
[image: Image]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster eBook.



Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP





or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com





[image: Images]



For Edith



INTRODUCTION

A More Efficient Service

[image: Images]

“He who moulds public sentiment, goes deeper than he who enacts statutes or pronounces decisions.”

—Abraham Lincoln, August 21, 1858

To many of his thriving neighbors, Abraham Lincoln’s hometown of Springfield, Illinois, seemed by the 1850s nothing less than a “paradise in miniature.” Abundant with “stores, taverns, and shops,” and illuminated by modern, gas-fed lights, even the unpaved, mud-mired streets could not inhibit what Lincoln called “a great deal of flourishing about in carriages.”1

Behind its serenely bustling facade, however, the frontier capital also ranked as one of the most contentiously riven political hotbeds in the country—a seething two-party battleground where election campaigns took on the militant urgency of outright war, and combatants deployed newspapers as their most powerful weapons. Such was never more the case than in 1859—the eve of the most potentially divisive presidential election in American history.

As a state capital boasting some nine thousand permanent residents—and far greater than that number whenever politicians and lobbyists jammed into town for annual legislative sessions—Springfield served as a year-round stage for partisan speeches, rallies, parades, picnics, barbecues, illuminations, conventions, and outright street brawls over both issues and candidates. Even with its population in perpetual flux owing to the almost daily arrival and departure of new residents, its voting-age men stood equally (some said hopelessly) divided between Democrats and Republicans. Whether the legislature was in or out of session, Springfield’s citizens remained passionate about their politics year-round, ever ready to argue the issues of the day, both in person and in print.2

Fueling this combustible mix were Springfield’s two major newspapers. Both covered neighborhood news with anodyne charm, but when it came to local, state, and national politics, both stoked the ferment with an overtly partisan style that combined advocacy with almost libelous criticism. One paper was dependably pro-Democratic, the other unfailingly pro-Republican, and each was steadfastly, often maliciously, opposed to the other. Rather than merely reprint what one editor termed the city’s constant “flood of eloquence”3 from politicians on both sides, these irreconcilable journals could be depended on to laud allies and eviscerate opponents. When they were not dishing out equal doses of praise and rage in their regular editions, they engaged their presses to print party pamphlets and political orations. If they were fortunate and well connected, they received rewards for their loyalty in the form of government printing jobs. The mutual interdependence that grew up between the press and politics made for a toxic brew. No politician was above it, no editor beyond it, and no reader immune to it.

Now, with the next national election only a year away, with the contest already being widely touted as the most crucial of the century, and with the issue of slavery roiling the country, local interest in national issues and personalities approached a fever pitch in Springfield, in part for a reason unique to this otherwise typically divided Western city. For by 1859, its residents could boast that their town had incubated two immensely gifted potential aspirants for the White House: United States senator Stephen A. Douglas, and former congressman Abraham Lincoln.

Douglas, the “Little Giant,” led the pack among his fellow Democrats. And while “Long Abraham” was perhaps not yet widely known enough nationally to rank as a top-tier contender for the Republicans, he remained an intriguing dark-horse possibility for their ticket—perhaps, as some ardent supporters began whispering, for vice president. No one knows precisely when Lincoln began aiming still higher, but to bring the presidency within his sights he certainly knew where he needed first to burnish his political profile: in the Republican Party press, and not just among the usual loyalists who read the newspapers in his hometown. Lincoln had been assiduously courting editors in nearby villages and cities for years. Describing his ambition as “a little engine that knew no rest,” his law partner and political confidant, William H. Herndon, testified that Lincoln “never overlooked a newspaper man who had it in his power to say a good or bad thing of him.”4 For now, however, Lincoln still lacked both real political power and routine attention in the press beyond Springfield. And he still thirsted for both.

That May, Lincoln made a remarkable move to recalibrate this frustrating political equilibrium. The lifelong and voracious newspaper reader decided to become a newspaper owner as well—by acquiring a weekly journal complete with its own printing press and a politically compatible editor ready to churn out enthusiastic editorials lauding him. It did not seem to matter that he would never be able to read the product himself. For the paper would be printed in German, a language he had only briefly studied but never mastered. Moreover, it would be composed in Gothic-style Fraktur typeface, an elaborate black-letter script no more decipherable to him than Sanskrit.5

To comprehend what motivated this indelibly American politician to purchase a foreign language newspaper he could never hope to comprehend requires a quantum leap of historical imagination—back to an era when the press and politics were profoundly interconnected, and newspapers themselves became more overtly partisan, more narrowly targeted, yet more deeply influential than at any time before or since.

Abraham Lincoln’s emergence as a newspaper publisher constituted but one example of the pervasive and sometimes incestuous relationships that grew up between politicians and journalists in the fierce battles for public opinion and government power in the decades leading up to the Civil War—and beyond. That such affiliations, however common at the time, were still considered vaguely unsavory by some, seems evident in how assiduously Lincoln kept his own newspaper investment quiet. Except for his private banker, his law partner, and but one fellow Illinois Republican politician, he seems to have told no one about the purchase at the time, or, indeed, for the rest of his life. For four score years, his involvement remained largely unknown even to biographers.6 Yet the truth is, the arrangement would likely have surprised, much less scandalized, few of his contemporaries.

Lincoln was neither the first nor the last politician of his era to dabble in the newspaper business—ethnic or otherwise, covertly or not. Countless prominent officials of the mid-nineteenth century did so with confident abandon, making partisan journalism an integral cog in their political machines. This vanished tradition informs the neglected story explored in this book: how in the age of Lincoln the press and politics often functioned in tandem as a single, tightly organized entity in the furious competition to win power and to promote—or, alternatively, resist—political and social change. The financial and popular success that many newspapers enjoyed in pursuit of political goals enabled them to influence both leaders and events, and emboldened them to report on politics with a biased fury unimaginable in previous or subsequent generations. Not until the Civil War would precedent-shattering conflicts arise between government and the press, forcing these traditions into dramatic (and perhaps overdue) change.

To explore these complex relationships, and calculate their profound impact on history, this book proposes to reexamine Lincoln’s political life through prominent period newspapers and their editors—focusing not just on how newspapers reported on and influenced his ascent, but how his own struggle for power, and that of most of his political contemporaries, unfolded within a concurrent competition for preeminence among newspapermen to influence politics and politicians. Newspapers of the day occasionally manufactured politicians, just as politicians often manufactured newspapers—but in the end they were of, by, and for the same environment. They became mutually dependent and totally inseparable—weapons in the same arsenal. In some cases, they synchronized their efforts so closely that it was impossible to determine where one organization ended its work and the other began it. Lincoln embraced and thrived in this milieu, yet the story has escaped full scrutiny since.

