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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 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 Roosevelts. 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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1


“That is New York.” I pointed to the waterfront just ahead as if the city were mine. Ships, barges, ferry boats, four-masted schooners were shoved like a child’s toys against a confused jumble of buildings quite unfamiliar to me, a mingling of red brick and brownstone, of painted wood and dull granite, of church towers that I had never seen before and odd bulbousdomed creations of – cement? More suitable for the adornment of the Golden Horn than for my native city.


“At least I think it is New York. Perhaps it is Brooklyn. I am told that the new Brooklyn is marvellously exotic, with a thousand churches.”


Gulls swooped and howled in our wake as the stewards on a lower deck threw overboard the remains of the large breakfast fed us at dawn.


“No,” said Emma. “I’ve just left the captain. This is really New York. And how old, how very old it looks!” Emma’s excitement gave me pleasure. Of late neither of us has had much to delight in, but now she looks a girl again, her dark eyes brilliant with that all-absorbed, grave, questioning look which all her life has meant: I must know what this new thing is and how best to use it. She responds to novelty and utility rather than to beauty. I am the opposite; thus father and daughter balance each other.


Grey clouds alternated with bands of bright blue sky; sharp wind from the northwest; sun directly in our eyes, which meant that we were facing due east from the North River, and so this was indeed the island of my birth and not Brooklyn to the south nor Jersey City at our back.


I took a deep breath of sea-salt air; smelt the city’s fumes of burning anthracite mingled with the smell of fish not lately caught and lying like silver ingots in a passing barge.


“So old?” I had just realized what Emma had said.


“But yes.” Emma’s English is almost without accent, but occasionally she translates directly from the French, betraying her foreignness. But then I am the foreign one, the American who has lived most of his life in Europe while Emma has never until now left that old world where she was born thirty-five years ago in Italy, during a cyclone that uprooted half the trees in the garden of our villa and caused the frightened midwife nearly to strangle the newborn with the umbilical cord. Whenever I see trees falling before the wind, hear thunder, observe the sea furious, I think of that December day and the paleness of the mother’s face in vivid contrast to the redness of her blood, that endless haemorrhaging of blood.


(I think that a little mémoire in the beautiful lyric style of the above might do very well for the Atlantic Monthly.)


Emma shivered in the wind. “Yes, old. Dingy. Like Liverpool.”


“Waterfronts are the same everywhere. But there’s nothing old here. I recognize nothing. Not even City Hall, which ought to be over there where that marble tomb is. See? With all the columns . . .”


“Perhaps you’ve forgotten. It’s been so long.”


“I feel like Rip Van Winkle.” Already I could see the beginning of my first piece for the New York Herald (unless I can interest Mr. Bonner at the New York Ledger; he has been known to pay a thousand dollars for a single piece). “The New Rip Van Winkle, or How Charles Schermerhorn Schuyler Sailed to Europe Almost Half a Century Ago . . .” And stayed there (asleep?). Now he’s come home, to report to President Martin Van Buren who sent him abroad on a diplomatic mission, to compare foreign notes with his friend Washington Irving (who invented him after all), to dine with the poet Fitz-Greene Halleck: only to find all of them, to his astonishment, long dead.


Must stop at this point.


These pages are to be a quarry, no more. A collection of day-to-day impressions of my new old country.


Titles: “The United States in the Year of the Centennial.” “Traveller’s Return.” “Old New York: A Knickerbocker’s Memories.” “Recollections of the Age of Jackson and Van Buren . . .” Must try these out on publishers and lecture agents.


At this moment – midnight, December 4, 1875 – I am somewhat staggered at the prospect of trying in some way to encompass with words this new world until now known to me only at the farthest remove. I can of course go on and on about the past, write to order of old things by the yard; and happily there is, according to my publisher, Mr. E. P. Dutton, a considerable market for my wares whenever I am in the reminiscent mood. But the real challenge, of course, is to get the sense of the country as it is today – two, three, four times more populous than it was when I left in 1837. Yet, contemplating what I saw of New York this afternoon, I begin only now to get the range as I sit, perspiring, in the parlour of our hotel suite while dry heated air comes through metal pipes in sudden blasts like an African sirocco.


None of the Americans I have met in Europe over the past four decades saw fit to prepare me for the opulence, the grandeur, the vulgarity, the poverty, the elegance, the awful crowded abundance of this city, which, when I last saw it, was a minor seaport with such small pretensions that a mansion was a house like Madame Jumel’s property on the Haarlem – no, Harlem – no, Washington Heights – a building that might just fill the ballroom of one of those palaces the rich are building on what is called Fifth Avenue, in my day a country road wandering through the farms north of Potter’s Field, later to be known as the Parade Ground, and later still as Washington Square Park, now lined with rows of “old” houses containing the heirs of the New York gentry of my youth.


In those days, of course, the burghers lived at the south end of the island between the Battery and Broadway where now all is commercial, or worse. I can recall when St. Mark’s Place was as far north as anyone would want to live. Now, I am told, a rich woman has built herself a cream-coloured French palace on Fifty-seventh Street! opposite the newly completed Central Park (how does one “complete” a park?).


A steward hurried across the deck to Emma. “C’est un monsieur; il est arrivé, pour Madame la Princesse.”


Everyone told us that of all the Atlantic ships those of the French line were the most comfortable, and so the Pereire proved to be, despite winter gales that lasted from Le Havre to the mid-Atlantic. But the captain was charming; and most impressed by Emma’s exalted rank even though her title is Napoleonic and the second French empire is now the third French republic. Nevertheless, the captain gave us a most regal series of staterooms for only a hundred and fifty dollars (the usual cost of two first-class passages is two hundred dollars).


Our fellow passengers proved to be so comfortably dull that I was able during the eight and a half days of the crossing to complete my article for Harper’s Monthly, “The Empress Eugénie in Exile,” filled with facts provided by the Emperor’s cousin, my beloved Princess Mathilde who of course detests her. Conforming to current American taste, the tone of the piece is ecstatic and somewhat fraudulent.


But the Empress has always been most kind to Emma and to me, although she once tactlessly said in my presence that literary men give her the same sense of ennui as explorers! Well, the writer is not unlike the explorer. We, too, are searching for lost cities, rare tigers, the sentence never before written.


Emma’s visitor was John Day Apgar. We found him in the mail salon. Rather forlornly, he stood amongst the crowd of first-class passengers, all looking for children, maids, valets, trunks.


Quite a number of the men were having what the Americans so colorfully refer to as “an eye-opener” at the marble-topped bar.


“Princess!” Mr. Apgar bowed low over Emma’s hand; his style is not bad for an American. But then John, as I call him, was for a year at our embassy in Paris. Now he is practising law in New York.


“Mr. Apgar. You are as good as your word.” Emma gave him her direct dark gaze, not quite as intense as the one she gave New York City, but then John, unlike the city, is a reasonably well known and familiar object to her. “I’ve a carriage waiting for you at Pier Fifty. Porters – everything. Forgive me, Mr. Schuyler.” John bowed to me; shook hands.


“How did you get on board?” I was curious. “Aren’t we still in the harbour?”


“I came out on the tender. With all sorts of people who have come to greet you.”


“Me?” I was genuinely surprised. I had telegraphed Jamie Bennett at the Herald that I was arriving on the fourth but I could hardly expect that indolent youth to pay me a dawn visit in the middle of the Hudson River. Who else knew of my arrival?


The captain enlightened us. “The American newspaper press is arrived on board to interview Monsieur Schuyler.” The French pronunciation of Schuyler (Shwee-lair) is something I shall never grow used to or accept. Because of it, I feel an entirely different person in France from what I am in America. Question: Am I different? Words, after all, define us.


“How extraordinary!” Emma takes a low view of journalists despite the fact that my livelihood from now on must come from my pen, from writing for newspapers, magazines, anything and everything. The panic of 1873 wiped out my capital, such as it was. Worse, Emma’s husband left her in a similar situation when he saw fit to die five years ago while ingesting a tournedos Rossini at the restaurant Lucas Carton.


Whether it was a heart attack or simply beef with foie gras lodged in the windpipe, we shall never know, since neither of us was present when the Prince d’Agrigente so abruptly departed this world during a late supper with his mistress. It was the scandal of Paris during the three days before the war with Prussia broke out. After that, Paris had other things to talk about. We did not. To this day none of us understands how it was that the Prince died owing the fortune that we thought he had possessed.


With the slightly shady pomp of a chamberlain at the imperial court, the captain led us across the salon to a small parlour filled with gilt chairs à la Louis Quinze where, waiting for me, was the flower of the youth of the New York press. That is to say, the new inexperienced journalists who are assigned to meet celebrities aboard ships in the harbour and, through trial and error (usually more of the second than of the first), learn the art of interviewing, of misdescribing in sprightly language odd fauna.


Twenty, thirty faces stared at me from a variety of long shabby overcoats, some open in response to the warmth of the cabin, others still tightly shut against the morning’s icy wind. We have been told a hundred times today that this has been the coldest winter in memory. What winter is not?


The captain introduced me to the journalists – obviously he is well-pleased that the reduction in our fare has been so dramatically and immediately justified. I sang for all our suppers; spoke glowingly of the splendour of the French line.


Questions were hurled at me whilst a near-sighted artist scribbled a drawing of me. I caught a glimpse of one of his renderings when he flipped back the first page of his paper block: a short stout pigeon of a man with three chins lodged in an exaggerated high-winged collar (yet mine is what collars should be), and of course the snubbed nose, square jaw of a Dutchman no longer young. Dear God! Why euphemize? Of a man of sixty-two, grown very old.


Thin man from the New York Herald. Indolent youth from the New York Graphic. Sombre dwarf from The New York Times. The Sun, Mail, World, Evening Post, Tribune were also present but not immediately identified. Also half a dozen youths from the weeklies, the monthlies, the bi-weeklies, the bimonthlies . . . oh, New York, the United States is the Valhalla of journalism – if Valhalla is the right word. Certainly, there are more prosperous newspapers and periodicals in the United States than in all of Europe put together. As a result, today’s men of letters come from the world of journalism, and never entirely leave it – unlike my generation, who turned with great reluctance to journalism in order to make a desperate, poor living of the sort that now faces me.


