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PROLOGUE

I WAS THE SON MY FATHER NEVER HAD, THE CHILD WHO WOULD FOLLOW HIS dreams of an America expanding westward to the Pacific Ocean. And I was the parent that my husband longed for, the one who gave him the love, acceptance, and respectability he needed. I was a daughter and a wife, conscious always of the proper role of a woman … and always chafing against it. And yet I was myself—only I learned that lesson almost too late in life.


My father was Thomas Hart Benton, for forty years a United States senator from Missouri, one who fought for westward expansion and who fought equally hard against slavery, to the final destruction of his political career. He was a man of towering strength who brought me up in his shadow, wanting me to be both the helpmate he missed in my invalid mother and, still, the dainty, beautiful daughter he thought all men should have.


My husband was John Charles Frémont, explorer, topographer, soldier of fortune, presidential candidate, senator, governor, mining king, and, sometimes, bankrupt failure, court-martialed soldier, disgraced businessman—a man whose whole life was shadowed by the fact of his illegitimacy. That I loved him passionately has never been in doubt, nor that he loved me equally. But ours was a rocky relationship, with him away more than he was at home, filled with dreams and visions of what could be, while I coped too often with what really was. Our marriage was a series of good-byes—sometimes he returned to me in glorious triumph, but there were also days of dark disgrace. I saw two of my infant children die, watched my husband flirt with the temptation of a lover—a temptation I myself once put firmly behind me for his sake—and suffered a devastating estrangement from the father who had taught me all I knew—all this for the man I’d impulsively eloped with at the age of seventeen.


Without my father and my husband, the course of American history would be vastly different—less dramatic, I believe, and less triumphant. Westward expansion, even the crossing of the continent with the railroad, would have come without them but perhaps not so soon nor so effectively. The world should not judge such men as it does ordinary mortals … and yet it judges them more harshly. When I think of the part they had in the course of history, I like to believe that I, too, had a hand in the shaping of our country’s history. I know I was of inestimable help to my father and, perhaps more important, I shaped the life of my husband. I was a good wife and a good mother to our children … but my life went beyond those roles, and I was not typical of my time, more’s the pity.


John died nine days ago in New York—we were apart more than we were together these last years, but I still needed him, still hoped he would settle down here in California. His death, so sudden and so shocking, has forced me to look at myself … and at our life together. It is time to figure it all out, to untangle the raveled skeins of love and need, power and control, greed and good that went into our lives. I can only bring it all back to life in writing, as I brought vitality to the written reports of John’s expeditions all those years ago. Lily, the daughter who has protected me all her life, tries to discourage me, saying my memoirs will be too sad, so I often write secretly, even furtively, when she is busy with her chores. But the story is not sad, really, and tell it I must, lest the world forever misunderstand Father, John … and, most of all, me.








CHAPTER ONE

“MISS ENGLISH’S SEMINARY!” I EXPLODED. “THAT’S FOR SPOILED RICH GIRLS WITHOUT any brains in their heads.”

We were in my father’s library. No matter which Washington boardinghouse we lived in—and there were several—Father always had his own private room, where he worked surrounded by his law books and exploration journals and maps—always maps, on every surface, rolled and stood in the corners, a few prize ones hanging on the walls. Now Father sat at his desk, the top rolled back and the pigeonholes exploding with notes, letters, and the clutter of his daily life. A vial of ink and a quill lay carelessly on the desk. Father had never yet adjusted to pen points and much preferred to use his penknife to sharpen a quill when he began to compose the lengthy speeches for which he was noted in Congress.

He was a big man—more than six feet tall—with heavy features that spoke of strength and eyes that looked directly at you, as he did now at me. Father’s hair was already white, though he was only in his early fifties, and I thought he looked like the king of the jungle, like the lions in the book I’d just read. Father seemed to have the same strength and power … and I knew even then that he had the power to send me to boarding school.

Still, I would not be talked out of protesting, just because of Father’s stern look. I was used to that. I sat at the smaller desk that he had fixed for me years earlier and where I’d spent more hours than could be counted, every one of them happy. A girl’s school was the last place I wanted to go. I belonged at my father’s side, where I’d been since I was three.

“Your mother and I have talked about it,” Father said, his voice bringing me back to reality and the dreaded thought of Miss English’s Female Seminary. “You’re young … and we don’t think you’re ready for marriage. …”

“Marriage!” I exploded again. “Father, I’m only fifteen. Of course I’m not ready for marriage. And who would I marry? The only men I meet here are politicians … and they are old.”

“Thank you, Jessie,” he said, chuckling and smoothing the rumpled cravat he wore and tugging at his linsey waistcoat. “I know I’m old, and so are my colleagues. But there have been one or two men who have … ah … admired your skills as a hostess. …” He paused, as though deciding not to cloak his words, and then, running a hand through his hair, he said, “You know so much about politics that some would find you not only attractive but a boon to their careers.”

“You taught me,” I said forthrightly.

“I know, I know”—he shook his head—“and I’m proud of your capabilities. But now I want you to learn the things that … well, the things every young girl should know.”

“Liza?” I asked. My sister, two years older than I, was my temperamental opposite, content where I was curious, docile where I was angry.

“Your sister will go with you. She is much more … compliant … about this matter.”

“I’m sure,” I said bitterly.

“Now, your mother is waiting for you.” He dismissed me.

I turned and left the room, mustering all the dignity I could to keep from crying, and headed up the stairs to my invalid mother’s room.

Mother lay on the fainting couch, in the darkened bedroom where she spent most of her days. Today she was wearing a soft mauve wrapper with a pale-green cashmere shawl pulled around her shoulders against the cold, though a fire burned strongly in her fireplace. The dark-green blanket over her legs lay almost flat to the couch, so thin was she. But her face brightened when I walked into the room, and the smile brought just a bit of color to her paleness. Mother was as fair as Father was dark—Liza and our younger brother, Randolph, took after her, while Father’s dark hair and coloring were given to me. Sometimes I thought it was as though we were two separate families—Father and I together by looks and temperament and interests, with Mother, Liza, and Randolph joined in the same way. My littlest sisters—Sarah and Susie—had yet to declare themselves in the matter of looks, but I secretly hoped they, too, would favor Mother, leaving me, in a sense, Father’s only child.

I was never clear why my mother was an invalid. In my early years she was more active around the house, though she never partook of the society that Washington offered. Still, when we were little, she was more a part of our daily life. I can yet see her sitting by Father’s desk in the evening, her hands busy with knitting or embroidery while Father worked. Between them there was a companionable silence.

But as we grew into our teen years, Mother grew less and less a part of the household, though she continued, from her bedroom, to exert a firm control over the running of the house and the affairs of her children. She had good days and bad, though I never heard of a specific ailment. Sometimes I thought she had given up on life—perhaps because of the death of my younger brother, James, at the age of four from consumption, or maybe, I sometimes supposed, because she found Father’s rigorous dedication to government too tiring. At any rate, she had no interest in his speeches, his passion for westward expansion, his devotion to Andrew Jackson; and I, who cared so much about these things at an early age, wondered how she could put them from her mind. It never seemed to occur to Father that she should be other than she was. They obviously loved each other, but I knew there was something of a minor key—just slightly dissonant—about the relationship between my mother and father. As I grew older, I knew it was not a relationship after which I would pattern my own married life.

“I’ve been waiting for you, dear,” she said now, reaching out a thin hand.

“I know, Mother. Father told me. How are you today?” With an effort I kept the anger out of my voice. Father had cautioned me often enough about upsetting Mother.

“I’m fine, thank you, Jessie. Your father has told you about the school?”

I took the hand that was still stretched toward me. “I’m not happy about it, Mother. I … I belong with Father, helping him.”

“No, Jessie,” she said, her voice firmer than usual. “Your father’s business is a thing apart from us. It is men’s business, and you are a lady … a well-born lady. I pray that someday you will be mistress of a large home … something like Cherry Grove. …” Her eyes took on that faraway look they always did when she talked of her childhood home in Virginia, where an enormous, graceful house, set in a mountain valley, was surrounded by apple and peach orchards and meadows where cattle grazed. I was always restless and impatient at Cherry Grove, longing for the bustle of the capital, but Liza much preferred it to Washington. And Mother, I sensed, would have given almost anything to be living at Cherry Grove.

I sat with her a few minutes longer, making desultory conversation. When she dozed at last, I slipped out of the room for the privacy of my own bedroom, where I could give in to the anger building inside of me. Boarding school indeed!

Strangely, there were no guests that evening for dinner. Often Mother would come down for the evening meal if it were just family, but I guess that night the rigor of telling me I was going to boarding school had been too much for her. She remained in her room.

“Tonight,” Father said, when we were all gathered at the table at five o’clock, “we will discuss Hamlet. Eliza … Jessie … Randolph, I believe you have all three read the play.”

While we mumbled, “Yessir,” Sarah and Susie were quick to chorus, “We haven’t. We don’t know about it.”

“Listen, and you shall learn,” Father said patiently, and the little girls obediently fell silent. “Randolph, what was Hamlet’s most outstanding characteristic?”


