed Kate’s hand; was rewarded with a smile.


“I suppose I’m not fair,” she said, making up for her assault. “I don’t really remember her. I do remember how she’d sit with knitting needles in her hand; but would never knit.”


“Her health was bad.” How often, thought Chase, had he been obliged to say that phrase. For twenty years he had lived with ill health and death. He had attended the funerals of three of his wives and four of his children. Now all he wanted was Kate; and all that she wanted was to be with her father as they made their way to the great tree’s top. “The Cookes think that I’ll be appointed. But I don’t.”


“Oh, he has to appoint you!” Kate put down her mother’s portrait with a bang. “Everyone else – all the other rivals – are in. Why not you?”


“The Senate is not the worst of places –”


“But the Treasury is the center. You will have hundreds of appointments to make, more than any other Cabinet minister. There are Treasury men in every city, town and village and every last one of them will be for Chase for President in 1864.”


“You do look ahead!” Chase was startled that Kate knew so much about the powers of patronage that went with the Treasury. Of course, he himself could think of nothing else. It would be his privilege to build a national organization for himself while administering with perfect honesty the country’s finances.


“I’ve also looked ahead to my job, when you’re at the Treasury . . . ”


“If . . .”


“When! Since Mrs. Seward’s an invalid, the wife or hostess of the next in line after the Secretary of State, which is you, will be First Lady of the Cabinet, and that’s me!”


“Suppose Mr. Seward unearths an aged sister, and brings her to town?”


“Mr. Seward is like a contented bachelor, living in that old Club House of his. He wants cigars, brandy and cronies.”


“You’ve been in the town one day, and you know more than I.”


“One of us must keep up with all the trivia, and I am the one. Now I’m off to Woodward’s Hardware Store in Pennsylvania Avenue, then to Gautier’s, then to Harper and Mitchell – but I’ll only look at clothes as we’re too poor for the moment – and then on to Jardin’s to see about a regular supply of flowers . . .”


“You take the Treasury. It is plain that you can run it. And it’s also plain that you’ll need its entire contents.”


Kate laughed. “I’m not that bad a manager. We’ll scrape by. You’ll be getting eight thousand dollars a year . . .”


“If appointed.”


“I’ve worked out a budget. Don’t worry.” Kate frowned. “You know, you could get Mr. Cooke to lend you that carriage.”


“A loan is equal to a gift.”


“No, it is not. The property is not yours.”


“But there would be the appearance of impropriety.”


“Only if you do favors for him. And since he is one of the richest men in Philadelphia –”


“How do you know that?”


“In Columbus, I used to talk to Henry Cooke about nonpolitical matters, too. I also heard about Mr. Cooke when I was at Miss Haines’s. We had quite a few girls from Philadelphia there. Anyway, I shall stop off at The Cedars on my way back from New York City. No matter what, we’ll need him for the next election.”


Chase had dreamed, always, of having a son in whom he might confide, to whom he might transmit what knowledge of the world he had acquired. Now he realized that in this remarkable daughter he also had a son but with none of the problems that two masculine wills are apt to produce.


“Have you seen Mrs. Lincoln yet?” The son was now a daughter again; curious to know about a woman she already regarded as a political and social rival.


Chase shook his head. “She was not visible last night.”


“I’m told she’s brought along one of her Southern half-sisters and a half-dozen cousins, all ladies from Springfield.” Kate went for her coat which was hanging in a wardrobe, marooned in the dining room. “I’ve also been told that the ladies of Washington have refused to call on her.”


“She is the wife of the President. Or soon to be. How can they not?”


“They are rebels that’s why.”


Chase frowned. “I sometimes think that this is the most rabidly secessionist city in the country, and why we don’t turn it over to the South, I don’t know.”


“And move the Capitol to Columbus?” Kate smiled at him by way of the dusty mirror as she put on her hat.


“Harrisburg, Philadelphia, Trenton, any place but this wilderness.”


“I quite like what I’ve seen of it. Nothing’s finished but the landscape is beautiful and, most beautiful of all, is that lovely old house where you and I are going to live one day.”