“What, Mr. Schuyler, are your impressions of the United States today?” The dwarf from The New York Times held his notebook before him like a missal – studying it, not me.


“I shall know better when I go ashore.” Pleased chuckles from the overcoats that had begun to give off a curious musty odour of dirty wool dampened by salt spray.


Handkerchief to face, Emma stood at the door, ready for flight. But John Apgar appeared to be entirely fascinated by the Fourth Estate in all its woolly splendour.


“How long has it been, sir, since you were last in America?” A note of challenge from the World: it is not good form to live outside God’s own country. “I left in the year 1837. That was the year that everyone went bankrupt. Now I am back and everyone has again gone bankrupt. There is a certain symmetry, don’t you think?”


This went down well enough. But why had I left?


“Because I had been appointed American vice consul at Antwerp. By President Van Buren.”


I thought that this would sound impressive, but it provoked no response. I am not sure which unfamiliar phrase puzzled them more: “vice consul” or “President Van Buren.” But then Americans have always lived entirely in the present, and this generation is no different from mine except that now there is more of a past for them to ignore.


Our republic (soon to be in its centennial year) was in its vivacious sixties when I left, the same age that I am now.


Although my life has spanned nearly two-thirds the life of the United States, it seems but a moment in time. Equally curious is Emma’s first impression of New York: “How old it looks,” she said. Yet there is hardly a building left from my youth. As I spoke to the press I did finally recognize through the window – porthole – the familiar spire of Trinity Church. At least no new fire has managed to destroy that relic of the original city.


(Noted later: my “familiar spire,” according to John Day Apgar was torn down in ’39. The current unfamiliar spire dates from the early forties.)


Questions came quickly. My answers were as sharp as I could make them, considering how tactful, even apologetic one must be for having stayed away so long. And if the newspaper reports of my return prove to be amiable, I will find it easy – I pray – to acquire a lecture agent, not to mention magazine commissions from – from anyone who will pay!


“Where have you been living, sir?”


“For the last few years in Paris. I came there –”


“Were you in Paris during the war, during the German occupation?”


I restrained myself; was modest; agréable. “Why, yes, in fact I wrote a little book about my experiences. Perhaps you know the title. Paris Under the Commune?”


Either my publishers have exaggerated the success of the book or journalists do not read books or even reviews of books. Yet Harper’s Weekly referred to Paris Under the Commune as “a terrifying and entirely fascinating eyewitness account of the siege of Paris and the rising of the Commune, all recorded with that celebrated gift for detail which marks any utterance from Mr. Charles Schermerhorn Schuyler’s pen.” I recall this notice by heart, largely because the only utterance I have ever heard my pen make is a squeak.


The man from the Sun looked very pleased with himself as he asked, ‘You yourself, sir, are not a Communist?”


“No, no, dear boy.” My voice filled suddenly with catarrh as I deliberately mimicked old Washington Irving at his most gracious. “I am a simple American.”


“Then why have you lived so long abroad?” The Graphic.


“When I was an American consul in Italy, I married a Swiss lady –”


“Is that her?” The dwarf looked over his missal at Emma; in fact, pointed that object at her as if he were an imp from hell with a summons.


“My wife is dead. She died at Paris some years ago. She –”


“What is your name, miss?” The World to Emma.


“Je ne comprends pas, monsieur.” Emma’s face was white, her full lips a straight line of irritability. The French words snapped in the room like a whip.


“My daughter is the Princess d’Agrigente.” Much confusion as we worked as one to get the spelling right. Finally, a compromise: in English she is the Princess of Agrigento. “She is a widow –” I began.


“What did the Prince do?” From the Express.


Emma started to answer, furiously, in English, but a gesture from me stopped her. Raptly John Apgar stared at us, as if at the theatre.


“The Prince had many interests. His father, as I am sure you all know, was a marshal of France and served under the first Napoleon. He was ennobled in Italy. After Waterloo, when Napoleon was defeated –” For once I was spelling out too much. Impatiently they indicated that Napoleon’s defeat at Waterloo was known to them.


“Got any children, Princess?”


“Two,” I answered quickly. “In Paris. With their grandmother. The dowager Princess.” Who is charging us – that sovereign bitch from hell – five thousand francs a year for their support, almost a thousand dollars: the entire income Emma realizes from what remains of her husband’s estate. Need I say – yes, I do need to say, even to this journal where it is perfectly irrelevant, that I have never in my life met such a terrible woman as Emma’s mother-in-law. According to legend, she was a prostitute when Lieutenant du Pont, the future marshal and Prince d’Agrigente, met her, but I doubt the story, as she must have been even then as plain – and odoriferous – as an abattoir on an August day.


“Are you planning to write about the change in New York since you lived here?” This from the charming thin man of the Herald, who knows me as a “valued contributor.”


“Indeed. I look forward to a tour of the States. East and West. North and South. I shall attend and write about the Centennial Exhibition in Philadelphia when it opens –”


“For the Herald?” Again from the most amiable thin youth.


“Where else?” Equal amiability from me – if not total sincerity, for I shall sell my wares to the highest bidder.


“Are you related to Mrs. William Astor?”


This was as startling a question as I have ever been asked. “Certainly not!” I fear I was too sharp.


The mystery was promptly solved: apparently Mrs. Astor’s maiden name was the same as my mother’s – Schermerhorn – something I had not known, although even at Paris we have often been told by amused and bemused travellers of the grandeur of Mrs. Astor’s receptions, of the gorgeous splendour of that New York society which she dominates, having managed to unseat her sister-in-law Mrs. John Jacob Astor III who outranks her, at least according to primogeniture, for J. J. Astor III is the eldest son of that family, and its head.


Once, a half-century ago, I saw the original J. J. Astor crawling along lower Broadway; the old man wore an ermine-lined coat and was supported by my old friend – and his secretary – the poet Fitz-Greene Halleck. All dead.


Questions about my books. But not many. According to the press, I am a famous author in the United States, but this set of overcoats was not certain just why I am celebrated. On the other hand, they are all familiar with my journalism, not only my pieces for Jamie Bennett’s Herald but also those for the Evening Post, where my literary career began. I am the New York press’s perennial authority on European matters.


Politics. Sooner or later that subject always comes up with Americans.


What did I think of the recent arrest and imprisonment of Boss Tweed, who stole millions of dollars from the city of New York whilst building the lavish new Court House. Piously I deplored corruption.


What did I think of General U.S. Grant, whose second term as president is due to end in a year’s time?


I was wary. The corruption of General Grant’s Administration is a matter of some poignancy to me. My capital was administered by the banking house of Jay Cooke, which collapsed in the fall of 1873, bringing on a panic whose effects are still with us – as my capital is not.


Certain Wall Street criminals, among them Jay Gould and Jim Fisk – how well I know their names! – in an attempt to corner gold, brought on a thousand bankruptcies. Whether or not General Grant himself was involved in any of this is a disputed point. Certainly he is known to take large gifts from men like Gould and Fisk. If Grant is not himself a criminal he is a fool. Yet the Republican party protects him, cherishes him, is loath even to let him go now after two terms.


“Do you think General Grant will want a third term?” From the Times, a newspaper particularly devoted to the Grant Administration.


“Since I have never met the General, I can hardly say. But . . .”


Deliberately I set out to make – well, not my fortune but at least a place for myself where I can survive without fear of poverty the few years left me. “But,” I repeated, “as you know, I am a Democrat, of the Jackson-Van Buren persuasion . . .”


This caused some interest. There was a marked coolness from the reporters representing the Republican interest (the majority, I fear), but keen sympathy from the others.


“Do you favour Governor Tilden for the Democratic nomination?”


Favour him! All my hopes are based upon that fragile figure obtaining the presidency next year. “Indeed I do. I am not, of course, au courant . . .” Mistake to use French but the phrase was out.


Odd. In France I think only in French. Now – in this hotel room – what language do I think in? English? No. A mélange!


“I hardly know as much about New York’s affairs as you gentlemen, but I do know that Mr. Tilden’s breaking up of the Tweed ring so pleased the honest people of that state that last year they made him governor. After all, he has stopped the rich stealing from the poor –”


“But that sounds communist, sir.” From the Times.


“I had no idea that honesty and communism were the same.” This evoked some applause. I find it fascinating that communism should so distress the overcoats. Obviously the uprising in Paris frightened the New York burghers – certainly it frightened us Parisians when the Communards seized the city as the Germans withdrew; even more frightening, however, was the revenge of the burghers, who butchered untold thousands for being Communards. I myself saw a child of five slaughtered in a street of Mont Rouge. The world revolution that began in 1848 is not yet finished.


At this point I raised my own banner: “When I last saw Mr. Tilden in Geneva, two summers ago –” The excitement that I had meant to create was now palpable: the overcoats positively steamed. The desultory interview with the expatriate author of successful books unknown to the newspaper press now came alive.


“You are a friend of the Governor?”


“Hardly. But we do correspond. We were first introduced by Mr. Gallatin, who lives in Geneva.” Patiently I spelled the name; explained that Gallatin’s father had been secretary of the treasury under Jefferson.


“I was struck by Mr. Tilden’s, by the Governor’s, extraordinary brilliance, by his intellectual grasp of every subject that he chooses to consider.” This was true enough. Samuel J. Tilden is indeed a most intelligent if narrow man, and though of a cold and formal temperament, he is by no means wholly lacking in charm.


We dined nearly every day for a week on a terrace overlooking Lac Léman. Sometimes we were joined by Gallatin, whose bright European realism was often too much for the dour Americanism of S. J. Tilden.