•  •  •

The emergence of a party press had begun in earnest the century before. In the mid-1790s, the explosive growth of political enthusiasm and the slow but sure development of improved printing technologies coincided to make newspapers more widely available as well as more openly partisan, and served to connect politicians to both editors and their subscribers. In time, readers came to align themselves with party newspapers as routinely as they began aligning themselves with political organizations: both loyalties helped define their identities. In this atmosphere, political parties commenced openly funding and promoting sympathetic newspapers, while newspapers began overtly shilling for party organizations. Newspapers not only brought people together, Alexis de Tocqueville observed, but remained “necessary to keep them together”—and, as it often turned out in a vast and increasingly sectionalized nation, to keep them apart.7

George Washington’s second administration was the first to endure this seismic shift in the relationship between politics and publishing. An increasingly robust anti-Washington press surprised and dismayed the father of his country, who was accustomed to universal approbation, and its growth may have helped dissuade him from seeking a third term. The long, subsequent conflict between John Adams’s Federalists and Thomas Jefferson’s Democratic-Republicans further hardened newspaper loyalties, inspiring press attacks on political leaders that occasionally bordered on the scurrilous. Benjamin Franklin’s grandson, Benjamin Bache, founded the American Aurora specifically to advance the Jeffersonian worldview and eviscerate Adams’s affection for the British.8 Adams infamously reacted by signing a sedition law that imposed fines and imprisonment on editors who dared to “print, utter or publish . . . scandalous and malicious writing or writings against the government of the United States.” No less convinced that newspapers presented “only the caricatures of disaffected minds,” Jefferson variously courted and suppressed the press, too. Late in life, he claimed that he read only the Richmond Enquirer, “and in that chiefly the advertisements,” as he caustically remarked, “for they contain the only truths to be relied on in a newspaper.”9

Yet there was no ignoring the press’s growing ubiquity and influence. New York state alone boasted thirty-one hand-printed newspapers by the beginning of the new century.10 Within ten years, the country at large could count 376 papers selling more than 22 million copies annually—even though fully half the American population was then sixteen years old or younger, a fifth were slaves barred from reading altogether, and most literate subscribers commonly shared their papers with as many as twenty friends and relatives each. As Noah Webster marveled: “In no other country on earth, not even in Great Britain, are Newspapers so generally circulated among the body of the people, as in America.”11

To speed government news to this scattered population, leading politicians and journalists hatched the transformational idea in around 1800 of designating one particular Washington-based newspaper as an official political “organ.” For generations thereafter, whenever one party or another took over the White House, an anointed journal assumed the privilege of breaking administration news in the capital, and introducing debate points that papers in outlying cities could readily adopt for their own readers.

By this time, only the absence of faster printing presses and more reliable transportation systems stood in the way of spreading political information more rapidly throughout the news-hungry young nation. Even editors privy to exclusive stories could not yet rush them to readers dwelling in isolated rural outposts. Communications remained so sluggish that press reports of the European peace treaty ending the War of 1812 failed to reach either General Andrew Jackson or his British foes at New Orleans in time to prevent them from fighting a fierce battle there. Jackson proceeded to lead his troops to a victory that won him glory—and perhaps the presidency—but in retrospect proved unnecessary. As an occupier, he promptly limited freedom of the press in the city, in one case arresting a citizen for publishing a critical letter to the editor (a case Lincoln would later cite in defending his own wartime restrictions on freedom of the press). Jackson firmly held that newspapers often villainously misled the public “through ignorance but more frequently from dishonest design.”12

“Old Hickory” apparently learned from such experiences. For one thing, he named Amos Kendall, editor of the pro-Democratic Argus of Western America, as postmaster general.13 Expanding on the tradition of rewarding loyal newspapers once he became president, he saw to the creation of an entirely new, official administration organ called the United States Telegraph. Its editor, a Missouri-born former Indian fighter named Duff Green, who remained professionally active into the Civil War era, composed his editorial “batteries” with “such vigor and clamor” that he quickly earned the nickname “Rough Green.”14 Green innovatively used his position as the president’s official journalist to establish a large personal following and a wide network of pro-Jackson publications nationwide—essentially the first newspaper “chain,” one in this case linked by shared political beliefs.

To broaden circulation of the Telegraph, Green initiated a more dubious tradition by seeing to it that Democratic congressmen assumed the cost of distributing his paper in their home districts, a practice that not surprisingly invited abuse. One representative was soon discovered to be using his free postal privileges to send more than sixteen hundred papers to constituents in Kentucky.15 Unthinkable today, such crossover relationships became commonplace in the early nineteenth century, when newspapers were expected to remain faithful to their political patrons, and vice versa. In this linked political culture, there was no room for dissent. When the hot-tempered Jackson later lost patience with the increasingly independent Duff Green, the president scuttled their relationship and helped establish the Washington Globe as the party’s replacement mouthpiece.16 Jackson’s enemies even whispered that he edited the new paper himself. Although untrue, Old Hickory’s rumored personal involvement seemed fully credible at the time. For his part, Duff Green joined the opposition Whigs.

It is little wonder that one nineteenth-century author soon came to regard the term “party organ” as a “misnomer” for the nation’s newspapers, “or rather, only a half name.” As L. D. Ingersoll argued: “They should have been called ‘hand-organs,’ for the palpable reason that hand-organs can only grind out those particular tunes which the machines are manufactured to play.”17 But Jackson was hardly the sole organ grinder. Criticizing the Telegraph as “scurrilous and abusive,” his Whig political enemy John Quincy Adams saw to the establishment of the Washington Daily Intelligencer in time to advance his run for president against Old Hickory in 1824. The Intelligencer soon boasted its own web of well-financed satellite papers across the country, and eventually counted leading politicians like Daniel Webster among its contributors.18

By the late 1830s, with printing processes now modernizing rapidly, many cities and towns across the country boasted successful newspapers of their own. The growing hunger for information—coupled with a rising literacy rate along with a soaring passion for politics—increasingly spawned not one but two rival publications in even the smallest villages. Soon, if a municipality bred one particular journal targeted to local Democrats, it invariably hosted another dedicated to (or run by) the Whig opposition. These papers alternatively endorsed or assailed the official White House line, and applied rigid partisan judgments to regional, along with national, issues and candidates. Within this increasingly connected partisan world, publishers began entering electoral politics themselves, just as politicians—like Jackson and, later, Lincoln—occasionally backed newspapers to expand their influence and reach.