Randolph thought a moment, and then he said, falteringly, “He made a botch of everything.”

“Splendid,” Father boomed. “That he did.”

“He … he had a chance to do something great, and he, well, he thought too much.” Liza’s opinion was tentatively offered, but it, too, met with Father’s approval.

My sister looked pretty tonight, wearing a lavender muslin dress with an embroidered collar, and it struck me that she always looked softer and more delicate than I did. More, I thought, like Mother. My dress was muslin too, but it was darker—a shade of green—and I had not added the dainty touch of the collar.

“He had,” I said, “no one who believed in him. I don’t think it is possible for people to achieve great success unless others believe in them.”

Father looked startled for a moment. “You may be right, Jessie. And I am lucky to have all of you.” His voice included all of us, but his eyes rested on me.

The discussion continued over roast beef and potatoes, wandering into the nature of Polonius and, finally, the presence of evil in mankind—as evidenced by Gertrude. But I listened with only half my attention, for my mind was occupied with my own importance to Father as the one who believed in him enough to make his success possible.

Late that night as I lay curled under a pile of blankets—Father insisted we sleep with the windows open for the sake of our health—my mind still boiled with resistance to boarding school.

I was convinced Father needed me to believe in him—and how could I do that from the distance of school? But worse yet, how would I myself survive school and its isolation? What would I do if I weren’t privy to Father’s speeches and plans, caught in the whirlwind of politics, attuned, as I was accustomed, to the various winds of change that blew through the capital?

I looked resentfully at Liza, who slept peacefully next to me as though her life were not about to change dramatically.


[image: chpt_fig_001.jpg]


In a way, my duties as my father’s assistant had begun in late 1828, while he was working hard to get Andrew Jackson elected to the presidency. I was three at the time. Liza and I had new purple capes to show off, and we had headed directly for Father’s library once Mama fastened the clasps for us. As I danced down the stairs, in my imagination I could already hear Father’s boom of pleasure as “his girls,” as he called us, pirouetted before him.

To my dismay the library was empty. Already I was fascinated by this room. I adored my father—and his library seemed to hold the secrets of his existence. Frequently, I peeked around the door to watch him covering page after page with his bold, sprawling handwriting.

Liza would whisper, “Father will scold you for bothering him,” and I would reply confidently, “No, he won’t. He’ll smile at us.” And he usually did.

So when I found the library empty this day, my disappointment soon turned to intrigue. It was my turn to act like Father. I spotted a stack of foolscap on the desk and, near it, some red and blue chalks. Nothing would do but that I help Father with his writing, so I licked the chalk and began making my own marks on the paper, right over his.

“Jessie!” Liza whispered in horror, ready to run for the door.

“Write to Father, Liza,” I said as I made marks as bold as his all over the paper. “I can’t. … I’m afraid he’ll be angry.”

“Father doesn’t get angry at us,” I told her, and pretty soon she was making tentative light marks on another sheet of the foolscap.

I was wrong about Father’s anger. By the time he found us, we had thoroughly dirtied our new capes with chalk and, worse, had ruined the pages of a speech he’d planned to deliver in the Senate the next day.

His voice was like thunder. “Who did this?” he demanded, though it was plain for all to see who had done it.

Eliza began to cry, but I went to stand in front of Father and ask, “Do you really want to know?”

He stared at me, the edges of his mouth quivering as though he were trying hard to hold on to his anger. “Yes, I want to know,” he said, his voice still loud and terrible.

“A little girl that says ‘Hurrah for Jackson,’” I told him.

Father stood frozen a moment, while I held my breath and, behind me, Liza sobbed in anticipation of a spanking.

The spanking never came. Father began to chuckle, and then he had to sit down to roar and slap his knee. When he finally had gently, his anger gone, “That was the speech I am to deliver tomorrow. The only copy.”

“Father,” I said, “you can say it by heart.” He nodded. “Yes, Jessie, I probably can.”

Soon after, a small table and chairs appeared in his library. “So you can practice writing and helping me,” he said. Ostensibly the table and chairs were for both Liza and me, but Liza preferred other pursuits.

Andrew Jackson was elected, of course, and I became a regular visitor at the White House, tagging along behind Father as he went to see the president almost daily on national business. Father had told the president the story of the ruined speech, and it gave me a place in the old man’s heart. He was the saddest man I ever knew. Father and I would find him in a rocking chair, staring absently out the window, his shoulders sunk in despair. More than once we found him with his head buried in his hands. Then Father would back quietly out and start in again, making a lot of noise so Mr. Jackson had time to compose himself.

While he and Father talked, the president would sit in his rocker, with me on a stool beside him, and stroke my hair. Sometimes he would get so involved in what he was saying that he would twist my hair, hard, but I learned to squinch my eyes—he couldn’t see my face—and bear it.

“Father,” I asked one day as we walked the dirt streets of the city, heading home, “why is Mr. Jackson so sad?”

“His wife died, just before he was elected president,” Father said, “and he’s lonely. That’s why he likes you to sit by him.”

“I think he should come live at our house,” I declared, swinging my parasol. “That old White House is cold.” Even though it was a warm spring day, I shivered.

Papa chuckled. “Yes, it is cold,” he said. “But you bring the sunshine into it. Maybe one day you’ll live there.”

“Yes,” I said confidently, “I will.” And it became a goal of mine.

Father often took me when he went to the Senate for its regular sessions. I would be deposited in the Congressional Library where the librarian, a Mr. Meehan, would bring one book after another for my delight. I was too young to read them, of course, but he always brought books with lovely illustrations, and I studied everything from the birds of Mr. Audubon to French engravings and reproductions of works from the Louvre. The French works were somehow my favorites, and it was a joke later that I was an unofficial member of the Senate’s Library Purchasing Committee. They consulted me whenever they were considering a French work.

I loved growing up in Washington, though Liza always complained about dirt and smells—she would have, given her choice, lived at Cherry Grove, with Mother’s family. And I, given my choice, would have remained free to wander the streets of Washington with Father, rather than be cooped up in a seminary.
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For one who had been tutored at home with her sisters, one cousin, and one brother, Miss English’s was a shock. There were nearly 150 pupils, if you counted the day students, who twice outnumbered the boarders. Unfortunately, I was to be a boarder.

“It will do you good, Jessie,” Father said, “to be around other girls your age. You are too much with adults.”

“I like adults,” I protested.

There was no budging Father. “You might like the other girls, too.”

I was to room with Liza, which was small comfort, since she instantly thought Miss English’s the most wonderful place she had been in all her life and rushed about making friends with girls who giggled and talked a lot about how important their fathers were—this one was a senator and that one an ambassador and so it went. At least Liza could keep up on that score, for her father was the famous Senator Thomas Hart Benton from Missouri. I told her to repeat it often and loudly.

The studies were no problem for me—I was already fluent in Spanish, because Father worked with documents of Spanish explorers in the Southwest. If any subject gave me pause, it was mathematics—I never liked figures and never wanted to bother with them, a malady that would haunt me all my life. But mostly I found the studies boring—geography, for instance, dealt with the lands of Asia, which had no immediate meaning for me. I was thoroughly versed in the geography of the American West, and I knew why it was important. And I knew, from Father, the history of the major European countries and the British Isles—and what that history meant to us in America. I saw no sense in looking at maps and memorizing the location of countries and capital cities, if no one told me why they mattered.

In our free time—recess periods, they were called—we were to benefit from the outdoor air when the weather was at all cooperative. That meant that groups of girls stood around on the lawn surrounding the school, gathered into tight little knots of gossip and shrill laughter. I ignored them, preferring to walk rapidly around the perimeter of the lawn. Father’s lessons on healthy living had not been lost on me.

Once in one of my walks I came upon a classmate sitting alone on a bench. Where I might have expected her to look lonely, she looked somehow content and self-contained. She was one of the prettiest girls in the school—I’d seen her before and noticed that she was taller than most of us. Her hair was very blond, and her light complexion matched it. But the thing that really made you look twice at Harriet Wilson was the look of laughter in her eyes. She enjoyed life.

“Why are you here?” I asked. “Don’t you want to join the others?” My head nodded vaguely toward a group of five or six girls, with Liza at the center. They were busily engaged in talk, though frequently one could see a hand move to smooth a hairdo, adjust a sash. They were not indifferent to their appearance.

“Not really,” said this girl, who was far prettier than the other hundred and more girls in the school. “I never feel really a part of things,” she said.

Curiously, I asked, “Why ever not?”

“My father is not anybody important,” she said. “He’s a government clerk. It makes the teachers … and sometimes the girls … look at me differently.” The words sounded as though she bore a stigma, but her voice was light with laughter. It didn’t bother her terribly.

I laughed with her. “My father is a senator, but it doesn’t mean that I’m any smarter … or as smart as you … in class.”


She flashed me a smile. “That’s not the point, at least not to Miss English. Your father is important. I know he is Senator Benton from Missouri. The teachers know it too—they are anxious to call on you.”