At one point Tilden suddenly began to describe in detail precisely how he had destroyed Tweed and his ring, which included governors, judges, mayors, aldermen. As he spoke, Tilden’s pale, old child’s face grew flushed and the grey dull eyes suddenly reflected the lake’s blue; for an instant, he was nearly handsome in his animation


Gallatin and I (and a half dozen others) listened to the weak but compelling voice with fascination. But then Tilden struck for us Europeans (yes, I am one after so many years) a peculiarly hypocritical American note. “To think,” he said to Gallatin, “what has happened to our country since your father’s day! Since the time of Jefferson!”


Gallatin was astonished. “But surely everything is so much better now, Mr. Tilden. The country is so big, so very rich . . .” This was some weeks before the panic. “Railroads everywhere. Great manufactories. Floods of cheap labour from poor old Europe. America is El Dorado now, whilst in my father’s time it was just a nation of farmers – and not very good farmers at that.”


“You misunderstood me, Mr. Gallatin.” Tilden’s sallow cheeks now each contained a smudge of brick-coloured red. “I speak of corruption. Of judges for sale. Of public men dividing amongst themselves the people’s money. Of newspapers bought, bought by political bosses. Even the Post.” Tilden nodded gravely to me, knowing that I often wrote for that paper. “The Post took a retainer from Tweed. That’s what I mean by the change in our country, this worship of the Golden Calf, of the almighty dollar, this terrible corruption.”


I knew Tilden for only a week, but in that time this was the nearest to passion I had heard him come. In general he was – is – a very cold fish, as they say.


Gallatin’s black eyebrows lifted, simulating amazement. “You know, Mr. Tilden, I used to talk a great deal to my father about the early days of the republic and . . . well, I do not mean to confound you, sir, but what you describe has always been the rule with us. Certainly in New York we have always given one another bribes and, whenever possible, taken the public money.”


Was Tilden shocked? He has the lawyer’s gift of suddenly ceasing advocacy when unexpected evidence is submitted. The spots of colour left his cheeks. He added water to the splendid Rhône wine in his glass. I noticed that he has a tremor of the hand like mine.


Then, “But surely, Mr. Gallatin, all this changed when the founder of our party, when Mr. Jefferson, was elected president?”


“Nothing ever changes, Mr. Tilden. People are people.”


Is it a trick of my memory that at that moment the letters were brought to the table that assured Tilden of the Democratic nomination for the governorship of New York? I daresay I have moved things about in my memory. In any case, it was on that holiday in Switzerland – Tilden’s first trip to Europe – that the summons came.


“I have no intention of being the candidate for governor.” Tilden was firm as he stood in front of his hotel – trunks, companions, porters, chasseurs all about him.


“You must!” I said. “If not for the people, for the sake of our friend John Bigelow.”


I got something very much like a smile on that. John Bigelow is perhaps Tilden’s only friend. In the thirties the three of us were aspiring lawyers in the city. Both Tilden and Bigelow are a few years younger than I. In those days I did not know Tilden, but I often used to see John Bigelow at the Café Français, usually in the company of my friend Fitz-Greene Halleck. I seem to recall when Halleck and I played at billiards in the back room, Bigelow – a handsome, tall youth from upstate – was moderately disapproving. Once Bigelow shyly asked me to help him write for the newspaper press, and I did.


The ultra-Republican Times wanted to know more about my links with Tilden. “Slight. Slight,” I answered truthfully. But I pray that soon our presently slight connection will be as links of steel.


“I have, at his request, written him occasionally on foreign affairs.” This is true. I cannot say he precisely requested my reports, but he has shown great interest in them, particularly during the last six months when it has become apparent to everyone that he will be not only the Democratic candidate for president in ’76 but the president as well, assuming that General Grant does not seek a third term.


A sudden thud like an earthquake’s tremor ended my encounter with the press: the Pereire had docked. The overcoats fled. Emma’s disgust was as plain as John Apgar’s awe.


I took Emma’s arm. “Cest nécessaire, petite.”


“Comme tu veux, Papa.”


I have not taken Emma into my confidence – on aesthetic grounds. She has had no real experience of the struggle that most lives are, and I would keep her innocent. My wife had a small fortune; and a family Schloss in Unterwalden, Switzerland. When both were lost to us at her death, Emma was safely (I thought) married to Henri d’Agrigente and for a dozen years the two lived splendidly, amassing debts in the Hôtel d’Agrigente, Boulevard de Courcelles.


Meanwhile, I did quite well with my writing; was able to support in some comfort one and a half (the half being the cost of a mistress in a good arrondissement). Then the shock of Paris falling, of Henri dying, of the banker Jay Cooke failing; and my ruin.


Now I must live by such wits as I have left. But Emma must be spared as much as possible the pain of seeing her old father like some once-beautiful poule de luxe of literature try once again to ply his wares on foot, as it were, in streets where once triumphantly he rode.


Well, no self-pity. The world is not easy. I only curse my luck that I am not young. At thirty I would have had no qualms. I could have conquered this city of New York in a week, like Tamburlaine when he took Persepolis!
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John Day Apgar’s victoria was at the pier as well as a curiously shaped wagon decorated with the gold legend THE FIFTH AVENUE HOTEL – “To take the trunks, sir,” according to its driver, a withered son of Cork.


Amongst the thousand and one bits of information I have in the last few hours received: more than half the city’s population of a million is foreign-born. Most are from Ireland (as in my day) and Germany. But representatives of the other countries are to be found in ever-increasing numbers. Whole districts of the lower island are devoted to Italians, Poles, Hebrews, Greeks, while the once-charming Mott and Pell streets are now entirely occupied by Chinese! I cannot wait to explore this new world, more like a city from the Arabian Nights than that small staid English-Dutch town or village of my youth.


As the victoria left the pier and entered Orton Street, John Apgar indicated tattered beggars, holding out their hands. “We are known as the almshouse of Europe.” He spoke with a mechanical bitterness, no longer even hearing the phrase on his own tongue, for everyone, I gather, uses it.


I suppose to the native New Yorker so many newcomers must be disturbing, particularly when there is not much work for them since the panic of ’73, obliging them to turn to – what else? crime. But for the old New Yorkers with money this constant supply of cheap labour must be a singular joy. One can hire an excellent cook for eighteen dollars a month; a lady’s maid for twelve dollars. Emma and I have been debating whether or not to indulge her in a lady’s maid. Apparently we are the only occupants of a suite in the Fifth Avenue Hotel without personal servants.


The drive from the pier to the hotel was – well, Rip Van Winkle-ish. I have run out of epithets; and must remember not to use to death that hackneyed image.


I asked the driver to take us through Washington Square Park and then up the celebrated Fifth Avenue.


“You will doubtless find the avenue much changed.” John’s politeness is pleasing, but his gift for saying only the obvious makes him something less than the perfect companion. As a son-in-law, however, he has possibilities.


The law office of the Apgar Brothers in Chambers Street is prosperous. But I was not heartened to learn last summer in Paris that there are nine brothers and that our John is but the third son of the third brother. I think Emma regards him much as I do, but then we usually see things in exactly the same way – so much so that we seldom need to speak our thoughts, particularly on such a delicate subject as the right husband for her.


“Properly speaking, there was no Fifth Avenue in my day. A few brave souls were building houses north of the Parade Ground, as we called Washington Square. But they were thought eccentric, unduly fearful of the summer cholera, of smallpox in the lower island.” I spoke without interest in what I was saying; looked this way and that; could hardly take it all in.


A white sun made vivid each detail of this new city, but gave no warmth. Beside me, Emma shivered beneath the fur rug, as enthralled as I.


Everywhere crowds of vehicles – carts, barouches, victorias, brightly painted horsecars, not to mention other and more sinister kinds of transport: when we crossed Sixth Avenue at Cornelia Street, I gasped and Emma gave a cry, as a train of cars drawn by a steam engine hurtled with deafening sound over our heads at thirty miles an hour!


The horses shied, whinnied; the driver swore. Like a dark rain, ashes fell from the elevated railway above our heads. Emma’s cheek was smudged. Happily, we were not set afire by the bright coals that erupted from the steam engine, falling like miniature comets to the dark avenue below.


Then the cars were gone. The nervous horses were persuaded to cross the avenue and enter the quiet precinct of Washington Square Park.


“My God!” Emma put handkerchief to cheek; did not care to refine her language for Mr. John Day Apgar, who was more thrilled than not by our adventure.


“I’m sorry. I ought to have warned you. There’s really nothing like it in the world, is there?”


“I’m happy to say, no, there is not.” Emma’s colour was now high; she looked uncommonly youthful – the sudden fright, the cold wind.


I did not repeat my now constant and, even to me, interminable refrain: How things have changed. Yet in my time (was ever any time mine?) Sixth Avenue was just a name to describe a country road that crossed isolated farms and thick marshes, where my father once took me duck shooting.


As we turned into Washington Park, I vowed I would not again make any reference to the way things were – except in print for money. More to the point, it is always difficult to discern whether or not one entertains or bores the young, since their politeness requires them to appear at all times attentive. I should know. In my youth I made my way in the world by using the old without conscience. Is there retribution awaiting me now? In the guise of some young listener smiling his betrayal as I maunder on.


I must stop this. Not dwell so much upon the past. The present is too exciting, and the small time left me must be well used to re-make Emma’s fortune. At this instant I feel that nothing can stop us if I do not perish first of the heat.


Heat billows from the pipes, from the burning coals in the grate of the marble fireplace. I have tried and failed to open the parlour window. I positively gasp for air. But I am in my dressing gown and do not want to call a servant. Emma sleeps in her room.


Two bedrooms, parlour, and – remarkably – a private bath all for thirty dollars a day. Three meals are included, of course, whilst a fourth, supper, can be had for an additional two dollars and fifty cents. Yet even at this rate we will be penniless in three months. But the gamble is worth it. This hotel is the city’s grandest; everyone of importance can be seen in the lobby, the reception rooms, the bars. So this must be our El Dorado, to be mined with care.


Curious, my pulse rate has almost doubled at the thought of money and its absence!