By the time both Lincoln and his future rival, Douglas, came of age politically in the American West in the 1840s, newspaper publishers were routinely and overtly participating in grassroots politics and vice versa. Elected officials and aspiring candidates labored in tandem to plan campaign strategy, draft speeches, circulate propaganda, and attend conventions not only as correspondents but as official delegates. Working together, they drafted party resolutions and platforms, printed circulars and special “extra” editions during election campaigns, offered printing services and copyediting for orators, and openly advised candidates and officeholders. American newspapers, as historian Mark E. Neely acutely observed, became a virtual “branch of politics,” and in parallel fashion, politicians became full partners in newspaper publishing.19 In the words of early nineteenth-century New York congressman Jabez Delno Hammond, newspapers became “to political parties in this country what working tools are to the operative mechanic.”20

Such alliances were often inspired by motives other than a shared philosophy of government. To maintain loyalty among friendly journalists, those holding political office routinely doled out such incentives as paid advertising, lucrative printing orders, and publicly financed subscriptions, not to mention well-paid nourishment from the patronage trough and choice seats at the tables of power. Publishers in turn provided the officials whom they favored with unlimited news space and unbridled political support. The inviolable line that today separates politics from the print press—at least as an ideal—had yet to be drawn. Rather, the worlds of politics and the press functioned in tandem, within a system of widely accepted mutual interdependence in which each fueled the success of the other, sought the destruction of the opposition, and often encouraged practitioners to occupy both professional spheres at once.

Functioning as more than merchants of information, journalists became part of well-lubricated political operations that disseminated opinion-laced government and campaign news and organized the party apparatus to pull voters to the polls on Election Day. In the process, the newspaper business, once a mere trade, blossomed into a major American industry, although, importantly, never a truly national one.21 As one early historian of the press put it, the notion of a “[news]paper despotism”—the rule of a “[London] Times Jupiter in America”—remained inconceivable in a nation of disparate state and regional interests and locally managed political organizations.22

It comes as no surprise that on one of his visits to America, British writer Anthony Trollope found himself appalled by what he read in this country’s newspapers. They were not only “ill-written, ill-printed, ill-arranged, and in fact . . . unreadable,” he lamented, but also unreliable. “Justice and right judgment, are out of the question with them. A political party end is always in view, and political party warfare in America admits of any weapons.”23 A German visitor named Ludwig Gall experienced a similar shock when he sought an understanding of the raging debate over Governor DeWitt Clinton’s proposed Erie Canal. One evening, he overheard New Yorkers arguing about the project, and left the debate hoping that the next day’s press would provide clarity. At a “municipal bourse” the following morning, Gall eagerly “paged the New York newspapers,” but to no avail. “To my amazement,” he confessed, “I found for Clinton in the New-York Columbian and against Clinton in the National Advocate,” and in “the same language my dinner companions had used.” Gall remained perplexed until he ran into a French acquaintance who cautioned him: “Believe nothing a newspaper . . . says that in any way might support a party or a person.”24

These English, German, and French visitors were on to something important: American politicians and publishers had by then settled on a journalistic dynamic that stressed opinion over news, and party over public interest. The antique values of political independence and journalistic impartiality, if they ever really existed, vanished with the rise of political parties and the development of steam-driven Napier printing presses fast enough to produce some five thousand printed pages every hour. Nothing comparable to this rapid, rancid brand of journalism would ever be seen again—until the era of undisguised television advocacy as exemplified in the twenty-first century by Fox News and MSNBC (which despite their own blaring partisanship inspire no more than 50 percent turnouts in presidential elections and an ever-decreasing number of voters willing to align with the Democrats or Republicans—the opposite of the stimulating effect the press exerted on voters and voting a century and a half ago).

By the 1850s, the era that welcomed so-called Lightning Presses capable of four times the hourly production of the Napier machines, almost no independent voters were left in America, only Democrats and Whigs (most of whom later became Republicans), and nearly all of them avid readers of newspapers. Kept in a perpetual state of political arousal by journalism, and further stimulated by election cycles that drew voters to the polls several times each year, not just on the first Tuesdays of November, the overwhelming majority regarded politics with a fervor that approached religious awakening, evoking interest characteristic of modern sports or entertainment. With only a few notable exceptions, few unaligned newspapers prospered.

Nor were their readers’ increasingly rigid political affiliations hard to decipher. There was no such thing as a true secret ballot during this period of our history. Until 1849, for example, voters in Lincoln’s Illinois chose their candidates by voice votes fully audible to their neighbors. Later, adult white men—by and large the only citizens eligible to participate in elections (women remained disenfranchised and black voting rights, rare and impermanent)—made their Election Day choices by openly depositing preprinted, often gaudily colored, paper ballots, clearly labeled for one party or another, into transparent glass bowls. Another important mark of political belief was visibly conveyed by the newspaper one took by mail, or toted through the streets. If, say, a New York reader of the 1860s carried the Tribune around town, he was clearly a progressive Republican. If he bundled the Daily News in his arms, he was a conservative Democrat. In Chicago, a subscription to that city’s Tribune similarly identified one as a Republican; taking the Times meant you favored the Democrats. Voters embraced their newspapers to tout their convictions in much the same way they wore campaign ferrotypes and medals on their coats—or today affix bumper stickers to their vehicles. As historian Elizabeth R. Varon has put it: “The function of antebellum newspapers, which were organs of political parties, was to make partisanship seem essential” to men’s lives and identities.25

•  •  •

To the modern reader, the notion of Abraham Lincoln as publisher of a foreign language weekly that he was unable to read fluently has a slightly absurd ring to it, more in line with his legendary sense of humor than with his seldom acknowledged aspiration to control the press. In fact, much as he yearned to communicate with crucially important foreign-born voters, Lincoln was no linguist. In one hapless effort to boost his appeal to the most important voting bloc in his region, he actually enrolled briefly in a German course in Springfield. But according to a dentist who attended class with him, “Lincoln told so many stories that we laughed at them instead of studying the lessons.”26

German instruction may have been a laughing matter to Lincoln, but German voting power, and the ability of the German language press to reach this crucial and expanding electorate, was deadly serious business. By 1860, Lincoln’s new publishing partner, Theodore Canisius, estimated that sixty-seven daily and weekly German language newspapers already existed in the Northwest.27 Their cultivation was but one aspect of the broader goal of befriending politically compatible publishers in outposts across the nation, wherever voters could be converted and coaxed to the polls by an editorial call to arms or, conversely, inspired to angry retribution by a scathing attack on the opposition. In this atmosphere, traditional salesmanship and manipulation—what today we call public relations or marketing—was but one weapon in a smart politician’s arsenal.