I thought a minute. It was true that if my hand was raised, I was likely to be called upon, no matter how many other hands waved in the air. I had to admit I often raised my hand, just to relieve the boredom of the classroom.

“And they don’t call on you?” I was curious, incredulous.

“Not very often,” she said. “I’m here on charity and there’s not much of it here.”

It was the beginning of a friendship, one that blossomed strangely enough in the branches of a mulberry tree outside my room. It was the only place where Harriet and I could go and talk with privacy, away from the prying eyes and sharply tuned ears of Liza and her gaggle of friends. We talked of our dreams, but they weren’t dreams of the other girls—I spoke passionately of my father’s work and my desire to be part of all that happened in government, my belief—absorbed from my father—that America’s destiny lay westward.

“I have no such lofty ambitions.” Harriet laughed, with a deep-toned laugh much more genuine than the high-pitched giggles of Liza and her friends. “I plan to marry a very rich man, make him happy … and thereby make myself happy.”

I was scandalized. “You do?”

“Of course. Why not?”

“What if you don’t fall in love with a rich man?”

“What is love?” she asked. “I will make myself love a rich man, but never a poor one.”

I was so startled I nearly fell out of the tree.

We were discovered one night, very late, sitting up there, by Miss Fredericks—a flighty French teacher—who heard Harriet’s laughter pealing down from the tree. Looking up from her window, she must have spotted my white muslin gown—it was late spring by then, and we wore the coolest nightclothes possible.

“It’s a ghost!” Miss Fredericks shrieked, bringing three other teachers running to her bedroom window.

“It’s no ghost,” Miss James, the math teacher, said dryly. “It’s two misbehaving girls, and we shall change their ways immediately.” It was the end of our sessions in the mulberry tree. Harriet and I were called before Miss English and strongly reprimanded, with a warning that we had neither one paid enough attention to our studies.

Miss English was a severe lady who took herself very seriously and dressed always in black, which matched her very black hair—I suspected she used some sort of dye on it to keep it from having any streak of gray, though she must have been forty at least. But there was never the hint of a smile about her face or, more telling, about her eyes, and she tended to peer at us as though she were nearsighted. Usually she used a lorgnette, which gave her a decidedly haughty appearance … and made me dislike her even more.

“If this situation continues,” Miss English intoned, looking at us through the lorgnette, so solemn that I wanted to burst into laughter, “we shall have to inform your parents. You, Miss Wilson, are perilously close to being expelled.”

“And me?” I asked. If Harriet was in trouble, why was I not in equal peril for the same offense?

“We would, of course, talk to the senator,” Miss English said, firmly closing the discussion.

Later Harriet laughed, but I was indignant. “It would not be fair to expel Harriet and merely scold me,” I said to Father later, having told him the whole story the first chance I got.

“But it hasn’t happened, Jessie,” he said. “Fight only the battles in front of you … don’t look for new ones. And, Jessie, stay out of trees.” His voice was stern, but his eyes danced.

“I can’t believe you told him,” Liza said. “Weren’t you afraid?”

“Of what?” I asked scornfully. “I wanted Miss English to expel me!”

Liza gasped in horror.


[image: chpt_fig_001.jpg]


The matter of the May Queen brought my discontent with Miss English—and my friendship with Harriet—to a head. Long before time for the election—every girl in the school voted—I began an impassioned campaign to win that honor for Harriet. She was, I reasoned, the prettiest girl in the school, and she should therefore be the queen. She was also, I was convinced, the friendliest and most pleasant.

It was not hard for me to convince the other girls to vote for Harriet. I was, after all, Senator Benton’s daughter. I went from girl to girl in the school, using all the tact and cleverness I could muster to convince them that Harriet must be the Queen of the May.

“You really think Harriet ought to be the May Queen, Jessie?” asked Genevieve Appleby, a plain girl, with hair neither blond nor brown.

“Yes,” I said firmly, “I really do. She’s the prettiest girl in the school.” With what I thought was great cleverness, I added, “She’s far prettier than me … and sometimes I’m jealous. But she’s so nice.”

“Oh, yes, she is,” breathed my willing victim.

“Can we be in the court?” asked Virginia Drew, another of our classmates, a pass-ingly pretty girl with red hair but without the innate charm that Harriet possessed.

“Of course we can,” I assured her, my fingers crossed behind my back.


At long last the day arrived when the election results would be announced. The entire school was called together—all the students and the teachers. I had personally canvassed enough of the girls to be sure that Harriet was the winner, so as we sat in the assembly, I reached out to clasp her hand in a sign of victory.

She smiled at me, pleased at the prospect of her honor. “Jessie, I’m … well, I’m grateful. And my father … he’s your slave for life, he’s so excited about this.”

I nodded wisely and turned my attention to the podium, where Miss English was announcing, “The Queen of the May this year will be … Faith Bywaters!”

Faith Bywaters! Instinctively I leaped from my seat, crying, “Miss English, I’d like a recount of the votes. I’m almost certain that Harriet Wilson had the majority.”

Miss English turned that supercilious lorgnette on me. “Miss Benton,” she said very formally, “you are out of order.”

“But, Miss English, I protest the results of this election.” Being in order was not something Father had taught me about. “I demand an explanation.”

Miss Susanna Bigelow, the history teacher, rose from her seat and in a tremulous voice suggested, “Miss English, I don’t believe Miss Benton is feeling well.”

“I’m perfectly fine,” I said, whirling on her.

“Miss Benton,” came the command from the podium, “you will accompany Miss Bigelow to the nurse’s office. I’m quite sure you will benefit from a dose of senna.”

Senna! That hateful, bitter purgative that made you sick when you weren’t! I looked at Miss Bigelow, and then down at Harriet, whose eyes for the first time since I’d known her had lost their laughter, and then finally up to Miss English. She stood ramrod straight, staring directly at me as though daring me to challenge her authority. My only source of justice was Father … and he was nowhere near. I was beaten. Resentfully, I followed Miss Bigelow.

The senna made me so sick that I stayed in my room for two days, with Harriet hovering over me and wringing her hands. “Jessie,” she kept repeating, “I am so sorry. It was all my fault.”

“Nonsense,” I said weakly, “it was my own fault. But Miss English is wrong.”

“She said,” Harriet told me, “that I had sufficient votes to win but that the faculty disqualified me because I was not attentive enough to my studies.”

“Balderdash!” I exploded, and then had to hold my aching head. When the spasm passed, I said more calmly, “The faculty disqualified you because your father is a clerk.”

Her familiar laughter came back. “I think you’re right. But I’m sorry that you had to suffer for it.”

“No,” I said, “I suffered from my own stubborn nature. Father says I remind him of Don Quixote, charging at windmills.”


What Father actually said, when he heard about the incident, was that I must learn to be philosophical about my defeats. It was not a lesson I learned quickly or easily, just as I did not learn to limit my battles to those right in front of me.
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The immediate result of the May Queen fiasco, as Father called it, was that Harriet’s parents withdrew her from school, and I was left without the confidante who had become so important to my survival in an alien atmosphere.

“It’s not fair!” I stormed to Father, who simply replied, “You should have thought ahead to the consequences of your action.”

I ignored that, claiming loudly, “I will not go back to that school!”

Father simply returned to his work. I, of course, went back to the school.

School dragged on another month after Harriet left, and I managed to pass my courses, but without distinction. I, who could discuss the known geography of the American West without looking at a map, was found deficient in geography of the world and only passable in math. The faculty agreed—grudgingly, I thought—that I excelled in written expression.

“Who,” I wanted to demand of them, “do you think has been writing Senator Benton’s speeches … well, at least transcribing them … for the last five years?” Of course I excelled at written expression. I had been taught by a master.

At commencement exercises Liza bemoaned the end of the school year. “Summer,” she said dramatically, “will be so dull! What shall we do?”

“Probably go to Cherry Grove, just as we do every other summer,” I said impatiently, wishing we could, instead, stay in Washington.

“Oh,” she said with relief, “that’s right. It’s a Cherry Grove summer.”

We watched the girls in the final form parade across the stage in their white gowns, and we listened to the valedictorian—a strange, passive girl with poor eyesight but lots of family money—deliver a stilted and unintelligible talk on moral responsibility. I vowed I would never be one of that simpering group of girls who called themselves “Miss English graduates.”
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This was, indeed, one of our summers at Cherry Grove. We alternated. Some summers we went to St. Louis—Father’s legislative and legal home—and every other summer we went to Cherry Grove, Mother’s spiritual home. For me the summer dragged by. Father made only two trips to Virginia, claiming that legislative business kept him tied to Washington, though I thought he simply preferred the hectic pace of the capital to the bucolic life of the plantation.


My southern cousins—all ten of them—were the only bright spots in the whole summer. My special favorite among them was Sally McDowell from Lexington, Kentucky, a few years older but a close friend since she had boarded with us and studied with our tutor, some four or five years earlier. I’d found in her a girl with the spirit that Liza seemed to lack. Sally was far from sharing my passion for government, but she was active, daring, and certainly not above an adventure. But this summer Sally was, as she put it, “fixing to be married,” though the wedding would not take place for another year. His name was Francis Thomas.