I have just taken an opiate, a powerful laudanum mixed for me in Paris. So now, sleepily, I write rather as one dreams, not knowing what is real or not.


Washington Square Park is as handsome, in its way, as London’s Green Park, with comfortable houses side by side, as neat and as unimaginative as a row of new American novels. In fact, the monotony of the architecture in the city’s better sections takes some getting used to. But many of the newer buildings are in a different, more grandiose and – let me admit it – for me, more pleasing style.


We left Washington Park and began the ascent of Fifth Avenue, a pleasant boulevard not so wide or grand as the Champs-Élysées but pleasing enough, with tall ailanthus trees at regular intervals. Again, however, the avenue is lined for the most part with those sombre houses of dullest brownstone.


“Do all your houses look alike?” Emma was less than enchanted by fabled Fifth Avenue.


“They are dreadful, aren’t they?” John“s year in Paris had made him critical of what, I seem to recall in the early days of our acquaintance, he once boasted of. “You’d never recognize New York now,” he would say to me. “It’s every bit as fine as Paris.”


“But things are changing uptown,” he added.


“Not that your houses aren’t . . . appealing.” Emma smiled at him. “And obviously comfortable.”


“Oh, they’re that. This part” – John indicated the section between Washington Square Park and Madison Square at Twenty-third Street – “is where the old families live.”


“Like the Apgars?” Emma was mischievous.


John blushed; his long face is rather like that of one of those llamas from the highlands of Peru. “Well, we’re not old in the city. We’re from Philadelphia, actually. The Brothers didn’t move to New York until just before I was born.”


“But you live in this quarter?”


“Right along there.” John pointed east, to Tenth Street. “That’s my father’s house. I’m staying there while looking for a place of my own – of course.”


Since the conversation was now verging on the indelicate, I changed the subject, asked him about certain landmarks of my youth. No, he had never heard of the City Hotel; so that once-famous centre of the town has obviously been long since razed. I told him that it was the Fifth Avenue Hotel of its time.


“I thought the Astor House was.”


As I heard the name I had a sudden crise of memory . . . a bright sultry summer afternoon when the walls of the Astor House were going up and a block of stone fell into the street, nearly killing a passer-by. Now the Astor House, once the leading hostelry of the city, “isn’t what it used to be. Convenient for business people but too far downtown for the fashionables.”


Today the centre of the city is Madison Square and I must say its showiness provides a certain relief after the dull mile of Fifth Avenue brownstones we had driven so slowly past. I duly note that today’s uptown traffic is every bit as bad as it used to be on lower Broadway.


One enters the square at the point where Broadway crosses Fifth Avenue, and immediately the eye is taken with the Fifth Avenue Hotel, a six-storey white marble palace that occupies the entire block between Twenty-third and Twenty-fourth Streets. The half-colonnaded marble façade faces onto the gardens of Madison Square, and very pretty they must be in summer, though now the bare trees are like so many iron forks standing on end against a steel sky.


But . . . always the “but” in dealing with things American. Between the hotel and the park at the centre of Madison Square, the avenue is wide and without much style. Halfhearted attempts have been made at paving certain sections. Asphalt, Belgian block, cobblestones succeed one another without design whilst everywhere, at irregular intervals, tall telegraph poles with their connecting wires dominate the vista just as the messages those copper wires are constantly transmitting define and govern this raw world: buy cotton, sell gold, make money. Well, I am hardly one to be condescending. Why else am I here?


John assured us that above Madison Square, as far north as Fifty-second Street, European-style mansions are going up. “While way up at Fifty-seventh Street, Mrs. Mary Mason Jones has built herself a French villa. Most extraordinary sight! Just sitting there all by itself in the wilderness with nothing around it except a few saloons and squatters’ huts, and the goats.”


Despite stern laws the goats are everywhere; they even invade the elegant premises of Madison Square. Emma was enthralled by the sight of a policeman attacking a half dozen dingy goats at the north end of the square, where they had taken up residence in front of a building in the process of renovation: the newest restaurant of the Delmonico family, soon to open.


We were met just outside the front door by a director of the hotel, a cousin of the late Mr. Paran Stevens, whose widow is known for her Sunday-night evenings, to which everyone goes save the most staid of the gentry like Mrs. Mary Mason Jones. I don’t know why, but I do enjoy writing that name.


The opiate is beginning to take effect. I yawn. Am drowsy. Note that the heart now beats more and more slowly whilst the little drum in my head has slowed its thudding.


The Stevenses’ cousin was most flattering: “A great honour, sir. To receive you and the beautiful Princess.”


With much ceremony, we were led into the hotel lobby, a vast room crowded with tall palms and fat green rubber plants – a jungle contained by marble walls and red damask hangings and filled with the infernal smell of cigar smoke, of burning anthracite, of the heavy perfumes worn by the many ladies (not all, I should think, properly attended) who made their promenade either in pairs together or on the arm of a gentleman – recently met? The fact that I can no longer tell a prostitute from a fine lady is the first sign that I have been away for a very long time. As a boy, I always knew.


I registered us at the desk; pleasantly aware that we were the centre of much attention. Obviously, I am better known than the overcoats have led me to believe. Also, the fact that I am accompanied by a bonafide princess is stimulating. Americans care desperately for titles, for any sign of distinction. In fact, since the War Between the States, I have not met a single American of a certain age who does not insist upon being addressed as Colonel or Commodore. Invariably I promote them; address them as General, as Admiral; they preen and do not correct me.


The Stevenses’ cousin . . . but I forget: he, too, is titled. The Colonel said that he would like personally to escort us to our suite on the sixth floor. “We shall take,” he said, “the perpendicular railway.”


I assumed that this was some sort of nonsense phrase and thought nothing of it as we made our regal progress across the central lobby. Many of the gentlemen bowed respectfully to the director; he is a handsome man, heavily bearded as almost everyone is nowadays except me. I continue to wear only side whiskers despite the fact that having exchanged the blond silken hair of youth for the white wiry bristle of old age, I resemble uncannily the late President Van Buren.


Halfway across the lobby, a puffy bewhiskered man of fifty, elaborately got up, with perfumed (and dyed?) whiskers, bowed low to Emma and me.


“Princesse, allow me to introduce myself. We met at the christening of the prince impérial.”


The voice was Southern with a most peculiar overtone of British; the French was frightful but confident.


Emma was gracious; I, too. He told us his name; neither listened to it. Then he was gone. The Colonel, who had been talking to a huge man with a diamond stickpin, turned; his eyebrows arched at the retreating figure. “You know him?”


Emma chose to be mischievous. “Paris. The christening of the prince impérial.”


“Oh, yes.” I could not tell if the Colonel was impressed or not. In any case, we were at that instant stopped by a nervous young man; with a sidelong glance at the disapproving Colonel, he pressed his card upon me. “I’m from Ritzman’s, sir. We’d like to do you, sir. And the Princess, too, sir. If we may, sir.” He took to his heels.


Emma was amused. “What will Mr. Ritzman want to do to us?”


“To photograph you.” The Colonel had stopped before a mysterious grilled gate that seemed to be locked. We stopped, too.


“They have a store, across the square. Ritzman photographs everyone of importance.”


“But what,” asked Emma, “does he do with the pictures?”


“Sells them. Great demand for portraits of a princess like yourself . . . and a celebrated author,” he added quickly as the grilled gate was flung open to reveal a small panelled chamber containing a uniformed man gravely fiddling with mysterious wheels and levers. At the Colonel’s insistence we entered the closet. The door shut behind us and we rose into the air.


Emma is delighted, but I confess to a certain giddiness, not so much going up as when, in obedience to the law of gravity, the thing comes down and one’s stomach seems not to keep up with the rest of the falling body.


Our suite is large and nicely furnished, with flowers everywhere – so many, in fact, that between the overheating and the odor of the tuberoses I had had a headache most of the evening. The private bathroom is indeed a luxury unknown in Europe’s hotels, and rare in New York.


On a table in front of the marble fireplace was a stack of letters and telegrams. I could not wait to open them, but politeness required that I wait until the Colonel demonstrated for us the many conveniences of the suite, including the new calcium or lime lights that cast a rather lurid glow over everything, though they make reading particularly easy for one who is developing, as I am, cataracts.


“Mrs. Paran Stevens has invited you to her next Sunday.” The Colonel indicated one of the envelopes. “She always has music. Usually someone from the opera. She hopes you will come.”


“You are too kind,” Emma murmured, removing furs (her mother’s, I fear).


“She’ll want to see you, too, Mr. Apgar.” The Colonel was casually agreeable, and John blushed and said that he would be honoured.


After a demonstration of the mysterious speaking tubes that connect the suite with those bowels of the hotel where dwell valets and maids and waiters, the Colonel withdrew.


“We’re really here.” Emma ran to the window to look out onto the square filled with omnibuses and carriages and telegraph poles and goats (actually the goats were now trotting down East Twenty-fourth Street).


A large sign on a building just opposite implores one and all to drink Old Jacob Thompson’s Sarsaparilla.


Since I still felt I was aboard ship and the floor appeared to be heaving in a most unnatural way, I sat down beside the fire and began to open telegrams whilst John showed Emma those sights of the town that are visible from the window.


“That’s the Union Club over there. It’s quite nice. We’re all members,” said John. Apparently the Apgars move in a herd up, down and all around the island.


But Emma was more concerned with the beggars.


“Why don’t you do something with them?”


“Like what?”


“The Emperor would have started a war.” Emma laughed. She was, however, quite serious.


“But we’ve just had a war,”


“Well, you need another one. And very soon.”


I found the invitation from Mrs. Paran Stevens for Sunday night, to hear the tenor Mario. Also, an invitation to be guest of honour at the Lotos Club any Saturday of my choosing, to give an impromptu chat. A note from Mr. Hartman, wanting to know if I would be interested in a lecture tour. A message from William Cullen Bryant (the whole name spelled out) to say that he would be happy to have me for breakfast any day, before 8:30 A.M.