As noted, the business deal that turned politician Lincoln into publisher Lincoln was far from unique, however assiduously he shielded it from public view. Some of his contemporaries boasted equally strong, and far more visible, connections to individual newspapers. Some, like former congressman Caleb Blood Smith of Indiana and Senator Simon Cameron of Pennsylvania, both of whom later became members of Lincoln’s presidential cabinet, had served as influential editors years before they held public office. (Cameron actually won his U.S. Senate seat by defeating another newspaperman destined to work closely with President Lincoln: John Wein Forney.) Maryland leader Montgomery Blair, Lincoln’s future postmaster general, could trace his political roots to a journalist father who operated the pro-Jackson Washington Globe. Wartime minister to Russia Cassius Marcellus Clay served early in his career as both a Kentucky state legislator and as publisher of a local antislavery newspaper called the True American—more than once enduring mob attacks for daring to advocate freedom in a slave state. And Lincoln’s first vice president, Hannibal Hamlin, commenced his professional life as a compositor for a newspaper in Maine.28 While Lincoln became known as “The Rail Splitter” for his early labors with an ax, Hamlin earned a title of his own that proudly reflected his youthful origins in publishing: “The Type Sticker.”

Unlike Smith, Cameron, and Hamlin, all of whom quit journalism for politics, as well as Lincoln, who concealed his own late involvement in publishing, a number of publishers who craved elective or appointed office never entirely abandoned their newspaper careers merely because they held down government jobs. Instead, they played the roles of publisher and politician concurrently, to little surprise, much less outrage, from a public that largely perceived no conflict in such arrangements. The powerful New York Republican chairman Thurlow Weed, for one, controlled Empire State politics for years while—or as some said, by—running an influential Albany daily. Horace Greeley sought or served in elective office several times while publishing his New York Tribune—even though he later unctuously termed it “impossible for a journalist to reconcile independence in his profession with office-holding.”29 Greeley’s journalistic competitor, Henry J. Raymond of the New York Times, functioned as both an elected and a party leader without ever relinquishing editorial duties at his newspaper. Then there was the tangled case of Fernando Wood, the Democratic mayor of New York at the outbreak of the Civil War, who responded to the secession crisis by proposing that his city quit the Union, too, the better to preserve its profitable trade with the South. Wood owned no newspaper of his own to ballyhoo his treacherous proposals—at least not technically. Formal title to the daily that most vigorously cheered his call for municipal independence, the anti-Lincoln New York Daily News,I resided officially with Benjamin Wood—the mayor’s brother, who later sought and won election as a congressman (as did Fernando as well, after losing his bid for another term in the mayoralty). However corrupt such combinations may seem by modern standards, the system seldom aroused questions, much less challenges, in the Lincoln era—except, of course, from the opposition press.

As these crossover relationships demonstrate, politicians of the nineteenth century did far more than court the press, and the press in turn did more than merely report on politics and politicians. The development of America’s two-party system brought with it the birth of the one-party newspaper. Their intertwined, mutually enriching, potentially conflicted relationships dominated, indeed defined, both politics and the press for more than a century. That the system also encouraged crucial debate on freedom and slavery, nationalism and state rights, and ultimately spawned breathtaking reforms in American life, remains one of the marvels of nineteenth-century history. For in many ways, the absence of an independent, national American press—or even a monolithic regional press—also increased sectionalism and hastened disunion, war, and ultimately, a new nationalism predicated on a new definition of freedom.

By the time of the secession crisis, the institutions of politics and the press had become almost indistinguishable—having joined forces in open and impassioned collaboration. It took no less existential an event than the Civil War itself to unravel this incestuous partnership. Secession and rebellion upended tradition, but not before unleashing convulsive repercussions—including a widespread appetite for censorship and repression—that threatened the future of the free press itself. In one perhaps inevitable result of this longtime collusion, once the war of words exploded into a war of bullets, newspapers, once employed as weapons, instead became targets.

•  •  •

What this book proposes to explore is how the leading characters of the most divisive era in American history, political and journalistic alike, used (and in turn were used by) the increasingly popular and influential press to define and occasionally distort political debate, to make and break political careers, and ultimately to revolutionize American society. It aims to show how the leading figures in the intractably linked worlds of politics and the press waged a vigorous, often vicious, competition to determine which political belief system would emerge with more popular support and thus shape the national future.

In a sense, the saga is too big to be told in a single volume, for at its most robust the industry involved thousands of editors and politicians nationwide, hundreds of thousands of readers, and millions of pages of newsprint. This is decidedly not another book about the so-called Bohemian Brigade—the band of battlefield correspondents who fanned out to cover the battles and leaders of the Civil War, a worthy subject amply covered by other authors.30 Nor is it a book only about how newspapers treated Abraham Lincoln. Instead, this work seeks to explore the broader story of nineteenth-century political journalism through a much more focused lens: by tracking the chief political and journalistic personalities of the day to weave together two specific, ongoing, and historically vital competitions. The first percolated for more than a generation between a pair of rival politicians of the era, and the second raged for decades among three extraordinary journalists who covered them—and of course attempted variously to cheer, vilify, and influence them (and each other) as well.

The political focus will fall on the twenty-year-long political battle between fellow Illinoisans Abraham Lincoln and Stephen Douglas. The Whig-turned-Republican Lincoln and the lifelong Democrat Douglas emerged as the two most prominent leaders in the most contentious era in American history, opposed each other at crucial moments for major offices, filled the press with their oratory, and earned both praise and criticism in newspaper accounts published not only in their home state, but from New York all the way to the national capital.