“He’s from Maryland,” she breathed to me in barely concealed excitement. “He plans to enter government.”

“A politician?” I asked archly.

Sally’s tone betrayed slight indignation. “Yes,” she said deliberately, “he means to run for office. He feels it is his duty to serve the country which has been so good to him.”

“Do your parents like him?” I asked, wondering why I seemed determined to anger my favorite cousin. I knew without asking that Francis Thomas was old—at least forty. Too old to marry Sally!

“Oh, yes,” she said enthusiastically, politics forgotten for the time being. “They like him because he loves me. He can’t bear for me to go anywhere without him.”

That sounded bothersome to me, but then, I knew little of love and did not expect to for some time. Still, I was interested, even intrigued, by Sally’s absorption in this man. She had nothing else on her mind, if her talk was any indication, and she counted the days until their December wedding.

“I am only sorry I can’t be here in December,” I said politely. Her face registered a kind of instant regret, as though that were what she thought she ought to feel. “Oh, can’t you come from Washington?”

“I will ask Father,” I promised, “but I doubt he can get away. And you know how hard the trip is on Mother.”

“Poor Aunt Elizabeth,” she said sympathetically.

I never met Francis Thomas the whole long summer, and I wondered that Sally could be so in love with a man so distant that he couldn’t come once from Maryland to Virginia to see his betrothed in a three-month period. I was beginning to develop definite ideas of the nature of romance.

“Trifling poor fellow, that he be,” I heard Aunt Jasmine, the family cook, mutter one day, and I believed she must be right. Sally was fixing to marry a trifling poor fellow.
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Marriage was on my mind, for when I returned to Washington in time for the fall opening of school, it was to the news that Miss Harriet Wilson would marry Count Bodisco, the Russian ambassador, in the spring.

Count Bodisco was well known to me, though he would never have recognized me should we have met. Still, I had seen him riding through town in his barouche, which glittered with brass and varnish and was pulled by four prancing long-tailed black horses. In his huge Georgetown house, he had once given a children’s Christmas party so showy that it was yet the talk of the city. Liza and I, being young then and the ages of his visiting nephews, had been privileged to attend.

“Look at the fires,” Liza said, her breath half held in amazement as our carriage approached the house high on a hill.

I was as awed as she. Beacons of light flared from either side of the doorway, and in an open square in front of the house great bonfires burned, as though to ward off the cold winter night. Inside the house was a fairyland of lights and flowers and refreshments, the likes of which Liza and I had never seen, living as we did with a father who believed the plain and good life—open windows at night, high-top shoes, and lots of vegetables—led to health.

Tables were covered with toys, games, picture books, and stacks of little satin bags with “bonbons” in gilt letters—the bags were for us to take home. And there were dolls, and dainty fans, and bolts of pretty ribbons—everything a child could dream of.

The count greeted each of us … and therein lay a future shock. At that well-remembered Christmas party I thought no more of him than that he was a funny little old man, short, with a wrinkled face and great wispy sideburns and beard. He looked to me sort of like a miniature version of Father Time. He was then so remote from my life that I thought no more about his appearance, which was, truth be told, ugly.

But when it was announced that he would marry Harriet, I became more immediately concerned. And I was then, of course, some ten or more years older and much better, I thought, able to judge his rightness as a potential husband.

From my point of view he failed utterly. He was well over sixty—and Harriet barely sixteen—and he was short and ugly. No matter that he was rich, drove fine horses, and lived in a house so grand it was almost a castle. He was ugly.

“Jessie,” Mother said one evening when I went in to visit her, “you have been asked to be a bridesmaid in the wedding of a certain Harriet Wilson to Count Bodisco. Do you know this Harriet?”

Mother had been kept in ignorance of the May Queen fiasco because, as Father said, it would just upset her. She would have seen it as another of my causes.

“Yes, Mother, I know Harriet. She was at Miss English’s.” Then I blurted out, “Why would a girl my age marry old Count Bodisco? He’s ugly.”


Mother gave me a reproving look. “He is a very wealthy man and, I presume, a very generous one,” she said as though that settled it. “You must have several new gowns for all the festivities—surely a silk or two. It will mean a lot of work.” She sounded tired, but her eyes gleamed. Mother liked the idea of fancy clothes … and so, I must confess, did I. At fifteen I was still wearing the muslin and chintz considered proper for young girls and had never yet had a silk dress. The possibility of silk almost made it all right that Harriet was marrying an ugly old man.

I didn’t tell Mother that Harriet’s father was a government clerk and that the family had too little money and too many children. It would have somehow demeaned Harriet in my mind to give voice to that. But I was sure Mother had caught the heart of the matter—Harriet was marrying an ugly old man so that she, and perhaps even her family, would no longer be poor. For days I walked around with that bit of conjectured knowledge, and it did little for my state of happiness. Poor Harriet, was all I could think.

It was to be a proper wedding in every detail—fine gowns for the young bridesmaids, lavish cakes and wine, flowers everywhere, and, of course, protocol.

I was happily at work in Father’s library one cold Saturday afternoon in January when Count Bodisco called on him. On weekends Father often let Liza and me come home from school, and when I was home, I was privileged to continue my earlier habit of writing down his speeches as he paced the room, composing them as he walked. He would later take my copy and laboriously add details here and there, rewriting a hundred times, before returning it to me for a finished product.

Father had long been in the habit of allowing me to stay when he had visitors—his reasoning was that I learned from listening. So I made no move to leave when the count was ushered in.

“Ah, Jessie, one of my darling girl’s bridesmaids,” the count said, and I had the feeling that he was frowning at the heavy wool skirt and plain white shirtwaist I wore. No doubt he wanted me dressed fancier for his wedding parties.

“Good afternoon, sir,” I said, rising just slightly and giving him my hand.

“Sir,” he said, turning to my father, “I’m much concerned over doing things right at this wedding. The groomsmen … well, that’s troubling me. I’ve asked Henry Fox and James Buchanan to be of the party, but which one should be given the place of honor?”

Mr. Fox was the English ambassador, while Mr. Buchanan had been our ambassador to Russia. I knew that in the count’s view it was a question of recognizing not just the men but their countries. Would he give precedence to England or America?

The two men stood by the window, staring out at the cold gray day as they pondered the diplomatic problem. I stared at the contrast between them. Father not only towered over the short count, but he outdid him in bulk. The count was one of those men thick about the middle but with spindly legs—at present they were stuck into heavy black Wellington boots, giving the appearance of huge feet tacked on to the little legs. He had removed a felt hat when he came in, leaving his hair going in rather wild directions. It was thin hair, lank and lying limply on his head, with sideburns that met to become a straggling mustache above teeth that stuck out rather far. His face was wrinkled, and his eyes seemed to water a bit as they sometimes do in people of a certain age. He was uglier than I remembered.

Beside him, Father, with his firm mouth and direct way of looking at you with a clear eye, seemed to represent safety and security.

I knew little about what were delicately called “marriage relations.” Mother would never have brought herself to talk about such things with me, and Father’s idea of a progressive education did not extend that far. But I knew how our barn cats reproduced, and I knew, from gossip at Miss English’s if nothing else, that some kind of similar physical closeness was involved in marriage between men and women. Sitting there that afternoon, looking at the count, it dawned on me that Harriet would have “marriage relations” with this man. If I ever thought about such relations for myself—and what girl didn’t fantasize?—my love was tall, dark, handsome, and, of course, young—just enough older than myself, as I took it as true that husbands should be slightly older than their wives. But not over forty years! The whole idea was repulsive to me, and I blushed furiously, grateful that their heads were still turned to the outside.

“I think you can arrange the matter,” Father was saying. “Instead of having the bridesmaids on one side and the groomsmen on the other, why not mix them? A maid and a man next to the bride, and another pair next to the groom.”

Trust Father to come up with an innovative solution. The count was effusive in his thanks, grateful to be rescued from a diplomatic dilemma. And so it was decided that I would stand with Mr. James Buchanan next to the bride. Mr. Fox, with Harriet’s sister, would stand next to the count.
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Finally the great day came, after much preparation. I had spent hours standing for an imported English dressmaker—“Try not to wiggle, Miss Benton,” and “Please, Miss Benton, the shoulders straighter”—while she built my dress of white figured satin with blond lace about the neck and sleeves. The skirt was plaited all around, with long points in the front and the back cutting the fullness away to a slim waist. The sleeves were full, with the lace falling over the elbows and flowing from the modestly cut neckline. With this stately dress we wore wreaths of soft white roses, carried fans of ivory and white feathers, and bouquets of white camellias. I felt deliciously sophisticated and adult.

“Harriet, get away from the window! You must not let the guests see you before the wedding.” Her mother, a small woman obviously overwhelmed by the opulence, pulled nervously at Harriet’s sleeves.

“Bother,” Harriet said, laughing. “They can’t see me, and I’m curious about the people.” She was dressed like a Russian bride, in heavy satin with silver lace and a red coronet, studded with diamonds, on her head. A full-length train of silver lace fell from the coronet, sparkling like drops of water caught in the early-morning light.