“Do you really think so?” Chase was wistful.


“Yes, I do, Father. That’s why I live.”


“For the President’s House?”


“For President Chase.” Then Kate was gone.


Chase crossed to the study, where case after case of books were strewn across the floor. Now that he was alone, he could attack full voice, “Rock of Ages,” which was bound, he was now certain as he unpacked Blackstone’s Commentaries, to cleave wide for him.
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The day of the inaugural, March 4, David Herold was awake at dawn. Since this was not a day to be missed, he had slept in all his clothes, including the disintegrating shoes. As he slept on a bunk in a sort of larder off the kitchen, there were no creaking stairs to worry about. He could hear throughout the house the heavy breathing and restive movements of eight women, all flesh of his flesh. Unlike Chase, who was content to have a daughter who was like a son as well, the nineteen-year-old David still longed for a brother to do things with, like . . . well, go to the Capitol and watch Old Abe get shot.


The morning was misty; and not cold. The frozen mud had melted, yielding the first crocuses and snowdrops of the season. At the Capitol, a few streets from David’s house, there was no crowd as yet; nor any sign of one. But there were troops everywhere. Some were in regulation blue, others were in dark green with sharpshooter’s rifles. They appeared to be searching for . . . wild boys? wondered David, happy to be a mere onlooker.


No one tried to stop David as he walked right up to the small wooden platform that had been built on the Capitol’s east steps. The platform had a roof to it; presumably in order to keep anyone from shooting Lincoln from high up. Then David wandered over to the Capitol’s north side, where, to his surprise, a pair of long wooden walls had been built between the plaza and the entrance to the Senate chamber. This meant that when Lincoln got out of his carriage, he would be shielded by two walls of planking as he made his way into the Capitol.


David still remembered the last inaugural vividly. He and the wild boys had had a marvelous time, whooping it up, cheering the President, Old Buck, and the beautiful lady got up as the Goddess of Liberty, as she stood on a moving float just in front of Old Buck’s carriage while, back of him, there was a second float on which had been placed an entire warship filled with sailors. But today there were no signs of splendor. There were few flags in evidence and none of the red, white and blue bunting that was traditionally used to decorate the speaker’s stand on Inaugural Day. On the other hand, he had never seen so many soldiers.


As David made his way up Pennsylvania Avenue to Fifteenth Street, the town was coming awake. The usual Negro population was being added to by the thousands of out-of-towners who had filled up the hotels. Early as it was, a crowd had gathered in front of Brown’s Hotel, and as always, Willard’s was the center of much activity. David stared up at the windows of Lincoln’s suite. The presidential parlor was right over the main door, and an American flag had been attached to the window.


“Hello, David!” David turned and saw the round, cherubic face of Scipione Grillo, a professional musician, who had just opened a restaurant next to one of the town’s most popular theatres.


“Hey, Skippy!” This was Mr. Grillo’s universal nickname. “What’re you doing up so early?”


“I go to the Center Market. I go buy food. We have a full house for every meal today.”


“What’s at the theater?”


“I don’t notice. But whatever’s there, we got good audiences.” Skippy maintained that he could always tell what a play was like by what its audience drank at his bar. For instance, they drank wine or champagne before and after a good comedy, while good tragedy required champagne before and whiskey after. But if it was an opera, there was little or no drinking because Americans know nothing of music, said Skippy; and that was why he was abandoning music for the food-and-drink business.


David knew every theater manager in the town. As a result, he could almost always get a seat in the gallery for nothing. If he brought Annie Surratt or some other girl, he was expected to pay for the one ticket. If he should have no money left after a performance at Ford’s, Skippy would give him a free beer. In payment, David would do odd jobs for Skippy. He also worked for the various theater managements whenever an extra hand was needed to help load or unload scenery. He was besotted with the theater. In fact, had he been taller and his teeth less bucked, he would have been an actor; or, perhaps, a theater manager.


“You going to watch the inaugural parade, Skippy?”


“How can I? I make dinner. Anyway, there’s only the two bands. If there was the three, I’d be there. But I play violin tonight at the Union Ball. Mr. Scala needs me, he said. Marine Band’s weak in the string section, he says.”