A concentration on Lincoln and Douglas is justifiable not only historically—they ended up running against each other for the U.S. Senate in 1858 and for the presidency in 1860—but also statistically. A research survey conducted for this book in the comprehensive newspaper holdings of the American Antiquarian Society more than vindicates this emphasis. Year after year, beginning in the 1850s, Lincoln and Douglas ranked among the most widely covered leaders of their age. From the time they first attracted notice, through their battles for the Senate and presidency, and on through Douglas’s sudden death in 1861, the names of these longtime opponents appeared in print more often than any of their political contemporaries: 6,500 stories for Lincoln, and an equally impressive six thousand for Douglas. And these statistics come from an archive that is representative, but in no way complete.31

While placing Lincoln and Douglas at the core of the political story from the 1830s through the 1860s, the book will construct the parallel press story around three of the most successful and influential newspaper publishers of the Lincoln-Douglas era: the aforementioned Horace Greeley and Henry Raymond, fellow Whigs who eventually turned Republican, but starkly different around the edges of their basic principles, personalities, loyalties, and methods of operation; and alongside them, their flamboyant and ruthless competitor James Gordon Bennett, owner of the sensationalistic, deeply conservative New York Herald, which nearly always tilted Democratic. Unlike the Tribune and the Times, indeed most of the leading politically aligned papers of the day, the Herald made a virtue of its supposed political independence—although Bennett never disguised his deep suspicion of the antislavery movement or his rancid hatred of black people, Jews, and Catholics—even as he revolutionized journalistic taste, news-gathering techniques, printing technologies, and advertising, in the process attracting the largest readership of any American newspaper. The unpredictable Bennett flirted with but ultimately opposed the Whigs and, later, the Republicans (including Lincoln) often enough to make political comparisons with Greeley and Raymond endlessly fascinating. One thing is certain: the three became and remained the most widely read and most famous journalists of their age, national celebrities in their own right who invented their newspapers and made them bold reflections of their own oversized personalities.32

To be sure, many of the colorful contemporaries of these three newspaper titans, and the politically motivated exploits of their publications, will also make appearances on these pages. In addition to acknowledging other leading editors in New York, the book will explore parallel journalistic rivalries in Springfield, Chicago, and, of course, Washington, in all of which Lincoln and Douglas competed for newspaper space as their own political aspirations expanded beyond Illinois. The thriving weekly press will be addressed along with the daily, as will the abolitionist and black press (and the overtly white supremacist papers as well). The editors of pro-secession and Confederate journals will appear, as will the creators of the new pictorial weeklies. As Lincoln’s years as a “German publisher” demonstrate, the foreign press played an important part in this history as well. But the focus will remain fixed on the trio of extraordinary New Yorkers and their profound influence on the American press and politics.

The rationale is simple: perhaps New York was never representative of the entire country, either culturally or politically, but no editors anywhere amassed or deployed more truly national editorial power from the 1840s through the 1860s than Greeley, Raymond, and Bennett. None maintained their influence longer—cast it wider—or proved more essential to the crusades to preserve the Union and destroy slavery, either in support or in significant opposition, and sometimes a bit of both—than did these three flawed giants. From a purely dramatic point of view, no competitors spent so much time conducting warfare of the most personal kind, in the words of one contemporary, “constantly hammering away at each other,” as if their own rivalry supplanted those of the leaders whom they covered.33

The three were also remarkable individuals. They loved their profession as passionately as they loathed each other, and each believed, in his own way, that he was all but ordained to chart the course for the future of civilization. As surely as did the principal political advocates of the day, the Times, Tribune, and Herald vigorously defined and debated public issues. As overtly as candidates, they sought and corralled votes. As aggressively as armies in the field, they fought battles. Although they differed enormously in personality—Bennett was an audacious showman, sly and given to the grandiose; Greeley a self-righteous reformer, passionate but easily dismayed, diverted, and bruised; and Raymond a civic-minded moderate, progressive but sometimes maddeningly practical—each believed without question that he best understood the pulse of the country, and offered the only worthwhile advice to keep it beating.

No one in their own time doubted the preeminence of the New York editors—not even their counterparts in other cities. One contemporary, editor John Russell Young, put it simply: “When the war came, journalism in the East was governed by Horace Greeley, James Gordon Bennett, and Henry J. Raymond.”34 And journalism in the East in turn seeded, influenced, and dominated journalism throughout the nation. When improved rail service began linking cities more closely, the Philadelphia Inquirer admitted that trains carried “New York over every railway, sets it down at every station, and extends it everywhere.”35 Describing New York’s dailies as the nation’s only “true newspapers,” a onetime Herald correspondent agreed that its widely circulated papers “penetrate everywhere.” But it was “very rare that a daily paper, published East, South, or West, is sold in New York. . . . A curious law is observed . . . all papers go from east to west, with the sun, and scarcely ever in the opposite direction.”36

According to another period observer, the New York papers reached “the controlling minds of the country . . . in all reading-rooms, exchanges, bank parlors, insurance offices, counting-rooms, hotels, and wherever else the ruling men of the country congregate.” But above all, the “grand reason why the New York papers” enjoyed unparalleled “national importance” came through “the scissors”: for out-of-town journalists routinely clipped and reprinted what the New York editors originated. Bennett, Greeley, and Raymond effectively created “daily copies for all editors to follow.”37 Of at least equal importance, the Tribune, Times, and Herald also circulated nationally in their own extraordinarily popular weekly editions—the equivalent of Time and Newsweek magazines a century later.

For all these reasons, no three editors became more famous, feared, controversial, or assiduously courted than “The Old Philosopher” Greeley, “The Little Villain” Raymond, and “His Satanic Majesty” Bennett—derogatory sobriquets that haunted them for much of their careers. None better represented the confluence of press and politics. None aspired to more power. None more exhaustively covered the battles, leaders, and politics of the antebellum and Civil War periods, or sought more audaciously to direct the war’s outcome and either guide or impede its leaders, Lincoln included. And none was surpassed as source material for the political and military events of that bloody struggle. Greeley, Raymond, and Bennett became national celebrities by inventing different styles of partisan journalism—templates that endure to this day—and despite their endless squabbling, they brought newspapers to the summit of their power over American life. Among them, for better or for worse, they invented modern journalism.

Along the way, the Times, Tribune, and Herald did nothing less than produce what is often, and justifiably, called the first draft of nineteenth-century American history. Certainly, historians still scour their pages for reliable contemporary information about slavery, secession, and the rebellion. This data their archives undoubtedly contain—though a reader examining each of the three for accounts of specific wartime events may still come away with entirely different impressions and opinions. As this book hopes to demonstrate, the products of nineteenth-century journalism—and their leading producers—cry out for a reappraisal that takes into account the filter through which their landmark work was originally accomplished: that of unbridled political partisanship, and a desire to influence, and in some cases, participate in government. Hopefully, this study will provide a fresh way to reexamine that first draft of history in light of the undisguised philosophies and raw politics that inspired so much of what not only informed, but also divided, those who read and lived through it.