“You’ll meet them soon enough,” I warned her. “All Washington is curious about you, and they’ll come calling the day after the wedding.”

“Really?” she said. “What fun! Look at that grand carriage—why, it’s President Van Buren. Just think, the president of the United States at my wedding.”

“He’s not at your wedding,” her mother said, suddenly showing an unexpected spark of wit. “He’s at the count’s wedding.”

Blissfully happy, from all appearances, Harriet took everything as humorous and laughed aloud at her mother’s comment. Then she was back to peeking out the window, commenting on this grand carriage and that as they rolled up the long driveway to the house where the wedding was to be held. If I was still worried about her “marriage relations”—and I was—nothing seemed to faze Harriet.

By the time we were allowed to descend for the ceremony, the house and piazzas were overflowing with people—men in full-dress uniforms of the army and navy, women in fancy silks. When the doors to the parlor were rolled back to reveal the wedding party—each of us placed by Bodisco exactly where he wanted us to stand—the crowd let out a collective murmur of appreciation. The ceremony went off without a hitch, though I suppose all were as nervous as I was.

After the ceremony the wedding party descended into carriages to travel to the count’s home for breakfast. The wedding carriage, the count’s glittering barouche with matched black horses, was so grandly decorated with silk rosettes that Harriet later confessed to me she felt like a Russian princess, not the daughter of a clerk in the American government.

I said nothing, for all this grandeur had not erased from my mind the thought that she was paying too high a price for wealth. I wanted to demand, “Do you love him?” Then I remembered her words way back and Miss English’s: “I will make myself love a rich man … but never a poor one.”

Breakfast was followed by dinner, with an enforced rest for the bridesmaids in between. Exhausted, we slept on sofas and tried not to muss our finery.


State dinners were nothing new to me—hadn’t I served as Father’s hostess for more than one a year now, and wasn’t I a frequent guest at the White House? Yet this was the first dinner where I was a major participant, so to speak, acting independently as myself instead of as Father’s daughter. Sitting opposite the wedding couple, next to Mr. Buchanan, I caught Father’s eye from far across the room, and his nod told me that I was acquitting myself well. But the dinner was as long as it was stately, and I was glad when the day of festivities ended.

At home I fell exhausted into my bed, my only thought that I would never marry a foreigner who demanded such pageantry of a wedding. I was through with society and the roles it forced women to play.









CHAPTER TWO

“THERE,” I SAID TRIUMPHANTLY, “NOW I LOOK MORE LIKE RANDOLPH … MORE like the son you wanted me to be.”

I shall never forget the look of horror on my father’s face as he turned and saw me standing in the door of his library, scissors still in my hand, my hair cut to shoulder length. Indeed, save that his was gray, our haircuts were remarkably similar.

The famous Thomas Benton was momentarily speechless. When he again could find his voice, he demanded, “Jessie! What have you done?”

“Cut my hair,” I said calmly, “so that I won’t have to go back to Miss English’s.” I had not looked in a mirror after attacking myself with the scissors, so I wasn’t sure how bad I looked. From the expression on Father’s face, it must have been pretty bad.

But that was not what bothered Father. “The son I wanted?” he asked.

“Even Mother says you hoped I would be a boy,” I said, “and you’ve raised me like a son, taught me the things a son would know, even taken me quail hunting. But now you’re trying to change me suddenly by sending me to Miss English’s. I don’t even know who I am.”

“Who you are?” he echoed.

I had loosed the tirade and my confusion came pelting out. “Who am I? Your assistant? A gossipy seminary student? Somebody’s future wife?” With that last question I gave away the real cause behind my bizarre hair-cutting act and my terrible, deep unhappiness.

Harriet Wilson’s marriage had rocked all my understanding of the life that lay ahead of me, planting the undeniable suspicion that I would be expected to make a proper marriage in which love—whatever that was—had no part. Granted, I didn’t believe Father would ever make me marry someone as old and ugly as Count Bodisco, although James Buchanan had become a frequent caller at our house and often wanted to talk politics with me instead of Father. But what I wanted in life was to be Father’s assistant, to go on as I had before this awful seminary business and before Harriet’s wedding.

Senator Thomas Benton missed the point entirely. “Jessie,” he said sternly, “you must quiet that rebellious nature of yours. It is unbecoming in a woman.”


But all right in a man? I wanted to ask. For once prudence kept my mouth shut.

“You will return to Miss English’s tomorrow,” he decreed, and I knew there would be no reprieve.

Mother was distraught over my hair, which only made Father angrier than ever at me. It was one of those rare nights when Mother felt well enough to come to the dinner table. Father always suspended his dinnertime intellectual exercises when Mother was present. To us children it meant that we would not be quizzed on Shakespeare or Sir Isaac Newton’s discovery of gravity or the significance of the Lewis and Clark journey, the latter being a particularly favorite topic of his.

When Mother was present, we talked of the weather, our accomplishments, the food, and, often, Cherry Grove. Tonight, unfortunately, the topic was my disgrace.

“Your lovely hair,” she moaned. “It had those red highlights that reminded me of your father when he was young.” She looked at Father, who merely smiled at her and laughed.

“You told me,” he recalled, “that you would never marry a red-headed man … or a Democrat.”

“I almost waited until you were gray,” she said serenely—Father had courted her for six or seven long years before she agreed to marry him—“and I couldn’t do anything about the other. But now I am partial to red hair … and, I suppose, to Democrats.”

“I still have a good bit of hair,” I pointed out rather petulantly, “and it’s still the same color.”

She turned her head away, as though she could not bear to look at me. “You look like a boy,” she said.

“I think Jessie looks pretty,” Sarah said loyally, only to be shushed by a look from Father. I had pulled my hair back to the nape of my neck and secured it with a false hairpiece, so that I had a semblance of propriety, but great wisps of hair, now too short to be caught up, kept pulling loose and dangling about my face, giving me an untidy look, at best.

Dinner was so uncomfortable that Mother fled to her room before the sweets were served, and even Miss English’s began to look the better choice to me.

The girls at school were not kind. The episode of the senna tea had made me an outsider, considered slightly unusual, and my haircut only confirmed it. My moment of social glory in Harriet’s wedding, which had given me great prestige among students and faculty alike, was forgotten in light of my newest departure from social acceptability.

I was miserable. Fortunately, the term was soon over and I had a summer reprieve.


The summer of 1840 was a St. Louis summer. Father had to campaign, for he would stand for reelection in the fall, and even Mother was going to undertake the two-week trip to St. Louis, though Father worried constantly that it would be too hard on her. He of necessity had to make the trip to see the people who had voted him into office for nearly thirty years now.

Though Liza pouted and would have asked, if she’d not been so timid, to be sent to Cherry Grove instead of St. Louis, I was in a state of high excitement about the trip. I loved Washington, and it was my heart’s home, but St. Louis, with its sense of adventure and frontier, was a close second. Even as a little child, my anticipation would rise on the stage trip across the Allegheny Mountains to the Ohio River. We took steamboats to Louisville, where we dutifully stopped to visit relatives, while I danced in impatience to be on. Then it was New Orleans, and back up the muddy Mississippi to St. Louis.

I loved the steamboats, though Mother was always exhausted and hated the trip. Father spent all of his time in the gentlemen’s club, which was filled with smoke and spittoons. Still, Father found there the men he needed to talk to. Mother could have spent the days in the ladies’ cabin visiting with other ladies whose husbands were with Father, but she generally preferred the privacy of her stateroom. I myself liked the dining room, where the tables were laid with heavy white linen and we were waited on by white-coated Negro men whose only aim in life, it seemed to me, was to bring me one sweet delicacy after another. Meals began with two kinds of soup and were followed with fish, roast, all manner of cold dishes, and more desserts than my mind could conjure. By the time we arrived in St. Louis, I was always thoroughly spoiled and imperious, used to giving orders, and it took Father a day or so to “beat that attitude out of me,” as he liked to say.

St. Louis was home to me, almost as much as Washington. This year I was particularly glad to be there, for no one in St. Louis would give an instant’s thought to my shorn locks.

The house Father had built long before he married Mother was of two stories, with long galleries running its length on both floors and screened from the public by locust trees. Father set up his office on the lower gallery, preferring always to be outdoors. Visitors would begin to come by early in the day to talk of politics and government, of Indians and westward expansion.

Gradually, Father and I mended the rift caused by my haircutting. There was no open reconciliation, but he began to allow me to sit quietly on the gallery when General Clark came by to discuss Indian affairs—he was in charge of them for the entire region, and I was awestruck to actually meet and listen to the famous explorer from the Lewis and Clark expedition—or when old Mr. Dent came to recall perilous times he and Father had shared—he used to get mixed up and call me “Mrs. Benton,” and I never had the heart to correct him.

Colonel Garnier, an exiled Spanish gentleman who had fought with Wellington in Spain, came by daily, and both Father and I listened to his stories. Colonel Garnier was particularly pleased that I was fluent in Spanish.

“She must know the language of Mexico,” Father said to the colonel. “Our nation’s future lies that way.”