I’ve just been counting on my fingers and my old editor at the Evening Post – who is still the editor of the paper – is now eighty-one years old. Everyone else from my New York youth is dead except for Bryant, whom I thought of even then as being the oldest person I knew.


There was a welcome from my publisher, Mr. Dutton, and a note delivered by hand from Richard Watson Gilder, editor of Scribner’s Monthly, where I publish when I cannot get a decent price elsewhere; he proposes an early meeting at my convenience; he, too, wants me to address the Lotos Club. There was nothing, however, from Bonner of the Ledger or from Frank Leslie, whose monthly pays the best of all the magazines – I had written both men that I would be in New York on the fourth.


I was also disappointed to find no welcome from what has been for years a principal source of revenue, the New York Herald. But then young James Gordon Bennett is but a pale (and drunken) version of his father. Even so, he might have had the courtesy to have left at least a card.


But I found what I most wanted to find amongst the telegrams: an invitation to take tea tomorrow with John Bigelow. He is the key to my good fortune . . . if that fortune is to be good.


Words now begin to blur agreeably on the page. The opiate takes effect. In spite of the night’s approach, I feel optimistic. Young. No, not young but comfortable within this carapace of old flesh as I prepare to make one last effort to place myself in such a manner that for me the setting of the sun will be the best time of my long day and Emma’s noon.
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Noon, and I am exhausted.


The opiate worked marvellously until four in the morning. Then I was wide-awake. Could not fall asleep.


I dressed. Watched the dawn. Worked for a time on my Empress Eugénie; ordered tea; made sure that the waiter was very quiet, for Emma is a light sleeper and needs all the rest she can get. New York will be a siege for her. No, a triumphant progress.


If Mr. John Day Apgar is able to support her in decent style, then I shall be reasonably pleased to have him for a son-in-law. Of course, he is a year or two younger than Emma but that hardly matters, since her beauty should have a long life whilst he has no beauty at all.


Emma is to spend the day with John’s sister, visiting the shops – or stores, as they call them here. Did they always? Or have I forgotten? It is plain that I am no longer a New Yorker. But then this New York is no longer the New York that was.


Restless, the article finished and sealed in its envelope and addressed to Harper’s Monthly, I decided to take Bryant at his word and pay him a breakfast call. He lives now at 24 West Sixteenth Street.


Without delight, I entrusted myself to the perpendicular railway. “Fine morning, sir. But near to freezing,” said the operator who looked to be, at the very least, a commodore in full uniform.


The lobby was almost empty. I gave the envelope to a page who vowed he would deliver it to Harper’s; then made my way amongst green shrubbery and bronze spittoons to the front door, where I was respectfully offered, as it were, the square by the uniformed chasseur, who also warned me of the cold and of the fineness of the day.


I had forgotten the brittle, dry exhilarating cold of the New York winter. The wet cold of Paris makes my ears ache. The clammy cold of London congests the lungs. But despite the fumes of anthracite, New York’s air has a polar freshness. And everything appears new, even the sun, which this morning looked like a fresh-minted double eagle as it began its climb over the island.


Even at such an early hour the city is very much alive with horsecars rattling up and down Fifth Avenue whilst the pedestrians – mostly the poor on their way to work – walk swiftly with their heads down, exhaling clouds of steam. Many of the beggars are Civil War veterans, wearing the remains of old uniforms; armless, legless, eyeless, they sell pencils, shoelaces. “Lost my arm at Chickamauga, sir.” And the dented tin cup is thrust accusingly in one’s face. Italians play hurdy-gurdies; shivering monkeys dance in the terrible cold. Homeless ragged children huddle together in doorways.


I boarded a horsecar. Although the fare is five cents, I did not have any small change in my pocket – only fragments of remarkably filthy paper, some worth ten cents, twenty-five cents, or even a dollar. In my purse I carry a few half eagles: gold coins worth ten dollars apiece (to be used sparingly!) . I have not yet obtained a twenty-dollar double eagle, my beautifully apt simile for this morning’s sun. But then, if the New York sun does not resemble United States currency, this whole great country is not El Dorado but a fraud.


The horsecar swayed and rattled down Fifth Avenue. At the car’s centre a small potbellied stove gave off insufficient heat, and mephitic fumes. On the floor was straw as insulation. My fellow passengers were mostly men, mostly bearded, mostly potbellied like the stove. In fact, saving the desperate poor, everyone in New York is overweight: it seems to be the style. Yet when I was young (I must stop this sort of Nestorizing to myself and save it for the lecture platform and the press), the American was lean, lanky, often a bit stooped with leathery skin – and, of course, beardless. Some new race has obviously replaced the Yankees: a plump, voluptuous people, expanding gorgeously beneath their golden sun.


On the omnibus everyone was reading a newspaper. That means that the newspaper business, my business, is good. The headline reported the escape from prison of Boss Tweed.


I got off at the corner of Fifth Avenue and Sixteenth Street, cursing my age, for I move awkwardly. Like my countrymen, I, too, am fat, but at least have the excuse of advanced age and French cuisine.


I walked down Sixteenth Street between rows of identical brownstone houses. Irish maids swept stairs; menservants (some Negro) took in garbage pails; the knife-and-scissors-sharpener man moved jingling from house to house. Wisps of white smoke began to appear from the chimneys as this most respectable street slowly awakened.


I found William Cullen Bryant in his study, wearing a faded dressing gown and exercising with dumbbells. He did not stop, nor, I fear, did he recognize me until the maid announced my name.


“Schuyler! How good of you to come. Sit right down. I shan’t be a moment.”


So I sat in the dark study (the only light from two small coals burning in the grate) and watched Bryant do his exercises. He is as tall and spare as I remember, but his appearance has been entirely transformed by a vast beard that now circles his face like a mandala or magical bush ready at a moment’s notice to ignite, to emit the voice of God, but then I have always thought Bryant’s voice must sound not unlike that of the Deity on one of the Creator’s rare unagitated days.


“You must exercise each morning, Schuyler . . .”


“I think about exercise almost every day.”


“The blood must flow – flow!” Then dumbbells were put away, and Bryant excused himself. Through several shut doors, I heard the sound of him splashing about in water and knew the water was arctic cold.


In no time at all, Bryant returned, fully clothed and the picture of, as the British say, rude health. Together we descended to the drafty downstairs dining room furnished with depressingly “sincere” Eastlake furniture


We breakfasted alone. Bryant’s wife died ten years ago and “my daughter Julia is out of the city. So I am a bachelor.”


The maid served us hominy with milk, brown bread and butter. I waited for tea, for coffee – in vain.


Bryant was greatly affected by Tweed’s escape from prison. “Of course he paid his gaolers. They’re all alike, you know.” Who “they” were he did not specify, but I assume that he meant the lower orders, the Democrats, the Irish, the enemies of the Republican Evening Post, which supports the Grant Administration regardless of scandal. The radical crusading spirit is now entirely dead at the Post. But Bryant is old.


Glumly I chewed brown bread whilst Bryant expressed himself at length on the hopeless corruption of New York City, until, bored, I diverted him with an inquiry about his forthcoming history of the United States.


I was favoured with a rare smile. “Unfortunately, I have done very little of the work. My collaborator is the one who toils. But I do have a book of poetry ready for publication.”


Bryant tried out a number of titles on me. We decided that The Flood of Years was the best. Apparently this octogenarian work is “an answer to that poem of my youth Thanatopsis. It’s hard to believe that at seventeen I actually entertained certain doubts about the immortality of the Soul. But now, Schuyler, I have come to accept our immortality!”


At that instant, Bryant looked like Moses, despite a trace of hominy grit in his beard. I nodded respectfully; felt young again, callow, tongue-tied in the presence of America’s premier poet, of the city’s most distinguished newspaper editor, of the oldest man ever to exercise with dumbbells on an icy winter morning.


“But your own work has given us all much pleasure.” The deep-set eyes appeared to look at me for the first time. If the blood in my congealing veins were capable of a sudden rush to any part of the body, I might have blushed with pleasure at praise from the only man alive who still looks upon me as young.


“I particularly admire Paris Under the Commune. What a time! What issues were joined!” To my surprise Bryant is not made panicky by the Communards – or communists – and he asked me intelligent questions. He also got the title of the book right; usually it is referred to as Paris Under the Communists.


Then we spoke of our dear mutual dead friend, the editor William Leggett. I write “mutual” knowing that it is a word Bryant deplores. In fact, he has written a small book of words and phrases that are never to appear in the Post. Not “mutual” but “common.” Not “inaugurate” but “begin.” He has no liking for Latin- or Greek-derived words (yet called his most famous poem Thanatopsis).


It is curious that despite Bryant’s great good sense about language, his own prose is so perfectly ordinary that even the liveliest topic drops dead at a single prod of his (the last in all of New York) feather quill pen


Opening the Herald, Bryant found me on page three. With an amused inflection he read aloud the reporter’s account of the arrival in New York of the celebrated author Charles Schermerhorn Schuyler and his daughter, the Princess Day Regent. “A Turkish title from the sound of it.”


“No. Bosnian.”


Bryant’s humour still lurks behind that awesome face he sees fit to petrify the world with. As practising journalists, we enjoyed the confident incoherence of the interviewer; and deplored the low standards of today’s journalism.


“And yet –” The maid interrupted us not with coffee or tea, as I had prayed, but with Bryant’s topcoat and beaver hat.


“– the newspaper press can take a great deal of credit for having destroyed Mr. Tweed in ’73.”


I noticed sourly that the maid did not even attempt to help me on with my topcoat; and due to a rheumatic shoulder, I have more difficulty than does Bryant getting in and out of clothes.


“With some aid from Governor Tilden.”


“Of course, a capital fellow. Do you know him?”


“Yes. Slightly.”


We were now in the street. School-bound children carried their books in that never-out-of-date shoulder sling whilst a ragged man pulled a sort of barrow after him on which had been placed a large tin bucket of boiling water fired from beneath by a kerosene burner.