“Public sentiment is everything,” Abraham Lincoln declared during his 1858 senatorial debates with Stephen Douglas. “With public sentiment, nothing can fail; without it, nothing can succeed. Consequently,” he added in a remarkably frank admission, “he who moulds public sentiment, goes deeper than he who enacts statutes or pronounces decisions.”38 It is time we took Lincoln at his word and examined his extraordinary focus on—and mastery of—political journalism as a means to earn and sustain voter support.

For the most part, history has always focused on “statutes” and “decisions.” Yet in their own time and for several generations, Lincoln and his political contemporaries devoted a remarkable portion of their energies to mould public sentiment through the press: not just by appealing to journalists but in influencing the press directly and in some cases managing the press themselves. A fresh exploration of these alloyed historical currents, with the press not merely reporting the momentous events, but functioning as an integral part of the forces that shaped them, may hopefully shift, or at least balance, the historical emphasis. It will shed new light on a crucial but neglected aspect of Lincoln’s leadership.

What follows is the story of an epic partnership involving politicians who rose and fell on the currents of American journalism and newspapermen who labored to abet, or impede, their political aspirations. It is a story of both unexpected alliances and brutal wars—uncivil wars.



I. Not to be confused with the modern-day tabloid newspaper of the same name.



A NOTE ON THE NEWSPAPERS—AND THEIR OFFICIAL AND UNOFFICIAL NAMES
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Nineteenth-century newspapers often burdened themselves with long, formal names that reflected not only their cities of origin and publishing frequency, but also their political orientations. This last-named method of identification grew muddled when the Federalist Party passed into oblivion, and especially after the National Republicans morphed into either Democrats (who endured) or Whigs (who subsequently faded away, too). So it happened that some newspapers later affiliated with Lincoln-era Republicanism continued to call themselves “Democrat” as in the old days, while others who remained committed to the Democrats, slavery, and secession still bore the Jeffersonian-era name “Republican.” Whenever such incongruities arise, they are noted for clarity in the text or in the source notes.

For this book, newspaper names are abbreviated and modernized to save space and stave off ennui. Thus, Springfield’s pro-Republican Illinois Daily State Journal is identified only as the Illinois State Journal, while its rival paper, the Democratic Daily Illinois State Register (no one knows why the word “Daily” appeared in different places on the mastheads of each paper) is redacted to the Illinois State Register. Similarly, the Chicago Daily Times is called the Chicago Times, and the Chicago Daily Press and Tribune, the Press and Tribune—that is, until its owners dropped the word “Press” and it became the Chicago Tribune. Similarly, the New-York Daily Times is referred to here as the New York Times, the New-York Daily Tribune as the New York Tribune—the names they adopted years later, sans their endearing but obsolete hyphens (no disrespect intended to the durable New-York Historical Society).

It is hoped that these simplified titles will make the text less cumbersome and more coherent.
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Abraham Lincoln holds a newspaper to the camera in an 1854 photograph by Polycarpus von Schneidau taken in Chicago. Although he clutched a different newspaper in the original photo, the Chicago Press and Tribune later added its own masthead.







PART ONE

DRUMBEAT OF THE NATION
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CHAPTER ONE

The Types Are in Our Glory
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The two odd-looking young men who ventured off from their respective family homes, half a continent apart, in that same summer of 1831—each determined to find success on his own, and each fated to loom large in the other’s struggles for fame and power—were as yet totally unknown to one another.

Nothing but coincidence dictated that they launch their adult lives at nearly the identical moment in time, with so few prospects, and in such remarkably coincident circumstances. Yet there were astonishing similarities to their journeys. For one thing, when both boys took leave of their parents, they had accumulated so little in the way of possessions that each was able to squeeze his meager belongings into a single kerchief borne over his shoulder on a stick. Both began their long voyages on foot.

On the surface, they looked as different as any two pioneers on the continent. To be sure, both were unconventional in appearance. One, however, was almost absurdly tall, deeply bronzed, lean but well muscled, with a face creased and “gnarled” well beyond his years; the other, slight in stature, was moon-faced, spectrally pallid, and “angelically cherubic,” far more youthful in appearance than in age.1 Intellectually and emotionally they were unalike as well, one laconic and shy, the other ebullient and confident. Both of them gifted and curious, the taller one was blessed with a rare power of concentration, the smaller barely able to focus his attention on one subject before lurching to embrace another. Had any of their later admirers somehow managed to encounter both of these wanderers that year they would surely have predicted that the two opposites could never become friends. And in a sense, such observers would have been correct. Yet eventually, Abraham Lincoln and Horace Greeley came not only to know each other well, but to figure crucially in each other’s future.

More than fifteen years would pass before Lincoln and Greeley finally met in the whirlwind of mid-century politics. Not for a quarter of a century would they come to affect each other’s lives as well as the destiny of their country—with an enormity that neither could have imagined at the time they began their adult journeys in 1831. These two men would never come fully to know or understand the other. Yet one would become the century’s greatest subject, and the other its most influential observer.

In a sense, these two contrasting strangers on the move that summer had much more in common than anyone who met them later might have realized. Even in 1831, when no one but friends and relatives knew that these boys existed, much less mattered, the similarities between them would have been marked as extraordinary. Each had been dwelling with his family in a crowded, primitive log cabin. Each had worked the land, but had stolen precious time whenever possible to feed an insatiable hunger for reading. And each was poor—nearly destitute. As one of their contemporaries observed: “Both sprang from obscurity; both were cradled in poverty; both worked their way up by sheer brain work; both were excessively simple, democratic, and homespun in their manners and dress; both were awkward in gait; both abounded in quaint dry humour.”2

Both Lincoln and Greeley came of age on hardscrabble farms, yearning for education but lacking access to formal schooling. Lincoln long regretted learning only “by littles” from itinerant instructors who knew no more than “ ‘readin, writin, and cipherin’ to the Rule of Three.” Greeley, as a friend recalled, “seldom had a teacher that could teach him anything”—perhaps as much a testament to the future editor’s sometimes galling self-assurance as to the scarcity of competent instructors in the hinterlands.3

Each boy had nearly died as a result of a childhood accident: Lincoln kicked in the head by a horse and “apparantly [sic] killed for a time,” as he quaintly put it; Greeley “half drowned” after bravely plunging into a river in an attempt to rescue his brother from drowning.4 Most distinctly of all, both boys seemed from the outset oddly different from their friends—more serious, more studious, more distracted—and both painfully awkward with the opposite sex. Of young Lincoln, his stepmother frankly admitted: “He was not very fond of girls.” A New Hampshire acquaintance similarly recalled that where young Greeley was concerned, “For girls, as girls, he never manifested any preference.”5 (As it happened, Greeley married Mary Cheney when he was twenty-five; not until he was thirty-three did Lincoln wed his Mary.)