“She reminds me of my sister,” answered the colonel. “That is why I call her Rosita.”

Sometimes Judge Lawless, who had fought with the French at Waterloo, would join us, and the two old soldiers would relive the battles of their youth. I’d be sent running for large maps, which were unrolled on the tables, and then the battles were fought with pins—beeswax heads for the Spanish troops, red wax for the English, and for the French, black.

Even Mother, who often had her chaise moved onto the second floor gallery, had callers. Some neighbors, who were very French and spoke heavily accented English, would bring her fruit and flowers from their carefully cultivated gardens, and Sister Elizabeth from the hospital came almost daily. Mother always sent her back with a basket of things for the hospital—sometimes food, sometimes soap, or toilet water for the female patients. I would hear Sister Elizabeth say “Permittez, ma soeur” and Mother, in her schoolgirl-perfect French, would reply “Bonjour, ma soeur.”

It made me happy to think that we spoke French upstairs and Spanish down.

As summers always do, this one ended too quickly, and we were back on the steamboats down the Mississippi to New Orleans, up the Ohio to Louisville and then Wheeling, and then by stage home to Washington. At the end of that trip lay the inescapable Miss English’s Female Seminary. By now, at least, my hair had grown back to a respectable length.
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That fall Father began to talk excitedly of the explorations of Joseph Nicolas Nicollet, a French explorer who had surveyed the upper Mississippi and then the upper Missouri and who was now preparing a huge map of his findings.

Father described the mapmaking process in detail, crowing with glee because the map would show tiny details—where a cliff rose out of the earth, where a stream branched into two tributaries. “Why, even you and I could follow it to Oregon, if only the map went that far,” he told me triumphantly one evening when he’d come to the school to visit.

I wasn’t sure I wanted to go to Oregon, bur Father paid no attention. He was as wound up as when he gave one of his notoriously long speeches in the Senate. “They’ve got to go farther,” he said. “They’ve got to map what lies between the Mississippi and the Rocky Mountains … and then they have to push on to the Pacific. America must settle those lands … and we can’t settle them until we know what lies there.”

“And what does lie there?” I asked.

“Grasslands, I’m sure of it. The high plains are grasslands, not that Great American Desert the army keeps reporting. Nicollet has a bright young assistant—chap named Frémont—and I’ve been talking to him. He’s as excited about all this as I am. We’re going to get that expedition together, one way or another.”

A flash of jealousy went through me. I wanted Father to talk to me, not some young man with a French name. “It sounds exciting, Father,” was all I said.

Liza, being in her last year of formal schooling, was allowed to spend more weekends at home than I—the irony was not lost on me that she, who loved the school, was there less often than I, who loathed it—but from both her and Father, on his regular visits to me at school, I began to hear more about this Frémont person. He apparently had become a frequent visitor at our home, and Liza was quite taken with him.

I met him only once that fall, when Father brought him to a school concert where Liza was playing. Father introduced him with some pride as “that young explorer I told you about. He’s going to map the road to Oregon.”

John Charles Frémont had two things in common with the awful Count Bodisco. He was short and he was older, though not by as many as forty years. In fact, he was eleven years older than I and not much taller. I thought him no more than sixty-four inches at best. But after that first moment I never again thought of John’s height or lack of it, because he had a certain self-possession that made him loom as tall as Father in my mind. He was tanned, with the look of a man who shared Father’s passion for the outdoors—he had, after all, recently returned from a topographical expedition to the West—and he had deep-blue eyes that seemed to look right through me when he took my hand and bowed gallantly over it.

“Jessie, I’ve been looking forward to meeting you. Your father speaks highly of your capabilities.”

Blushing, I thanked him and told him that Father spoke equally highly of him.

“We must be wonderful people,” he said, smiling.

I wish I could say that something about John Charles Frémont, some romantic instinct, struck me at that first meeting, that I was forever after in love with him—stories since have woven such a romantic web about our first meeting. But it is not the truth. I thought him charming—perhaps a bit too charming—and I thought him extremely patient to flatter Father so by coming to his daughter’s musicale.


But what struck me most was that outdoors quality he possessed, the self-assurance of a man who enjoyed the outdoors and would never be confined in a parlor. I had grown up under the tutelage of a man who was convinced that the healthy outdoor life had saved him from the consumption that had killed his brothers, and I naturally looked askance at any man content to sit indoors.

And when Frémont spoke of the lands he had seen—surely just the edge of the American West—his eyes glowed with excitement. “We saw land no white man yet has seen,” he told me with fire, “not even Lewis and Clark. And there is more, much more land to be discovered. I want to find it.”

I was not my father’s daughter for nothing. I admired the passion, the determination, though it was admittedly self-serving. John Charles Frémont, I sensed, did not necessarily want to discover the West for the good of the United States—he wanted it for his own greater glory, and all the better that it served his country. Who could blame him?

We sat through Liza’s piano playing, technically proficient but spiritually lacking. I looked at Frémont from time to time to see if he noticed but could detect no sign. He was attentive and properly polite, his eyes intent, his body perfectly still, while I had a bad case of the fidgets.

The interminable musicale ended, and Father and Mr. Frémont stayed only long enough to be polite, flattering Liza about her performance. Then they were gone, and we were back in the schoolgirl routine.

I thought no more about the lieutenant. He went back to his maps, and I to my endurance of school. The Christmas holidays—and the end of the term—were fast approaching, and my whole attention was focused on persuading Father that I had had enough of school.

I pressed my campaign over the holidays. Father had moved us just recently into the three-story brick house he had built on C Street in the capital. After years of making do in a series of Washington boardinghouses—where the conversation was always brilliant, the food good, but the sense of permanence and home lacking—Father had felt settled enough in his senatorial career to build a home. It was a magnificent house—dark mahogany paneling everywhere, Mother’s antique furniture, long stored elsewhere, now on proud display, the walls covered with portraits of members of Mother’s McDowell ancestors. The Benton side of our family had no history illustrious enough to leave a legacy of portraits. No, the sense of tradition came from Mother’s side of the family, but Father brought to this new house his own sense of energy, his library, which surely outdid that at Miss English’s and was probably, I thought, as large as the newly begun Congressional Library. But most of all, Father brought his vitality to this new house, which fairly buzzed with life and purpose.


I loved it from the first moment I walked through the front door, and I was more determined than ever not to be sent back to boarding school.

“Father, I’ve brought your coffee.” It was early in the morning—before six a.m.—the hour when I knew Father began his day. For years, as a child, I’d met him in his library at that hour, and now I knew it was the time he would be most driven by sentiment, most susceptible to my pleas.

He was already at work at his desk, the early-morning dark broken by the light of the candelabrum he had invented—four spermaceti candles fixed in front of a large white blotting paper, which reflected their light. Father was so intent on what he was writing that I had to knock gently before he looked up.

“Jessie!” His face brightened with pleasure. “I do miss you when you’re away. Pour me some of that fine coffee you’re carrying.”

It was coffee liberally dosed with chicory, a taste he’d long ago acquired from Mother. I poured it, still steaming, into a huge cup and handed it to him.

“You have not told me about your work for some time, Father,” I said.

The smile on his face bespoke his pleasure in sharing his work with me, though the news was almost grim. “It’s a trying time for this country, Jessie. The slavery issue has not been laid to rest”—South Carolina had threatened some nine years earlier to withdraw from the Union if slavery was made an issue—“and I foresee it breaking this country apart.”

“Missouri is a slave state,” I murmured. “You could own slaves yourself if you’d a mind.”

“I’ve no mind for that,” he said vehemently. “When we preach democracy, we must put it into action. No man should own another man.”

Amen, I silently agreed.

“But we move ahead on other issues,” he continued, “the things that Jackson and I worked for—education for everyone, the abolishment of the poll tax—all those things have come to pass. We will make this a country for all people, not just the rich.”

“And the American West?” I asked. Unbidden, Lieutenant Frémont leaped into my mind, though neither Father nor I had mentioned him. Suddenly, though, I could see that handsome, rugged explorer’s face before my eyes with such clarity that it startled me.

“We’re still working on the next expedition,” Father said. “Nicollet wants to lead it, though I’m not certain his health is good enough. You’ll see Frémont again while you’re home for the holidays. He is here often.”

Of course, I recalled that both Father and Liza had mentioned that Frémont was often at the family dinner table. Liza’s interest in him was, to say the least, far removed from Father’s.


“I think,” my plain sister had said hesitantly, “that he may be … well, you know. …”

“No, Liza, I don’t know,” I’d replied impatiently.

“Oh, Jessie!” she said in exasperation, and never did tell me what it was that I didn’t know. I guessed, of course, that she hoped Lieutenant Frémont was interested in her. Even more, I supposed, she was most interested in him. Instinctively I knew that Liza was the wrong person for this explorer—she had not the sense of daring to match his. Besides, she was much taller than he.

Momentarily distracted with thoughts of Lieutenant Frémont, I returned my attention to Father. He was still talking about westward expansion and “Fifty-four forty or fight”—he believed the Columbia River could never be the northern boundary of the United States, that it had to be set at the fifty-fourth parallel—and I sat as patiently as I could, itching though I was to bring up the subject of my schooling.