The man’s hoarse cry still sounds in my head: “Here’s your nice hot corn, smoking hot, smoking hot, just from the pot.” I used to collect such “songs” of the street.


“What sort of corn does he find in December?” I asked as we turned into Fifth Avenue.


“From Florida. The railroads, Schuyler, the railroads! They have changed everything. For the good, for the bad.” He took my arm. “Do come and see our new quarters. We moved last summer to the corner of Fulton and the Broadway – a ten-storey building – a terrible expense, frankly, but convenient. Also, the presses are hidden away at the bottom, and we even have a perpendicular railway which I refuse to set foot in. One must always walk! Walk, climb, walk, climb.”


Touching his hat to those who recognized him, Bryant walked briskly south toward Washington Square Park. As best I could, I kept up with him. Each morning Bryant walks the three miles from his house to the Evening Post. Like a fool, I agreed to accompany him.


Now, several hours later, as I sit in the parlour of this hotel suite, waiting to take tea with John Bigelow, there is a thunderstorm in my ears whilst my fingernails have exchanged their usual healthy pink for a most disagreeable mauve tint.


I am drinking rum and tea, and hope not to die before teatime.


Assuming that I survive my gallop down Broadway with Bryant, I did do the right thing, for not only is he an editor to whom I am beholden but he knows more about the politics of the city than anyone outside prison, saving Mr. Tweed.


On every corner newspaper posters proclaim the true story of Tweed’s escape from the Ludlow Street jail. Apparently, the Boss was allowed each day to go for a drive with two keepers. Yesterday, after a tour of the northern end of the island, he was allowed to pay a call on his wife in their mansion at Forty-third Street and Fifth Avenue.


Just now my hack driver pointed out to me this sinister palace – brownstone again! – built with stolen money. In the course of yesterday’s visit, Tweed went upstairs, and vanished. Obviously, he is a great rogue, but popular – at least amongst the lower orders, whom he gave, from time to time, small commissions, as it were, on the vast sums of money that he and his ring were stealing from the public at large.


During our walk Bryant showed me the new Court House. “I calculate that the money Tweed and his people stole while building that temple to Mammon could have paid off the national debt.”


“But how did it happen?” I was genuinely curious. Most of the city’s officials have always been moderately corrupt, as the younger Gallatin assured Governor Tilden; but it is not usual for the same group to remain in power year after year stealing millions in full view of the public.


But I was not to be instructed, for just then we were ambushed in City Hall Park by what at first looked to be an enormous green umbrella with no one attached to it. But then the umbrella was raised and its attachment became visible, to my astonishment and to Bryant’s dismay.


The man introduced himself to us in a piercing voice: “Citizen Train, Mr. Bryant! Your nemesis! Yours, too, sir.” He gave me a courtly bow; and I noted that he was wearing a sort of French military greatcoat crossed with a broad scarlet sash.


Citizen Train indeed! The story of George Francis Train is well known to us at Paris. A New Englander, he became a millionaire in his youth from shipping. Later he helped to found the Union Pacific railroad; to finance that project, he created the infamous holding company known as Crédit Mobilier which set about in the most systematic way to bribe most of the Congress, including General Grant’s first vice president, Schuyler Colefax.


Happily for Mr. Train, he had gone mad before all these bribes were given seven – eight? – years ago. Forced out of the Union Pacific, he went to Ireland and tried to expel the English, who put him in jail for a time. Train then moved on to France in 1870, and became a Communard; he helped organize those horrors that took so many lives – as I have described at length elsewhere.


Why am I writing journalism? In a moment I shall be explaining and explaining all sorts of things to you, dear reader, when none of this is meant for any eyes but mine. These notes are to be the quarry from which I hope to hack out a monument or two to decorate the republic’s centennial, as well as to mark my own American year – a year that is beginning in a most helter-skelter, breathless way: literally breathless, for I am still breathing with some difficulty despite the rum and tea.


Anyway, there in the midst of the cold windy park was mad wealthy Train with his red sash and green umbrella and all-consuming passion to be the president! Yes, after the slaughter of the Paris Communards, Train came back to the United States and ran for president in ’72 as an independent – that is to say, a communist. His campaign was unusually eccentric and gave much pleasure to almost everyone. The workies were particularly amused at the spectacle of a millionaire communist whilst the press will always write at length of anyone so entirely mad as to want the vote for women, the right for labouring men to strike, and the price for a postage stamp never to exceed a penny.


“Dear Mr. Train,” Bryant was uncharacteristically nervous as he backed away from that menacing green umbrella.


Train suddenly turned to me, and with an unexpected smile, said, “Forgive me, citizen, for not offering you my hand but I make it a general rule never to shake hands with anyone over the age of twelve. Intimate physical contact of that sort causes one to lose psychic energy. And vital energy, citizen, must be hoarded in these terrible times. Now, Mr. Bryant, explain yourself.”


The Moseslike Bryant suddenly resembled that patriarch confronted by a bush more than usually ablaze and angry. “Explain myself?” There was a trace of stammer in his usually deliberate voice. “In what way, sir?”


“Tweed!” Train was becoming agitated. Nurses pushing perambulators fled our corner of the park. “I said he should be hanged! I wrote you that at the Post. But was my letter ever published, was it?”


“So many letters, sir . . . I mean, Citizen Train.” Bryant regained a degree of composure as with a swift sidestep that would have done credit to a youthful gallant of the ballroom, he got himself round the wealthy communist, who stared at him fiercely from beneath the green umbrella (to protect him, I have been told, from malignant star rays).


“Now you can see what happens when my letters are not printed, and sensible advice is not followed . . .”


But by then Bryant had pranced – no other word – to the edge of the park with me in tow, and soon we were safely in Broadway, now filled with morning traffic.


“That man . . .!” Bryant was, comparatively, speechless. “A perfect nuisance. Normally, he sits in the park at Madison Square, and I can avoid him. Fate obviously instructed him to come and wait for me here at, ah, Trivium.” The classical reference did Bryant good, and gave me the occasion to congratulate him with some insincerity on his recent translations from Homer. Actually I could not get through them, but they are much admired by those who have no Greek and the wrong English.


Note: Must do something with George Francis Train. The French papers would certainly be interested. But they pay too little. The English press? Possibly. Must inquire.


Two large hotels dominate Broadway just below City Hall, the St. Nicholas and the Metropolitan. Then, at Barclay Street, I insisted that we pause a moment to look at the façade of the Astor House. “I left when it was half-built.”


“Most showy.” Like me, Bryant disdains New York’s attempts at grandeur: he under the impression that they succeed and I because they fail – at least what I have seen so far. But I do rather like Mr. Tweed’s Court House, which would not be out of place in Paris.


Then I looked for the Park Theatre; could not find it. “What happened?”


“Dear Schuyler, it burned to the ground! Everything here burns up sooner or later. You know that.”


I felt real anguish. “I used to review the plays there . . .”


“For me, yes. I know. What did we call you?”


“Gallery Mouse.”


“Well, Gallery Mouse has a wide range of new theatres to attend if he so chooses.” A sidelong glance at me. “But surely you don’t want to write about our theatre.”


“No. No.”


Because I do admire your reports from Europe. You deeply understand that wicked old world.”


I cannot think why I deeply resented Bryant’s smug puritan tone. After all, our wicked old Paris has never come up with a thief on the scale of Boss Tweed.


“I had thought I might perhaps do some American pieces. You know: what it is like to come back after so many years.”


“A latter-day Rip Van Winkle?”


The phrase that I have myself been using for two days became on his lips indescribably boring and obvious. “Well, yes. I suppose that such a comparison is unavoidable.”


“And our newspapers do not avoid much . . .”


“Except the truth of the matter.” To my horror, this savagery escaped my lips; but Bryant took it well enough.


“Half-truths are the best we can manage, I fear. For a moment you sounded like our late friend Leggett.”


“That is indeed a compliment.” The passionate Leggett burned out his mind and lungs for the truth – or at least for something not unlike that elusive absolute.


Finally, we stood in front of the Evening Post’s new building.


“Schuyler, you have endured nobly the three miles.”


Although my face was stiff from the cold, my body was leaking sweat from every pore.


“Now you must come in and meet the staff.”


I entrusted myself to the compartment of the perpendicular railway whilst Bryant climbed the stairs.


The Negro operator was admiring. “There’s no one like old Mr. Bryant in all New York. He’ll be up there before we are.”


And so he was. As I stepped onto the landing, I saw Bryant hanging from the lintel to his office door. Very slowly he chinned himself, and dropped to the floor.


“You will give me a heart attack.” I was firm. “Just watching you is bad for my system.”


This flattered him, and in the best of humours he took me into his new office which was simply a larger version of the old one – the same desk, chairs, open bookcases crowded with his own works; my sharp author’s eye noted two books by me.


The literary editor was summoned. George Cary Eggleton is pleasant, young: “Admire Paris and [sic!] the Commune more than I can say, Mr. Schuyler.”


“Would that you had said it, Mr. Eggleton.” I seldom resist so obvious an opening. “I looked in vain for a notice of it in the Post.”


“Is that true?” Enthroned at his desk, Bryant was Jehovah on the mountaintop.


“I must say . . . I don’t know . . . perhaps . . . I shall look . . .”


That disposed of the literary editor. I was then introduced to a Mr. Henderson, the business head of the paper. The two men spoke of business. I proposed that I go.


“No, Mr. Schuyler. I’m the one who’s going.” And Mr. Henderson did go.


“Would you like to write something for us on the Centennial Exhibition?” I had forgotten how swiftly Bryant comes to the point when he is at his desk, at work.


“Why, yes. I would.”


“It opens in Philadelphia. May or June, I’m not certain. Anyway, there will be time to prepare yourself, to think through all the changes you will have noted . . .”