“So you’ll get to see the whole lot.”


“All I look at is the sheet music. Oh, these new dances . . .!”


As Grillo crossed Lafayette Square, David presented himself at Thompson’s Drug Store in Pennsylvania Avenue, close to Fifteenth Street. Although the store was not yet open for business David knew that “William S. Thompson, Proprietor” was already busy at work, filling prescriptions and supervising the black woman who cleaned up.


David opened the door and took a deep breath. If nothing else, he had always liked the smell of drug stores. In the last three years, he had worked first as a delivery boy and then as a prescription clerk for Mr. Thompson. Now he was about to enter, seriously, Mr. Thompson’s employ. He was wretched at the thought; but he had no choice.


“’Morning, Mr. Thompson. It’s me, Davie.” David blinked his eyes in the dim room, where one entire wall was occupied by a sort of wooden wardrobe containing a thousand small drawers while, parallel to the back wall, a highly polished wood counter supported two sets of scales and six huge china vases on whose sides gold Gothic script testified, in Latin, to their contents. David had picked up enough Latin in his last year at school to read a doctor’s prescription; it was about the only thing that he had ever learned that had proved of the slightest use to him. Mrs. Herold had wept bitterly when he left school. But since there was no money in the family, there was no choice. He lived at home worked when he needed money, enjoyed himself in ways that would have caused his mother distress, but then she was, as Sal always said, a saint; and saints suffer.


Mr. Thompson emerged from the back room. He was a cheery man who wore thick glasses with tiny metal frames. He had been related, somehow, to David’s father. But then David was related to half the town: the lower half, Annie liked to say, as she thought of the Surratts of Surrattsville as being gentry, which they were not: just farm folk with a bit of money, in Mrs. Herold’s phrase.


“Well, David, are you prepared to enter man’s estate?” Mr. Thompson’s concern in the past had been with David’s entirely undisguised lack of seriousness about work of any kind.


“Yes, sir. I’m ready to go to work now, and settle down and everything.” Even as David said this with perfect insincerity, he felt as if a prison door was swinging shut on him. He was only nineteen; he had never been anywhere, or done anything exciting; now he was to go to work as prescription clerk for the rest of his life in a shop just across Pennsylvania Avenue from the Treasury building and just around the corner from Willard’s, where the grandees made love to their beautiful women and drank at the long bar and made fortunes at cards and dice and politics, unaware that just up the street David Herold, slave, was at work, filling prescriptions for them, nine hours a day, five-and-a-half days a week, with Sunday off to catch up on all that he had missed during the rest of the week. David felt the tears come to his eyes. Surely something or someone would save him at the last minute. No young man in any play that he had ever seen had ended up like this.


“All right, Davie. We’ll start you in today. You’re to be here at seven o’clock every morning. I’ll give you a key. Then you let Elvira in at seven-fifteen . . .” Elvira appeared from the back room. She grunted when she saw David; who grunted back. Elvira was not given to human speech.


“I wondered, sir, if I could start tomorrow? You see, I’m supposed to help out at the Union Ball tonight, as a waiter.” David was a quick and adroit liar. He had learned how to lie partly from the actors whose work he had studied so carefully but mostly from his sisters on the subject of their beaux. Between what they said of the young men behind their backs and to their faces, there was a stunning gap. When David would taunt them, they would laugh at him; and tell him to mind his own business, which he was perfectly glad to do.


“Well, it is a half holiday today.” Mr. Thompson was agreeable. “So you can work through the morning and then help me close up at noon, and still get to listen to Mr. Lincoln.”


“I can’t say that I care to all that much.”


“Now, now, Davie. He’s the President, after all.”


“Jefferson Davis is our President.”


Mr. Thompson frowned and smiled. “Now let’s have no secesh talk in this shop. It does damage to my digestion – and business.”


“But you ain’t Union, Mr. Thompson. You’re from Virginia, like us.”