Not that either youth shrank from the grueling physical work farm boys of the day were expected to perform. Both grew accustomed to physical labor, specializing in felling trees and cutting logs, though neither grew to love such work, and only Lincoln emerged from the experience with a physique worthy of his labors. Unknown to each other they may have been, but the two boys shared another attribute destined to define their lives: their unquenchable thirst for the printed word. From an early age, each had turned to reading whenever and wherever afforded the luxuries of leisure and light. And each sought intellectual nourishment in both the permanent and ephemeral publications that so many among even the poorest American families strove to keep in their homes: first and foremost the Bible, of course—but also newspapers.

With his horizons vastly broadened by what he discovered in his omnivorous reading, Lincoln ultimately decided to enter political life. Greeley determined early that his destiny was to report it. Each would come to believe his respective profession offered not only the best means to improve his own condition, but the best way to wield the power to shape national destiny. From the beginning of their slow rise to national fame, they likely understood that the worlds of politicians and journalists were inextricably bound together.

•  •  •

Lincoln, at twenty-two the older, and certainly the more robust of the two, had for years devoured as much reading material as he could lay his hands on, especially after the teenager’s family migrated from Kentucky to Indiana, where periodicals were readily available. “I think newspapers were had in Indiana as early as 1824,” his stepmother later recalled. “Abe was a constant reader of them—I am sure of this for the years of 1827-28-29-30. The name of the Louisville Journal seems to sound like one.”6 The boy often read them “very late at night” after he completed his chores, testified a cousin, who remembered Abe habitually turning a chair upside down near the hearth, then placing a pillow on the underside of the seat to support his head while he unfolded his newspaper. He would “lie there for hours,” she remembered, “and read” these papers, sometimes out loud.7 Young Lincoln was mad for them. The more political their content the better. As his future law partner once asserted: “Mr. Lincoln’s education was almost entirely a newspaper one.”8 And he pursued it with little encouragement from a stern father who preferred that his son stick exclusively to his responsibilities on the farm.

Inspiration came from both his empathetic stepmother and from appreciative strangers. At one point, the curious teenager began borrowing a pro-temperance paper to which a neighbor named William Wood subscribed. Lincoln, at most nineteen years old, soon composed an essay of his own on the evils of drink, and proudly shared it with Wood, who found to his astonishment that “the piece excelled for sound sense anything that my paper contained.” Impressed, Wood showed the article to a local preacher, who in turn sent it on to a paper in Ohio, which published it. Once it was in print, Wood read the article “with pleasure over and over again.”

When Lincoln followed this small triumph by composing yet another essay, this time on political issues, Wood handed it over to a local attorney, who saw this latest treatise into print as well. In it, the young man argued that education “should be fostered all over the Country” in order to nourish “the best form of Government in the world.” As Wood saw it, Lincoln’s eagerness to see such views broadly cast at such a young age showed unusual maturity. Although still not twenty and virtually untaught, Abe had already published two newspaper articles, exploring themes to which he would return many times in years to come: sobriety, education, and American exceptionalism. But from the start, writing for Lincoln was a means, not an end. He wrote about policy issues not only to influence others, but to gain influence for its own sake—for himself. Even when he saw his first newspaper printing press at Vincennes, Indiana, he left no comment about the mechanics of making news.9

After his solitary 1831 journey from his parents’ cabin, Lincoln moved to a tiny Illinois mill town called New Salem, where his new neighbors noticed at once that his nose was always pointed toward a printed page. “History and poetry & the newspapers constituted the most of his reading,” testified one. A local shoemaker similarly observed that Lincoln read “all kinds of newspapers,” sitting up, lying down, or walking in the streets. Yet a third concurred. “More than he did books,” he said of Lincoln, “he read papers.”10 Always eager to perform, if he found something particularly amusing or instructive on their pages, he would read the item aloud to anyone within earshot. Though the distinctive new arrival “rapidly made acquaintances and friends,” as he proudly put it, he yet considered himself without real direction in life, trying, then abandoning, a succession of jobs: as a blacksmith, surveyor, and storekeeper, in the last of which he ended up owing creditors so much money that he began referring to his crushing obligations as the “national debt.” Although he never considered giving up and returning to his parents’ fold, young Lincoln remained, he lamented, “a piece of floating driftwood.”11

At least, part-time work as the New Salem village postmaster enabled him to read his neighbors’ newspapers as soon as they arrived, before recipients could claim their subscriptions for themselves. His neighbor, Dr. John Allen, joked that he “Never saw a man better pleased” with a job. As postmaster, Lincoln had “access to all the News papers—never yet being able to get the half that he wanted before.”12 Without complaint, perhaps even sensing with pride that their well-liked, yarn-spinning postmaster was destined for greater things, residents of New Salem patiently grew accustomed to receiving their papers late, badly wrinkled, and carelessly refolded.13

•  •  •

Horace Greeley, the other young man who began his initial adult journey in 1831 but at age twenty, a year shy of his legal majority, not only commenced his career at a younger age, but with a keener sense of his destiny.

What he called his “unromantic life” began in a log home near Amherst, New Hampshire, like Lincoln on a cold February day. He entered the world struggling for breath so laboriously that few in his family expected him to live more than a day.14 The infant surprised his parents by surviving, but grew up so pale of complexion that acquaintances nicknamed the “feeble, sickly child” the “Ghost.” Treated almost like “a guest or a pet” in his own home, the boy nonetheless performed his share of work. From age six to fifteen, he did his best to cut down small trees, drive oxen, and help till the “rocky” New England ground. He was certainly less proficient at such work than Lincoln. But like Lincoln, whenever he could steal time, young Greeley read voraciously—read, some later claimed, even before he could speak. He could “read very thoroughly at 4 years of age,” he boasted, and “quite passably with the book upside down.” Spelling, he remembered, “was my favorite, as is natural for a child of tenacious memory and no judgment.” From the beginning, it was the Holy Book, and eventually “the newspaper he was given to play with”—an Amherst weekly to which his father subscribed. The Bible and newspapers: for both Lincoln and Greeley they represented equally compelling gospel.15

From an early age, Horace knew what he wanted to do with his life. “Having loved and devoured newspapers—indeed, every form of periodical—from childhood,” he remembered, “I early resolved to be a printer if I could.”16 Responding, appropriately enough, to a newspaper advertisement, Greeley’s father apprenticed the young man in 1826 to the publisher of a modest journal called The Northern Spectator in East Poultney, Vermont, twelve miles from their home. Horace was only fifteen.