“Not least, amongst them, let us hope, the rates of payment at the Post?” How impossible it would have been for the young Charles Schermerhorn Schuyler to mention money to William Cullen Bryant. But I am old, needy, triplebound with brass, and would that it were gold. I managed to get him to agree to a flat payment of five hundred dollars for no less than ten thousand words, an excellent price for the Post, though hardly in the Ledger class.


I rose to go. “I am to take tea with our old friend John Bigelow.”


Bryant was interested. “I’ve not seen him since the election and his . . . uh, elevation.”


“What does the secretary of state of New York do?” Bigelow was elected to the post last month.


“Whatever it is, let us say that some do less of it than others. I presume this secretary of state will be very busy trying to elect Governor Tilden president . . .”


“That is my impression. I assume you will support Tilden.”


The deep-set eyes almost vanished beneath the noble brow as he turned his head away from the window. “The Post is a Republican newspaper. Governor Tilden is a Democrat . . .” And so on. But Bryant’s tone was pensive, tentative. This means that he is not decided; must mention this to Bigelow.


Bryant accompanied me to the office door, from which he had so recently hung. “Tilden is my lawyer, you know. A splendid man. But not perhaps strong enough for the highest place. I speak of his physical health – not mental, of course. And then, of course, he’s not married. This may disturb the electorate.”


“But Jackson, Van Buren, Buchanan – any number of presidents have been bachelors in the White House.”


“But they once had wives. Saving the egregious Buchanan, they were widowers, while Samuel Tilden has never married, nor, one gathers, even contemplated matrimony. If elected, he would be our first . . . our . . . our first . . .”


“Our first virgin president?”


Bryant was taken aback. Then, almost shyly, he laughed through that enormous waterfall of a beard, in itself a suitable subject for ode-making


“Dear Schuyler, you have been too long in Paris! We are simple folk in this republic.”


On that amiable note we parted.


I was so exhausted from the morning’s hike that I had more energy than ever: a phenomenon that Emma’s father-in-law used often to remark upon as he would tell us for the thousandth time about the retreat from Moscow.


I was drawn irresistibly to the Astor House despite its decline – which is relative only to the new grandeur of the uptown hotels.


I found the lobbies crowded with people; most looked to be businessmen from nearby Wall Street and the various exchanges.


I stood at the door to the vast dining room and beheld half a thousand men at breakfast. There was hardly a woman in sight as the bearded, frock-coated, stout burghers of the district gorged themselves on plates of ham and eggs, on enormous beefsteaks and cutlets. Hungry as I was after my walk with Bryant, I could not face so many red-faced carnivores so early in the morning.


Instead I made my way to the tile-floored bar room, a dim congenial place with the longest bar that I have ever seen. Bronze Venuses and Dianas alternated as decorations with innumerable brightly polished spittoons.


Those given to heavy drink had already taken up their positions at the bar, gulping down their pick-me-ups – more put-me-downs I should think, for I dislike strong drink so early in the day.


In one corner, shaded by a spiky green plant that looked as if it might devour an entire businessman, I found a small table beside a rack containing all the morning newspapers. Not until I had sat down did I realize how truly exhausted I was: my right leg began uncontrollably to tremble from the tension of no longer having to support my considerable weight.


“What’ll it be?” was the waiter’s gracious question.


I said that it would be a bock beer and, perhaps, if it was possible, a cup of coffee. All things were possible, including a most astonishing array of food that I watched being laid upon a long table at a right angle to the bar.


Waiters hurried in and out, depositing platters of cold meats, lobsters, salads, cheeses, as well as large mysteriously covered dishes. This was the famous “free lunch” one has heard of for so many years, a specialty of certain New York bars. For a single five-cent glass of beer one may eat to one’s heart’s content the free lunch.


Possible piece for a Paris paper: how much cheaper food is here than in Europe. Just now I walked by a decent-looking restaurant that advertises a meal of hot beef “cut from the joint,” bread, pickles and potatoes for seventy-five cents. In the shops, beef costs thirty-five cents the pound. John Apgar says that one can live comfortably in one’s own home with three servants on six thousand a year. Unfortunately, Emma and I have less than half that amount.


Luxuriously, I read the dozen morning newspapers, so conveniently collected for me by the friendly Astor bar. Each front page was bold with Tweed’s escape. Since I am not easily distressed by the familiar corruption of my native and still (to be confessed only to this page) hopelessly provincial city, I tend rather to be on the side of that large bearlike man with the small clear eyes and thick beard and I hope that Mr. Tweed manages to escape for good with all his swag. But then I tend to side with criminals. Although my sympathies in France are officially republican, at heart I delight in all Bonapartes – particularly in the first one, whose crimes were on such a large scale that they have ceased to be the stuff of moralizing and are simply history.


The inner pages of each journal announce the arrival of Charles Schermerhorn Schuyler and his beautiful daughter, the Princess Dag Regent, Degregene, Dahgreejuhnt, widow of Napoleon’s famed marshal, daughter-in-law of the Emperor Napoleon III, intimate of the Empress Eugénie . . . a jumble of information, mostly false.


But I was pleased that my support of Governor Tilden was everywhere noted. Less pleased to read of the “florid, portly novelist whose fame in Europe is far greater than it is here in what was once his native land.” This from the Sun. Although I have written a novel, my “fame” ought to be more considerable here than in France where I publish seldom, unlike England where I used often to publish. Now I know how those acquaintances of my youth, Washington Irving and Fenimore Cooper, felt upon their respective returns to these States after so many years abroad: Welcome home, traitor, was the tone then – is the tone now.


Suffering a pang of hunger (hominy and milk is not my idea of the perfect breakfast), I made my way to the buffet table – or “free lunch counter,” as the waiter called it, giving me a speculative look that seemed to say, Is this a “dead head” (new expression to me – it means one who travels on a railroad pass or goes to the theatre free)? and will he, for the price of one stein of beer, eat three meals? I daresay the state of my finances make me oversensitive.


I indicated, modestly, a tureen of chipped beef. The waiter filled my plate. “That about the size of it?”


Another new expression. I must make up a glossary. “Yes, that is exactly the right size of it.” I suspect that I gave the wrong response.


On my way back to the blessed table beside the rack of newspapers, I was stopped by two men who had been seated at the opposite end of the long dim bar


“Mr. Schuyler?” asked the younger of the two, an elegantly turned-out young gentleman with a full moustache, and what looked to be a black orchid in his buttonhole.


“Sir?” I felt a fool, as the chipped beef slopped ever so slightly onto my thumb.


“You don’t remember me.” And of course for a moment I did fail to recognize the one man in New York I ought always to remember, for it was none other than the exquisite athlete, yachtsman, equestrian, millionaire publisher – my publisher, James Gordon Bennett, Junior, of the New York Herald, in whose pages my reports from Europe have been appearing for close to forty years.


“Sorry, Jamie! Forgive me. I’m just off the boat. A dazzled immigrant.” I played the part of foolish elder sage, of Falstaff to Jamie’s Prince Hal – except he is now king in his own right, for his grim Scots father, who started the Herald as a penny horror in ’35, died three years ago, leaving Jamie as the sole proprietor of a newspaper which has the largest (if not the best, as Bryant would undoubtedly observe) circulation of any newspaper in the United States.


Much of the Herald’s success is based on its “Personal Column” advertisements that are nothing more than a straightforward guide to the Sodom below Bleecker Street, to the Gomorrah of Sixth Avenue, to every prostitute with a few dollars and a desire to see her name in print. Good folk complain about the Herald’s advertisements, but everyone reads them.


Jamie introduced me to the elderly man with him, a sort of doleful farmer type whose name meant nothing to me.


“I’ve known Mr. Schuyler since I was – how old?”


“Before birth, I should think. When your mother paid us a call in Paris, a month before you were born.”


Having failed to make his way in the proud self-contained aristocracy of New York, the older Bennett had vowed that his son would one day prevail amongst the Knickerbocker nobles and so sent the child off to Paris to be brought up.


My wife and I used often to see Jamie and his mother. Because the boy was the same age as Emma, they were often together, and I always thought that he showed some interest in her; but in those days she was not much inclined to her father’s countrymen. Eventually Jamie returned to take with the greatest ease that place in New York society his father had wanted for him. Everyone was enchanted by Jamie’s Parisian elegance, his superb sportsmanship and, of course, his quite unexpected gift for the most sensational sort of newspaper publishing.


The year of old Bennett’s death, Jamie arranged for one Henry M. Stanley to search for one David Livingstone, reputedly lost in Africa. Lavishly financed by Jamie, this entirely boring saga filled miles of newsprint for what seemed a decade, ensuring the Herald its American pre-eminence despite my own unremittingly dim reports on such trivia as Bismarck, Garibaldi, and Napoleon III.


“I must leave you here, Mr. Bennett.” The sad farmer clung a moment to the younger man’s hand; then he squeezed my elbow and lugubriously departed.


Jamie turned to me. “Come see our offices. We’re right across the street where Barnum’s used to be.” But I had had my fill of newspaper offices for one day.


“Another time. My chipped beef grows cold.”


Jamie made a face at the plate. “Then I’ll have a drink with you.” He joined me in my friendly green-shaded corner, and divined why I had placed myself so dose to the newspapers. “You wanted to read all about your splendid arrival for free. A razzle-dazzle!” He shouted this last phrase which referred not to my arrival, as I feared, but to a perfectly terrifying cocktail that contains, in equal parts, brandy, absinthe and ginger ale. Hard drinkers, these New York gentlemen.


“How’s Emma?”


“She would like to see you.”


“Handsome as ever?”


“As always, to a father’s eye.”


“I shall arrange something. Perhaps the theatre. Whatever Emma likes. Mr. Schuyler, what are your politics?”


“If you’d read your own paper this morning, you’d know that I am an admirer of Governor Tilden.”


“Cold as a clam. But that’s good.” The waiter brought Jamie his razzle-dazzle in a frozen glass, and beamed respectfully as the young lord downed the drink and asked for another. Obviously Jamie is well known at the Astor bar; but then he must be well known everywhere for New York is very much his city.


“Good that Governor Tilden is a cold clam?”