“What I may be in my heart of hearts, Davie” – Mr. Thompson was now solemn – “I keep to myself, and I suggest you do the same because of our numerous distinguished customers.”


“Mr. Davis was one of your customers?”


“One of my best customers, poor man. I’ve never known anyone to suffer so much from that eye condition of his. He’ll be blind by the summer, I said to Dr. Hardinge, if you don’t change the prescription. But you can’t tell Doctor Hardinge anything. On my own, I gave Mr. Davis belladonna to stop the pain –”


“So then he is your President.”


“If I were in business in Montgomery, Alabama, yes, he would be. But I am here – with my loved ones – in a shop at Fifteenth and Pennsylvania Avenue, and I am the official unofficial pharmacist for the presidents of the United States and as I looked after Mr. Buchanan and Miss Lane – she’ll never make old bones, I fear – I intend to look after the Lincoln family, a large one, for a change, and sickly, I should think, wonderfully sickly, from the glimpse I had of them yesterday.” Mr. Thompson was smiling, without knowing it, thought David, who was aware that actors’ tricks were not exclusive to actors, only the knowledge of them was.


“Well, you may not get your chance. There’s talk he’ll be shot today.”


“Oh, the wild boys.” David found disappointing Mr. Thompson’s contemptuous dismissal of the dedicated young men of the National Volunteers. “General Scott will shoot the whole lot full of holes before the day’s over. Which reminds me, fix a draft for his dropsy and take it straight across the road to the War Department, the new one up the street. The prescription’s in the back.”


As David entered the familiar back room, he felt as if he had left all life behind. But what else could he do? As he mixed General Scott’s prescription, he toyed with the idea of going south, to Montgomery, to join the army that Mr. Davis was supposed to be raising. But wasn’t the army just another form of imprisonment? David wanted a world to conquer, any world, no matter how small. Idly, he wondered if he could seduce Annie; he decided that he could, but if he did, the greatest of all prison doors would then swing shut upon him: marriage, children and years of making up prescriptions for the likes of General Scott. It was too late to be General Scott when he grew up; you had to go to West Point for that, or serve a long time in the ranks. Were he better-looking he might be an actor. After all, he could learn lines; and was a lot better at making believe than most of the touring-company players who came to town. But how was he ever to begin? A single warm tear was inadvertently added to General Scott’s prescription.


While David Herold was enjoying a bearable amount of self-pity, John Hay was already at work in Parlor Suite One with Nicolay. Two large crates lay open on the floor and Hay was transferring folders filled with applications, affidavits, supplications, yellowed newspaper cuttings and fervent prayers from the room’s wardrobe to the cases. “We have received, personally, nine hundred and twelve applications for jobs,” said Hay, studying the last of the folders.


“It seems more like nine thousand,” Nicolay still retained a slight German accent which Hay enjoyed imitating. Nicolay sat at a table, making a report to the President on which applications seemed promising.


“How much longer does this go on?”


“Until we leave office.”


“I had no idea,” said Hay, who had indeed had none. “I thought a few people might show up and he’d give them a postmaster’s job and that was that. But we’re going to have to deal with all thirty million Americans before we’re through.”


“Less the twelve million or so Mr. Davis has to find jobs for.” In the distance, there was a premonitory roll of drums.


“Did you know Mr. Seward was thick as thieves with Mr. Davis, right up to a few weeks ago, when he left town and the Union?”


Nicolay nodded. “The Tycoon wanted the two of them to talk as much as possible.”


Hay frowned. “Do you think Mr. Seward’s really serious about taking himself out of the Cabinet?” Hay had been present in Lincoln’s parlor when the Albany Plan had been revealed. The New York delegation, echoing Seward, had insisted that Lincoln exclude Chase from the Cabinet, which should be made up entirely of Whigs, instead of the four Democrats and three Whigs that Lincoln had in mind. When Lincoln had reminded the New Yorkers that he, too, was a Whig, which evened things, they had still been intransigent. They warned the Tycoon that Seward would not serve with Chase, to which Lincoln replied that he would be sorry to give up his first Cabinet slate in favor of a second list which he had prepared; but if that was the case, then he would appoint that good Whig Mr. Dayton as Secretary of State, while Mr. Seward could go as minister to London, a city that he had so recently taken by storm.