When at last my opportunity came, I lived up to Father’s critical assessment of me as Don Quixote. Rather than working tactfully toward the moment, I leaped in with both feet, unfortunately, in my mouth.

Father’s reaction should have been no surprise to me. “Leave the school? Of course you can’t. Liza will finish her work this spring, and that leaves you another year. Absolutely not!”

Desperately I said, “Father, didn’t you tell me part of the reason I had to go off to school was so that I would not entertain … ah, unsuitable suitors? Like Harriet Wilson did.”

“The Bodisco marriage,” he said loftily, “is quite a satisfactory one, I understand. Both parties are happy, and there is a blessed event expected.”

That bit of news shook me just a little, reviving my uncertainties about Harriet’s marriage. Obviously, if a blessed event was expected, the marriage had been consummated. The thought gave me a momentary shudder.

“That is beside the point,” I said. “If Count Bodisco had courted me, you’d have been livid with anger.”

He nodded his head warily, knowing he could do nothing but agree with me and yet not sure what trap I was leading him into.

“The point is, Father, he did not court me. And no one else has. I will be perfectly safe … and virtuous … here at home with you and Mother. And I do not need the studies at Miss English’s.”

“And what,” he asked, “makes you think you don’t need them?”

“Well, I’ve been correcting the French teacher all fall—oh, don’t worry, I’ve been tactful. And once when I asked about studying the things that are important today—the issues that absorb your attention, like slavery and westward expansion—I was told that it was more fitting for us to study the ancient Greeks and Romans. Fiddle!”


I’d been calculating when I pointed out that a classical education had little to do with what Father thought was important, and I saw him start a little when I said that, as though my arrow had hit home. I followed with the final barb.

“I’m tired of learning to pour tea. I’ve known how to do that since I can remember.”

He smiled ruefully. “You can pour a fine cup of coffee, I’ll speak to that.” Boldly, I pushed my case. “And you’ll speak to my leaving school?”

He was not to be caught so easily. “No, miss, I will not. School is your mother’s fondest wish for you, and her word is law with me.”

“May I tell her you will accept if she will?”

“No,” he said, his firmness returning, “you may not even go that far. Now, pick up that quill and let me dictate this speech to you. It goes better that way than if I try to write it myself.” He shuffled the papers on his desk, as though frustrated by them, and I obediently took a sheet of foolscap and sat with my pen poised.

I had not given up hope.

Perhaps it was cheating, even outright dishonesty—the thought has long worried me since—but I caught Mother on a day when she felt too weak to argue, too weak for disagreement. Her state also made her sensible of the advantages of having me home to be Father’s companion.

“If you are insistent,” she said, waving a thin arm in the air as though disassociating herself from the question.

“May I tell Father that I have your permission?”

“Yes, yes, you may tell him. Jessie, what is to become of you?”

Then she put a hand to her head and said faintly, “I’ll worry about it later. Would you bring me some tea, please?”

“Of course, Mother.” I nearly flew on wings to the kitchen to get the tea.

Within days notice was sent to Miss English that I would not be returning and that a family servant would call for my belongings.

“You got your way, didn’t you?” Liza asked angrily.

“You don’t have to go back either,” I said, “but you want to.”

“Yes,” she said, “I do. And I’ll make a better marriage than you because I’ve finished at Miss English’s.”

I wanted to laugh aloud and point out to her that marriage or the prospect of it had nothing to do with my leaving the school. But Liza never understood my relationship with Father, and it was too late to try to tell her.
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Lieutenant Frémont was at our house two or three times during the holiday, and I had several conversations with him—conversations that I thought he deliberately sought.


“It is a pleasure to see you here, Jessie,” he said, bowing once again over my hand in his courtly manner. “I’m told the house lacks a certain sparkle when you’re not present.”

I hoped my laugh did not sound as self-conscious as I felt when I said, “Nonsense. Father may sometimes lack for a hostess, but …”

“One who understands the issues of which we men talk,” he said smoothly, his eyes never leaving mine.

My gaze locked into those eyes, and I replied, “I am as interested in the progress of this nation as my father is … and as dedicated to certain causes.”

“The exploration of the West?”

Was he laughing at me? “Yes, of course,” I replied hastily.

“Jessie!” Father’s voice boomed out. “Don’t be monopolizing Mr. Frémont’s time. There are several people here tonight I want him to meet.”

Father had gathered six or eight politicians—most of them men of significant influence in the government—for an evening around the fireplace. We had given them a sumptuous meal—gallantine of turkey, creamed oysters on toast, lima beans, watermelon pickles (carried by coach all the way from Cherry Grove), and a whiskey bread pudding. Now they were enjoying after-dinner glasses of port, the entire company gathered around the fireplace in the upstairs parlor.

Lieutenant Frémont had stopped me in the hallway outside the parlor, and it was evident that we were having a conversation tête-à-tête rather than joining the group.

“I am sorry, Father,” I said with all the brightness I could muster. “Lieutenant Frémont has been talking to me of exploration … a favorite subject of mine,” I added with a droll note in my voice.

“Of course,” Father boomed, though his voice, I thought, lacked its usual heartiness.

The conversation that evening was not on such earthshaking matters as slavery or westward expansion but revolved around the forthcoming inauguration of Mr. William Henry Harrison. “He is a farmer,” said one, while another countered, “So have been many of our presidents. And this one has been in the Congress.”

“And a governor and minister to … what country was that?” The discussion of Mr. Harrison’s qualifications rolled around my head, while I sat and—unobtrusively, I hoped—watched Lieutenant Frémont. Every few minutes I would catch him flashing me a look that hinted at some shared secret … and somehow that look went right to the bone.

“I see,” Liza said indignantly as we prepared for sleep that night, “that you are much taken with John Frémont.”

“I only talked to him briefly,” I protested. “I don’t know if I am taken with him or not. Are you?”


“Of course not,” she said indignantly, flouncing away from me.

Ah, Liza, I thought, you are, and you don’t know what to do about it. And I don’t know what to tell you.

It was far easier for me to analyze Liza’s reactions to the handsome explorer than my own. I found, after that fateful night, that his face appeared to me at odd hours during the day and, sometimes, during restless and wakeful nights. I was not certain why he intrigued me, except that somehow, deep down, I felt we shared a sense of mission—the mission of westward expansion that Father had given to me before I was old enough to realize it. Destiny, I thought, has brought this man into my life.

Destiny, of course, did not translate into love, and with the examples of my parents and Harriet Wilson Bodisco before me, I was very much concerned about love, trying to puzzle out for myself—with absolutely no confidants—what it was, how I would recognize it.

Meantime, I tried to remain calm and collected when the lieutenant was in the midst of our family circle, which he often was after Liza returned to school and I stayed behind. I succeeded in being poised about half the time, or so it seemed to me.

“Aren’t you the calm one?” he said with a laugh one night, again catching me in the hallway outside the parlor. “What would you say if I told you I’ve determined to marry you?” Those blue eyes were fixed on mine with a penetration so strong as to be mesmerizing.

“I would say you are being impertinent,” I replied, my light tone hiding the rapid beating of my heart. “Come, the others are waiting for us.”

Our hallway conversations grew more frequent—always brief, usually light—except when he made comments about marrying me, which he did occasionally—and always deliberately. I began to anticipate them with pleasure, and I kept seeing his face before me at odd moments. I was glad Liza was away at school.

Of course, the night came when he kissed me. The party had preceded us upstairs, and as I turned to mount the stairs, he laid a restraining hand on my arm.

“Jessie? A moment, please.”

“Yes?” That pounding heart again. I was sure the breast of my woolen shirtwaist must be vibrating strongly enough to betray me as I turned toward him.

“I must tell you,” he said seriously, “that I am in love with you. My comment about marrying you … it was not frivolous. I … I knew from the first moment that you would be special in my life. You had … the effect of a rare picture, that quality of sense and feeling and beauty.”

Too taken aback to say anything, I simply stared at him. And he, with no hesitation, moved his mouth toward mine. It was a gentle, sweet kiss, one full of promise but strangely lacking in passion, if I could even have recognized passion at that point in my life. Still, I felt a burning on my lips long after he had taken his away.


“We … we must join the others,” I said, more flustered than I could ever recall being.

“Yes, of course,” was his smooth reply. To my further discomfort he looked greatly amused.

If John’s kiss was inevitable, so was Father’s anger. The anti-John campaign, however, began slowly enough.

“Jessie,” Father said one morning when I joined him early, as was once again my habit, “you’ve been showing partiality to Lieutenant Frémont lately. I … well, girl, I don’t think it looks proper.”

“There is nothing improper about it, Father. We are always with your guests.”

“Yes, yes,” he said as he fiddled uncomfortably with the inkwell on his desk, “but you are also too often off by yourselves. Even James Buchanan commented on it the other night.”

“Mr. Buchanan,” I said archly, “needs a wife to keep him from meddling in other people’s affairs.”