“No.” Jamie wiped his moustache – handkerchief heavy with eau de Cologne. “Good that you’re a Democrat. Good that you’re not one of those high-minded Republicans who’s willing to accept all sorts of thievery at Washington just because of the hallowed memory of Honest Ape.” Yes, “Ape” for “Abe.” But these New Yorkers were never partial to President Lincoln. In fact, during the late war, many distinguished New Yorkers actually favoured the city’s secession from the Union.


I looked at Jamie with some disapproval: not because of the reference to Lincoln but because no one ought to drink absinthe at nine in the morning. But he is not the sort of young man to take seriously anyone’s criticism. He sipped the second deadly concoction. For Jamie the rule has always been, Nothing in moderation. “How would you like to interview General Grant for the Herald?”


“I cannot think of anything I would enjoy less.”


“I know he’s dull but . . .”


“Dull or not, I am your European correspondent.”


“But it’s going to be awfully interesting the next few weeks, next few days in fact.”


“But he’s finished, isn’t he? I mean he has only one more year as president . . .”


“Unless he runs for a third time.”


“Even I, in Paris, have read that he will not be a candidate again.”


“Even you, in Paris, believe the newspapers?”


“Only yours!”


“Well, don’t!” Jamie laughed. Then he looked most grave, like his father about to reduce a journalist’s wage. “That old boy you met with me just now, that’s Abel Corbin.”


“Am I to be impressed?”


“You have been away! Abel’s married to Grant’s sister Jenny. He’s the most remarkable old crook. Don’t you recall . . .”


I recalled. In 1869 Abel Corbin had joined with Jay Gould and Jim Fisk in an attempt to corner the gold market. Corbin also involved his brother-in-law the President – or tried to. The subsequent panic of ’73 was, in many ways, a result of that curious swindle which bankrupted a number of people, just as the disaster of ’73 was to finish off the rest of us, except the very rich.


“Well, Abel Corbin’s got some interesting news from Washington. Scandals are about to break . . .”


“Even if Grant turned out to be the devil himself, I can’t think what I could do with him as a subject.”


“You do your subjects very well, Mr. Schuyler.” Jamie was beguiling, like a flattering son – which, of course, is the rôle he’s played most of his life. “Frankly, we’ve had too much of the usual writing. Not that Nordhoff isn’t good. He’s our man at the capital. Even so, there’s too much of the same old view from the same old lobby sort of thing. But if you and Emma were to descend on Washington, meet the President, his cronies – and they’re such yokels they will make a great fuss over the two of you – well, your impressions of the last days of Ulysses S. Grant would be quite a coup for the Herald.”


“And for me?”


“Do you never tire of Bonapartes and Bismarcks?”


As Jamie talked I naturally began to think what I might be able to make of Grant. The subject certainly has its charms – or horrors. Delicately I gave Jamie to believe that I might be persuaded for a considerable fee to go down to Washington City in a few weeks’ time and begin my investigation, and as I backed and filled most tentatively I could not help but think that here at last – and most unexpectedly – is a marvellous way for me to be of assistance to Governor Tilden.


“I am glad!” Jamie was on his feet. “I’ll call on Emma tomorrow. We’ll arrange something. Meanwhile prepare yourself. If that old devil Corbin is right, there will be some news this week!”


“Of what sort? On the order of the Crédit Mobilier?”


“Much worse.” Jamie lowered his voice. “There is evidence that the President himself is about to be involved in a Tweedish scandal. Corbin says it looks bad, which means that for you and me it looks like purest gold!”


I am now in the thick of things rather more than I had hoped to be, but considering my dilemma, all this activity is to the good. I cannot say that my heart leaps with joy at the thought of “doing” General Grant, a man as famed for his silences as for his military victories. But Washington City will provide a good setting for Emma: diplomats are to be found there as well as every sort of politician, and so our time should be well spent. Even so, I fear that I shall be bored to death by “court life,” by all those senators who take money from railroad tycoons at the dark of the moon. After all, that is the custom of the country and I am no reformer. But I daresay I shall find something of interest to write about – if only Mrs. Grant’s celebrated cross-eyes.


All in all, I’ve not done too badly for one morning. I have acquired the Centennial Exhibition for the Evening Post; unfortunately, that won’t be until May or June and we will be penniless by then unless I can contrive an advance payment. Also, I am to begin in February or March – Jamie is not certain – my analysis of “Washington City in the Age of Corruption,” as editors melodramatically put such things.


Jamie and I have not yet agreed upon a price. He is celebrated for his generosity (none of which has ever come my way, but then I’ve not come his way except as an occasional correspondent since old Bennett’s death). I ought to be able to get five thousand dollars for five pieces – no, that’s just a dream. Ten for five . . .?


I must stop this or I shall soon be writing imaginary numbers in the margin: gleefully adding that which each day I glumly must subtract.


On my way back to the hotel, I stopped by Brentano’s bookstore at Union Park or Square. The clerks recognized me and showed me a great number of my books on sale in secondhand. Yet nowhere a copy of the Paris Under the Commune, which is, after all, only two years old. I must speak to Dutton about this.


Just received a message from Mr. Dutton himself, asking if he might call. Also a note from someone at Harper’s New Monthly (signature impossible to read) to tell me that the copy of my article on the Empress Eugénie has arrived and is even now being read with the pleasure that all my works give, etc. Enclosed, a copy of Harper’s December issue, containing a perfunctory discussion of Darwin, an amusing comment from the popular playwright Dion Boucicault, saying that all he wants is money and glory now and posterity be hanged. A regular feature called the Easy Chair makes a curious reference to Winant’s Hotel on Staten Island, and remarks that it was there that Colonel Aaron Burr died.


Colonel Burr has been a good deal on my mind today. Particularly when I looked into Reede Street, where his office was – and is no more. But then: “Never brood upon the past, Charlie!” he used to tell me when I was – so ineptly – pretending to be his law clerk. “Think always of the future, and how much worse it is bound to be!”


I must have dozed in my chair in front of the fire. A discreet servant has come, drawn the curtains, and gone. It is almost five. Time for tea with John Bigelow.


My fingernails are no longer mauve but the flesh is still pale. Must move with care, as if made of glass; and easily broken.
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Slowly I walked the several blocks from the hotel to Gramercy Park, which turns out to be a homely little square on the order of London’s Hanover Square but smaller, less impressive, with a tiny bleak garden at the centre surrounded by a perfunctory ironwork fence and the usual narrow houses sprayed with chocolate. Apparently, no one of any pretension to respectability will live behind walls of any other shade; so unlike the vivid red-brick houses and tenements of the poor or those occasional wooden shanty houses one sees in the side streets, all smeared with bile-yellow or poison-green paint.


John Bigelow was waiting for me in his pleasant study on the second floor. In front of a cheerful fire, tea was ready for pouring. From other parts of the house I could hear the sounds of family life.


“Charlie, how are you?” Bigelow is one of the few men alive who still call me by the name of my youth.


“And you, John? or your Excellency. Just what does one call the secretary of the state of New York?”


“Unfortunate.”


“A title you share with many.”


“But curiously, peculiarly mine. Have you read the Times today?”


“Only that part about myself.”


“Well, you missed a most disagreeable piece about your old friend.”


Bigelow poured out the tea. I noted that there were two plates of French pastries on the trolley: tribute to my Frenchness?


“Were they as inaccurate about you as they were about me?”


We sat opposite one another before the fire. I must confess that despite their exterior hideousness, these little brownstones are most comfortable in winter. In summer, however, the rooms must be depressingly dark.


Bigelow was plainly furious but trying to contain himself. “I have ‘ratted,’ according to the Times. I have deserted the virtuous Republican party for the wicked Democrats and Tilden.”


“Well, to be precise, you have done exactly that. After all, you were one of the founders of the Republican party . . .”


“But that Republican party did its work, and died. We abolished slavery. We preserved the Union. Now a corrupt machine continues to use our name, aided and abetted by The New York Times . . .”


Bitterly my old friend attacked his tormentor. I daresay the fact that Bigelow had once been, for a few months, editor of the Times must have hurt him doubly. “The constant personal attacks I find hard to take. Look at this!” He picked up from a table crowded with periodicals, a newspaper marked with dark exclamation marks. “They say that I was – look at this! – an ‘embarrassment’ to the United States when I was minister to France.”


“Shall I write them an eyewitness account to the contrary?” I can still see the tall, grey-haired Bigelow and his wife gravely making their rounds at the Tuileries whilst the parvenue Empress smiled from behind her fan, not understanding the true dignity of these deliberately plain American republicans.


Bigelow was an excellent minister to France in the sense that he did his work conscientiously and learned to speak French perfectly. On the other hand, his political judgment was unerringly bad. Fortunately, he did his nation no harm, and that was a considerable accomplishment at a most difficult time, for he was in the consular service when the French were trying to establish a puppet empire in Mexico, and he was minister at the time of the War Between the States.


Bigelow railed against the press in general and the Times in particular. “But then the Times can never be objective. Everything is couched in personal terms. They say that I quit the Republican party in order to advance myself! Quite the contrary, I should think . . .”


“But if our friend becomes president . . .”


Bigelow did not respond to the obviousness of my approach. “I don’t know why I cannot be like everyone else. Why I couldn’t remain happily in the party of General Grant, and root out my proprium.”


More in this vein. I ate several small cakes . . . which now rest somewhat heavily on my stomach. I need a purge.


When Bigelow’s tirade ended, I told him that I had breakfasted with our old friend Bryant.


Immediately all was good humour. “He is astonishing, isn’t he? Considering his age . . .”


“Considering his diet, which is suited only for a horse, if breakfast is typical.”


“Strong as a horse, too. Well, he behaved – personally – like a gentleman when I ran for secretary of state.” This election seems to obsess my old friend; but then it took place only a few weeks ago. “The Post, of course, supported the entire Republican ticket because that scoundrel Henderson is thick as can be with Grant, and controls the paper.”
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