Alarmed, the New Yorkers withdrew; their Albany Plan a temporary failure.


Seward’s rage when Lincoln’s words were repeated to him resulted in a letter of withdrawal from the Cabinet. Lincoln had chosen not to accept Seward’s defection; and had responded with a polite note, asking Seward to remain where he was. As Lincoln signed the letter, he said, half to himself, half to Hay, “I can’t afford to let Seward take the first trick.”


“Personally,” said Nicolay, “I’d rather Seward stayed out. But . . .”


The door to the parlor opened, and the vast Lamon filled the doorway. “He wants to see you boys.” Lamon lumbered out of view.


“What’s Lamon going to be in the government?” asked Hay.


“Marshal of the District of Columbia, which means he can go on being a bodyguard.”


“One of many, let’s hope.”


The city was filled with alarming reports. The President would be shot on his way to the Capitol. The President would be shot at the Capitol. The President would be kidnapped at the Inaugural Ball and taken across the Long Bridge to Virginia and held hostage. Of all the rumors this one struck Hay as a possibility. It had also enlivened General Scott, who had placed two sharpshooters in every window that looked upon the eastern portico of the Capitol as well as sharpshooters all up and down Pennsylvania Avenue, not to mention plain clothes men everywhere.


Lincoln himself seemed indifferent. For the last few days he had been preoccupied with the Virginians, who were holding a convention at Richmond to determine whether or not to secede. More than once, Hay had heard Lincoln pleading with one Virginian after another. Currently, the remaining Southerners in the Congress were particularly exercised by something called the Force Bill, which would give the President the right to call out the militia and accept volunteers into the armed forces. Lincoln had agreed, privately – and, Hay thought, cravenly – to reject the bill if that would satisfy Virginia. On Friday, acting on Lincoln’s instructions, just before the Force Bill was to be voted on, Washburne had asked for an adjournment of the House. With this adjournment, the Thirty-sixth Congress expired. But not before, as a further gesture to the Southerners, Lincoln’s party supported a measure, never, ever, to interfere with the institution of slavery in those states where slavery was legal. On that note of conciliation, the House of Representatives shut up shop on Monday, March 4, the day of Lincoln’s inauguration. The Senate remained in session.


Nicolay and Hay proceeded down the police-lined corridor to Parlor Suite Six. Lincoln sat in his usual place beside the window, the light behind him, his glasses on his nose. Mrs. Lincoln, the three sons, the half-dozen female relations of Mrs. Lincoln quite filled the room.


Hay had never seen Mr. Lincoln so well turned out. He wore a new black suit that still fit him. But Hay knew that by the time that restless, angular body had finished pushing and prodding with knees and elbows, the suit would resemble all his others. For the present, the white of the shirtfront shone like snow, while beside his chair, next to the all-important grip-sack, was a new cane with a large gold knob. Hay could see that Mrs. Lincoln’s expensive taste had prevailed.


“Gentlemen,” Lincoln greeted his secretaries formally. “We are about to be joined by the Marshal-in-chief, who will put us in our carriages, show us our seats, give us our orders . . .” There was a sound of cheering outside the window. Then a fanfare of trumpets. Lincoln got to his feet; and peered out. “Well, if it’s not the President himself, I’d say it’s a very good likeness.”


Mary had rushed to the window. “It’s Mr. Buchanan! He’s come to fetch you.”


“In a sense.” Lincoln smiled. “Now I shall want a lot of Illinois and” – he nodded to certain of Mrs. Todd’s relatives – “Kentucky dignity.”


With that, the Marshal-in-chief appeared in the doorway. For a moment, Hay feared that Lamon would not let him through. “Mr. Lincoln, the President,” proclaimed the Marshal.


The aged Buchanan, as white of face as of hair, came forward to the center of the room. Lincoln crossed to him. They shook hands warmly. “I am here, sir,” said the President, “to escort you to the Capitol.”


“I am grateful, Mr. President, for your courtesy.”