In most circumstances Father would have laughed at my boldness, but he was too distressed this time to see any humor. “That,” he said, “is not the function of wives.”

“What is?” I countered.

“Promoting their husbands’ careers,” he said, with no hesitation.

I wanted to ask how Mother rated, then, but kept my quiet instead. The conversation had wandered from Father’s initial concern, and I was willing to let him lead it where he would. He led it right back to Lieutenant Frémont.

“I wish you to pay less attention to him. I do not want Lieutenant Frémont courting you.”

“He isn’t courting me!” I replied quickly, though I could feel a blush giving away my own suspicion that he was, indeed, courting. “Besides, you think he shows a great deal of promise. You’re ready to turn the next major expedition over to him if Monsieur Nicollet is unable to lead it.”

“Giving him an expedition and giving him my daughter are two different things,” Father said dryly. “He is an army man, with no family background that we know of, no money to speak of, and very few prospects for the kind of future I expect for you.”

Something inside me stiffened at Father’s words. He didn’t know it, but mon père had just strengthened the lieutenant’s case.

Without waiting for me to reply, he said, “I never issue orders to you, Jessie, and I hesitate to do so now. But I wish you to pay less attention to Frémont. He’ll still get his expedition.”

“Of course, Father,” I said, though my heart was rebellious. What, I wanted to ask, about the order to go to Miss English’s? That question, however, was not politic and could well have landed me back at the dreaded seminary. I realized I must tread carefully.

I couldn’t have avoided John Frémont if I had wanted to, although clearly I didn’t want to. At Father’s gatherings he continued to seek me out, showing a rare talent for finding me away from the crowd—lingering to give the maid a suggestion about brandies, pausing to check my hair in the mirror before following the crowd to the upstairs parlor. My attitude stiffened a little in spite of myself, because I knew Father was watching like a hawk.

Once when Father saw me talking to John, he beckoned across the room, motioning me toward him.

“Excuse me. My father apparently needs me,” I said, leaving John with a studied look on his face, as though he were puzzling out the situation.

“Yes, Father?” I asked, my voice indicating, I hoped, that whatever the ostensible cause of the interruption, I knew what lay behind it.

“Your mother needs you, I think, Jessie. She’s had a difficult day.”

“Of course,” I said obediently, and left for Mother’s room, where I found her sitting in a chair knitting, looking stronger than she had for days.

“Father said you sent for me?”

A slightly puzzled look crossed her face, but then she quickly said, “Yes, dear, I did. I … well, I wanted some company.”

Mother rarely chose my company. Liza’s ways were more soothing to her, and she hated listening to my ideas on politics and government. Such subjects were, in her view, beyond a woman’s interests, which should be bound by her family.

“Mother,” I said directly, “you have guessed that Father sent me up here to keep me from conversing with Lieutenant Frémont.”

Her look said plainly that I had hit upon the truth. “We … we don’t feel he is an appropriate match for you,” she said, her belief in her own conviction giving her strength.

“I wasn’t marrying him, Mother. I was merely talking to him.”

To myself I added, But I may very well marry him, whether you and Father like it or not.

John was gone by the time I returned to the parlor.

The next day a messenger delivered a handwritten note:


Have I offended you or your family? I would like to talk to you privately. If possible, meet me in front of Nicollet’s studio at four o’clock this afternoon.

With utmost respect,

John Charles Frémont




The very secrecy of it thrilled me to the core. I felt a woman, no longer a girl. Of course I would meet him, if I had to lie to Father and sneak away from Mother to do it.

He was pacing the street when I arrived, deliberately a little late. “I thought you might not come,” he said anxiously. “Can we walk a bit?”

“Of course.”

He tucked my hand into his arm possessively, and I lacked the strength or will to remove it. For some minutes we walked in silence, while I burned impatiently to know what he wanted to say. Occasionally, when I glanced at him, I saw a faraway look in his eyes, as though he were plotting his next expedition. In a way, he was.

“I have noticed a difference in your father,” he said at length.

“He still professes interest in our maps and another expedition, but he is … well … less cordial. Have I offended him?”

As was my way, I took the direct approach. “Yes,” I said, “you and I both have. He thinks we are too interested in each other.”

He shook his head sadly. “I suspected as much. If I have offended you, Jessie …”

I whirled to face him, standing still to stare at him. “Oh, no, John”—it was the first time I had used his given name to his face, though I’d repeated it a thousand times in my mind—“you have … you have made me happy.”

His face split into a grin. “I am so glad,” he said. “You see, from the first night—the musicale at that awful women’s school—I was captivated by you. I want to marry you, Jessie Benton.”

With the feeling that events were moving too fast and that I was being carried along on a tide, I was speechless. But I was also thrilled. He was everything I wanted in a husband, and the thought that he had chosen me seemed so good that I was afraid I might wake from a dream any minute.

For a long minute we stood thus on a Washington street, staring at each other while passersby detoured around us with tolerant smiles, and then John put his arms around me and kissed me soundly, not the soft and gentle kiss he had earlier stolen in the house on C Street, but a strong, possessive kiss that sent a flutter coursing through my belly.

It was, of course, a shameful public display, and I pulled quickly away—well, almost.

“I am sorry,” he said at once. “I had no right.”

“It is all right,” I said, taking his arm again, “but we best continue to walk.”

Before my very eyes his elation turned to gloom. “There is the matter of your father,” he said. “He does not think I am worthy.”

“No,” I protested, “that’s not it. I … I am not certain what the problem is, though Father might never approve of any man I wanted to marry.” It was only a small lie, I told myself, since in a way Father really did not think him worthy, and yet I could not bear to say that to this man whom I now loved with all my heart.

“You will continue to be welcome at our home,” I told him. “I know Father that well. We shall simply have to pay less attention to each other.”

“That,” he said, grinning again, “is exactly the opposite of my intentions.”

“Perhaps,” I said boldly, “we could meet like this from time to time.”

“Perhaps we could,” he said.

And we did. We began a clandestine romance that was conducted all spring on the streets of the capital city. My arm securely clutched in John’s, I wandered up one muddy street and down another. Of course, we met people who knew us—mostly who knew me—and, of course, the word got back to Father. But not until after the funeral for President Harrison, which was an amazing and wonderful day for me.

Poor Mr. Harrison, whose wife never wanted him in the White House anyway, died less than a month after his inauguration in March of 1841. The funeral procession was scheduled for April 4, and since it would not be easily visible from our house, John arranged to have the Benton family observe it from Mr. Nicollet’s studio, which overlooked Pennsylvania Avenue and the approach to the Capitol. It was, he explained to Father, a courtesy to Mother, so that she could see the procession without exerting herself. Father had no graceful choice but to accept the invitation with pleasure, although he himself was an official mourner and would not join us. However, my Grandmother McDowell, who was visiting from Cherry Grove, would be with us.

April 4 was a cold, gray day, but John had built a fire in the fireplace and filled the studio with pots of geraniums—in honor of my mother and grandmother, he told everyone. A serving table was laden with cakes and delicacies, and comfortable chairs were drawn up to the windows for the ladies to view. John himself wore his dress uniform, “in reverence to Mr. Harrison,” he explained. The workroom—and the worker—had been truly transformed.

Dimly, from the outside, we could hear the dirge and the tramp of horses, but inside all was cheerful. When the fire was roaring and his guests were settled with cakes and ices and their attention riveted on the parade in front of them, John drew me around the drape that sectioned off a portion of the workroom.

“Jessie,” he said urgently, “I can wait no longer. Will you promise to marry me?”

“Yes, John, I will.” There was no hesitation in my answer, and it was followed by another of those kisses that left me breathless and stumbling for words. I know that when we returned to the group, my face shone as red as the cherry ice John served, but all eyes were out the window and no one noticed.

Thus a funeral turned out to be the happiest day of my life to date. It was followed by disaster.


Father had always been somewhat suspicious of the funeral party, as I called it in my mind, but his suspicion turned to certainty when someone—or maybe several people—told of seeing John and me together on the street, more than once. Father, however, was a clever politician. He said nothing to me, and I had no inkling of disaster until John sent me another note.


Dearest Jessie,

I have been ordered on an immediate expedition. I must see you at once. Would Mrs. Crittendon lend us her parlor?

With adoration, John



Maria Crittendon, the wife of a lawyer with whom Father was associated, had intuitively known of the romance John and I shared, and she, instead of frowning, had given her blessing—secretly, of course. Once she had caught me in a private moment and whispered, “I believe in romance. If I can help, let me know.”

Now she could indeed help, but would she? Was it too bold a deed to ask of her?

Not at all, the lady assured me, and it was arranged that John and I would meet there at four o’clock the next afternoon.

“Papa Joe Nicollet is frantic,” John told me, clutching my hand in his as we sat on the horsehair sofa in the Crittendon parlor. “He says he cannot complete the maps without me, and it is folly to send me off on a trumped-up expedition.”

“Trumped up?” I echoed.

“He and I both believe that your father prevailed upon the secretary of war to organize this expedition, not for the national good, but to get me away from you.”
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