The two men left the room together. At the door Buchanan gestured for Lincoln to go first; but Lincoln stepped to one side and the still-reigning President went through the door.


The Marshal-in-chief explained who was to go in what carriage. There would be individual marshals – each with a blue scarf and white rosette – assigned to Mrs. Lincoln, to the sons and to the ladies. Fortunately, Hay and Nicolay were allowed to follow Buchanan and Lincoln down the stairs to the lobby, where the police were holding back a considerable crowd. There was cheering at the sight of Lincoln. “Our applicants!” said Hay to Nicolay.


“Wait till we get outside,” said Nicolay ominously.


Buchanan and Lincoln, now arm-in-arm, stood in Willard’s doorway. A sudden storm of cheering – and of booing – was promptly drowned out by Major Scala’s Marine Band, which struck up “Hail to the Chief” as President and President-elect proceeded to get into their open carriage. A nervous marshal then hustled Hay and Nicolay into a barouche, already filled with Washburne and Lamon.


Hay found Washburne edgy; and Lamon uncharacteristically relaxed. But then Lamon had turned his friend and charge over to the United States Army and if they could not protect him today, no one could. Washburne stared out of the window at the thin crowd along the brick sidewalk on the north side of Pennsylvania Avenue. There was no sidewalk or much of anything else on the south side, which, after a few blocks of houses and the Gothic red-brick Smithsonian Institution, turned into a marshland, the result of overflow from the canal that ended in the muddy waters of the Potomac River on whose banks poison ivy and oak grew in wreaths like sinister laurel.


“That is a dangerous crowd.” Washburne stared out the window. They were now abreast the Kirkwood House. Thus far, there had been neither cheers nor boos for the two presidents up ahead.


“They’re all secesh in this town,” said Lamon, whose pronounced Virginia accent sounded somewhat incongruous to Hay.


“And spoiling for a fight,” said Washburne.


“Watch the cavalry up ahead.” Lamon pointed to the two rows of horsemen that flanked the presidential carriage. The men rode in such close order that anyone standing on the sidewalk would be unable to get more than a glimpse of the occupants of the carriage.


“Notice how the horses are sort of skittish?” Lamon gave a satisfied smile. “That was my idea. When you get horses pulling this way and that, it’s going to be mighty hard for anyone with a gun to get himself a proper sight.”


David Herold had exactly the same thought. With Annie on his arm, he stood in front of Woodward’s and watched the strangely silent parade. “You can’t see either of them,” he complained.


“Well, we’ll get to see them both pretty clear when they come out on the Capitol steps.”


“And when they do,” David began; but Annie pinched his arm, for silence.


There was only one float, drawn by four white horses; it represented the Republican Association. On top of the float, girls dressed in white represented each of the states in the Union that was no longer. The girls themselves were roundly cheered from the sidewalk; the Union was not.


David and Annie walked beside the float until they came to the plaza in front of the Capitol. Since noon, close to ten thousand people had been gathering. Boys sat in trees. A photographer had built himself a wooden platform where he was busily trying to get his camera in place while fighting off the boys and men who wanted to share the view with him.


Shoving and pushing, David and Annie were soon within a few yards of the speakers’ platform, where a single row of troops held back the crowd. Above the platform, on the steps, the great folk of Washington were being led to their seats by ushers. David stared with awe at the foreign diplomats in uniforms that seemed made of pure gold or silver, while the ladies were resplendent in furs and velvet cloaks. The day had started to turn cold.


“My God,” whispered Annie, “have you ever seen so many soldiers!” Soldiers were indeed everywhere; and under the eye of the commanding general himself, who sat in huge solitary splendor in his carriage on a nearby eminence. Winfield Scott had sworn a mighty oath that this president would take office, no matter what.


There was cheering from the north portico, which they could not see from where they were standing. “They’re going inside the Senate now.”


“I know,” said Annie. “I read the same paper. Did you take the job with Mr. Thompson?”


“Yes.”


“I’m glad.”


“Why?”


“Everyone should work.”


“You don’t.”


“I’m still at the seminary. But I’m going to be a music teacher when I graduate and then . . . oh, look! The Zouaves!”


In fire-red uniforms, a company of soldiers under the command of their uncommonly beautiful drillmaster, the curly-haired, twenty-three-year-old Elmer E. Ellsworth, a pet of the Lincoln family, began to divert the crowd with an intricate and somewhat eccentric close-order drill. David was ravished at the sight; and filled with a profound envy. Why wasn’t he wearing that extraordinary uniform? And doing those extraordinary tricks? And making Annie and every girl in the crowd gasp with admiration while impressing even the wild boys who were scattered throughout the crowd, ready, as always, for violence, preferably impromptu.


Inside the Senate Chamber, John Hay had not the slightest envy of Hannibal Hamlin, the newly sworn-in Vice-President of the United States. On the other hand, from his seat in the crowded gallery, he quite liked the look of the Senate Chamber. They might never get a proper dome on the Capitol, but Congress had seen to it that the Senate and the House of Representatives were splendidly housed in chambers of marble, decorated in red and gold and bronze, to set off the solemn statesmen in their rusty black, each with his own armchair and desk, snuffbox and shining spittoon.


Hannibal Hamlin spoke well and to the point, and, for a moment, Hay actually looked and listened to the new Vice-President, who was so dark-complexioned that his predecessor sitting beside him on the high dais, John C. Breckinridge of Kentucky, had been quoted as having said that it was highly suitable that a radical government such as that of Mr. Lincoln should have for its Vice-President a mulatto. But mulatto or not, Hamlin was a former Democratic senator from Maine, who had helped found the Republican Party. Before the election, Lincoln and his running-mate Hamlin had never met. Hay was constantly surprised to learn how little these Northern men of state knew one another as opposed to the Southerners, who seemed all to be brought up in the same crib.


After the election, Lincoln had invited his Vice-President-to-be in Chicago. They got on well, confounding the old Washington saw: there goes the Vice-President, with nothing on his mind but the President’s health. Hamlin had introduced Lincoln to raw oysters; and Lincoln had said: “Well, I suppose I must deal with these, too.” The two men had got on so well that Lincoln had told Hamlin that as he intended to place only one New Englander in the Cabinet, Hamlin could make the choice, which turned out to be a Connecticut newspaper editor named Gideon Welles. Somewhat reluctantly, Lincoln made him Secretary of the Navy.


Hay looked up at the presidential party. Buchanan and Lincoln were seated side by side in the center of the gallery. Lincoln was as dark as Buchanan was white. For all the talk of Old Abe, most people who met Lincoln were startled to find that, at fifty-two, he had not a gray hair in his black shock, which was, for the moment, contained by the barber’s art and Mary Todd’s firm brushwork. But once out of public view, the long fingers would start to stray through that haystack and, in no time at all, three cowlicks in opposition would make his head look like an Indian warbonnet.


Lincoln seemed distracted, thinking no doubt of his speech – which had been sent, secretly, to the Old Gentleman at Silver Spring, read and admired, and sent back. How close was Lincoln to old Mr. Blair? How close was he to anyone? Hay was still as new to Lincoln’s relations with others as, presumably, they were. But Hay did wonder how on earth Lincoln would meet the present crisis, living in a Southern city, with a government that was more than half Southern, and a Cabinet filled with rivals. Plainly, Lincoln was equally bemused. There were times when he would simply drift off in the middle of a conversation, while the curiously heavy-lidded left eye, always the indicator of his mood, would half shut, and he would no longer be present. But the eye was alert today, as far as Hay could tell from his end of the chamber, where the smell of men’s cologne and ladies’ perfume could not quite mask the stale odors of bodies imperfectly bathed. Hay’s nose was sharp; his standards of hygiene high.


Hamlin was finished at last. He shook hands with the somber Breckinridge. Then the two Presidents rose, as the Marshal-in-chief came to escort them to the east portico.


Hay followed the black-robed justices of the Supreme Court onto the Capitol steps; he breathed the fresh air, gratefully. A sharp wind had started up, and Hay was suddenly terrified that Lincoln’s speech would be blown from his hands. If it were, could the Tycoon remember it? No. The speech was so closely argued that if one word should be misplaced, a half-dozen more states would secede.


A justice’s robe flapping in his face, Hay walked down the steps of the Capitol. Half the notables were already seated. The other half had packed the Senate Chamber. Members of the Congress, Supreme Court, Cabinet-to-be, as well as chiefs of foreign missions and high-ranking army and naval officers, each with family, assembled to participate in history. Hay took his seat next to Nicolay, just above the platform.


Nicolay pointed to the crowd. “Mr. Lincoln drew twice as many people as this just in Albany.”


“Well, New York State voted for him,” said Hay, “and these people didn’t. There must be . . . what? ten thousand out there?”


“See the rifles?” Nicolay pointed to a boardinghouse across the Capitol plaza. Each window contained a man with a rifle.


“All trained on us,” said Hay. He had always found the idea of assassination more exciting than not. But now he realized with a chill that had nothing to do with the March wind that he was seated just a row above the speakers’ platform, with a thousand military rifles all aimed in his direction, not to mention who knew how many plug-uglies with hidden pistols and derringers and knives, ready to commit slaughter. He pulled his hat over his eyes, as if for protection.


The appearance of Lincoln and Buchanan had been greeted with unenthusiastic applause. Neither David nor Annie had so much as clapped a hand when the tall, dark-haired man took his seat behind a low table. David did notice how awkwardly Lincoln handled himself. He was no actor, David thought scornfully, as he watched Lincoln take off his hat, and then hold it in the same hand as the cane to which he was plainly unused while, with the other hand, he removed his speech from an inside pocket and then was obliged to transfer the speech to the hand that held both hat and cane. Crazy and old as Edwin Forrest was, he could certainly give Lincoln lessons in how to move, thought David; and how to die.


David looked at the men in the trees but could not find a familiar face. Surely the National Volunteers had not given up.


He would have bet his last penny, which was in his pocket, that they would make their attempt. At the moment he felt the same excitement that he did in the theater when the musical overture, dominated by drums, began.


When all the dignitaries were in place, a distinguished-looking old man rose and came down to the front of the platform; and in a voice that David approved of, full of baritone drama, and even better, with arms outstretched like Edwin Forrest’s when between the acts of whatever play he did nowadays, he would come out and, to the audience’s delight, with wondrous fury attack his wife, the old man proclaimed, “Fellow citizens, I introduce to you Abraham Lincoln, the President-elect of the United States!” Even David felt like applauding the old man, whoever he was. Meanwhile, Lincoln was having trouble with hat, cane, speech. He stood a moment, trying to manipulate the three, until a short, stocky man David recognized as Stephen Douglas, the defeated Democratic candidate, leaned forward and took the hat from Lincoln, who gave him a grateful smile. Lincoln then placed the cane on the table, put on his spectacles, moved to stage right of the table, which looked like a milking stool next to such a tall man, and began to read.


“Look,” whispered Annie, “his hands are shaking.”


“Wouldn’t yours?”


Annie elbowed David in the ribs.


Hay was suffering stage fright for the Tycoon, who had never before sounded so tentative, even quavery of voice. Nevertheless, Hay knew that the high voice could be heard from one end of the plaza to the other. Lincoln was used to vast crowds in the open air. “Fellow citizens of the United States.” The high voice was tremulous. “In compliance with a custom as old as the government itself, I appear before you to address you briefly, and to take, in your presence, the oath prescribed by the Constitution of the United States . . .” Hay was relieved that at the mention of the Constitution Lincoln’s voice lost its quaver. He was now moving onto his own formidable high ground, as he made the case for the Union.


Back among the senators, Salmon P. Chase could not help but contrast how different his own speech on this day might have been. For one thing, he would never have read out that provision in the Constitution that slaves be returned to their lawful masters. Chase shuddered as Lincoln elaborated. “It is scarcely questioned that this provision was intended by those who wrote it, for the reclaiming of what we call fugitive slaves; and the intention of the law-giver is the law.”
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