For the next five years he worked industriously at the struggling paper, learning every aspect of the trade, from typesetting to writing. In return, he received six months’ free board and a forty-dollar annual stipend for clothing. Before long, he recalled, “my hands were blistered and my back lamed by working off the very considerable edition of the paper on an old-fashioned two-pull, wooden Ramage press—a task beyond my boyish strength.”17 If it seemed to young Horace like a form of slavery, he never specifically said so. He not only gained no physical strength from his labors; he lost his good eyesight. At a young age, the owlish-looking Greeley already took to wearing wire-rimmed spectacles to correct his vision. Like Lincoln, he remembered making “many valued friends” in his new surroundings. Yet when The Northern Spectator folded in 1830, Greeley made no effort to linger in Vermont. Instead, with nowhere else to go, he retreated to his family at its new homestead in the wilds of northwestern Pennsylvania.18

He was reduced to “chopping wood” again, and by his own admission neither “efficiently nor satisfactorily.” By spring, Greeley concluded that “the life of a pioneer was one to which I was poorly adapted.” Determining to make “one more effort to resume my chosen calling,” he scoured the region for a newspaper position, finally securing one at the nearby Erie Gazette for the salary of fifteen dollars a month.19

Young Greeley held this job only until summer, when he turned down an opportunity to put his money where his ambition lay and become a junior partner at the struggling Gazette. It seemed to him the wrong enterprise at the wrong time. To his professed horror, its proprietor, Joseph M. Sterrett, seemed to love politics more than journalism. The publisher actually aspired to a seat in the Pennsylvania State Senate, and Greeley admitted that at the time he heartily disapproved of such inclinations. The young man even seemed shocked that local readers suffered from a similar “intense addiction to partisan strife.” As he remembered of his own naïveté: “I was fairly appalled by the assiduity and vehemence wherewith political controversy was prosecuted by nearly every man and boy I met in Erie.” For now, the kind of political activism in which Greeley would come enthusiastically to specialize seemed repellent, antithetical to journalism itself—though he later admitted that he, too, became “an ardent politician when not yet half old enough to vote.”20 He instead applied for an editor’s job at distant Wilkes-Barre, but lacking sufficient experience was rejected.

With only ten dollars in his pocket, few realistic prospects in his adopted state, and, as he took note, with a surfeit of equally ambitious printers beginning to head west in search of opportunity, Greeley made a bold, if unexpected choice. In an ironic reversal on the advice for which he would later become famous, the young man decided to go east. Unlike Lincoln, who elected to begin his career in a tiny village, Greeley headed to the fastest-growing city in the nation.

Horace Greeley reached New York City on August 17, 1831, still not quite twenty-one years old, dressed in “scanty and seedy clothes,” and with but “ten dollars in my pocket and not an acquaintance within two hundred miles”—another piece of “floating driftwood,” but at least in a bigger pond, and more certain than ever about his professional goals.

Here, Greeley would have encountered a breathtaking skyline crowned by church steeples almost as far as the human eye could see, all surrounded by a harbor choked with ships, large and small, lurching upriver and down, and from shore to shore, in all directions at once. Here were horse-drawn carriages and overstuffed sidewalk bins vying with pedestrians for precious space along newly paved streets and sidewalks; and brick and wooden structures sitting cheek to cheek along streets that faded at their eastern and western extremes toward the mysterious uncertainties of the docks. Greeley arrived in town in the middle of the hottest month of the summer, a time when, as another visitor of the day complained, even when dressed “in the thinnest clothing, the perspiration streams from every pore, trickles from every hair of the head, and falls in a shower to the floor.” Residents had no choice but to drink profusions of the “fresh” water that, according to warning signs adorning every public pump, might well cause death from cholera. To Greeley, it was a paradise.21

By his own description “slender, pale, and plain,” he remained so rustic-looking he feared no one would take him seriously. In fact, the editor of the prestigious New York Journal of Commerce refused him a place, telling him that he resembled “a runaway apprentice from some country office.” Only later would Greeley learn proudly to emphasize his singular appearance—until his country hats, long coats, and, later, chin whiskers, became not impediments but instantly recognizable trademarks.22

The very morning after his arrival, August 18, the aspiring journalist landed his first New York job at a Chatham Street printing establishment run by one John T. West. The youngster’s unenviable assignment—which he quickly concluded he had secured because no one else in town would take it—had little to do with newspaper work. It required him painstakingly to set a tiny Bible in such minuscule type he could barely see it. Worse, when Greeley finished the arduous project, he found himself unemployed again: West had no further work for him. Horace moved on to a monthly publication, which reneged on his meager salary, and then slunk back to West’s to typeset a new edition of the Book of Genesis. The only mark of upward mobility he could afford was a “second-hand suit of clothes” purchased from a “Hebrew” who “shaved me villainously for them.”23

Greeley was beginning to feel as if he might spend the rest of his life bent over type racks fourteen hours a day. He considered looking for work in Washington, but “could not pay my way” to the capital. On New Year’s Day 1832, Greeley at last secured a promising new post as a compositor at the Spirit of the Times, a thrice-weekly sporting journal that two of the young printers from West’s had recently launched on nearby Wall Street. Initially “their paper did not pay,” Greeley lamented, adding: “I know that it was difficult to make it pay me.”24 But Greeley might have been willing to pay his new employers for the priceless experience he began acquiring. Eventually the salary came trickling in. And exactly a year later, on January 1, 1833, Greeley felt he had enough experience and, more miraculously, enough funds, to launch a newspaper of his own. Readers evidently disagreed. Greeley’s new Morning Post survived a total of twenty-one days. Its editor, Greeley admitted of himself, “had neither money nor brains.”25

•  •  •

In New Salem, which boasted no papers of its own, Abraham Lincoln meanwhile openly embraced the interlocking worlds of partisan politics and journalism that Greeley still eschewed. Out-of-town newspapers provided for him both a source of political news from afar and a means of expanding the reach of his political voice at home. In the same year Greeley went to work at the Spirit of the Times, 1832, Lincoln not only began reading law, but though not yet an attorney, parlayed his growing neighborhood popularity into his first run for public office. He launched his bid for a seat in the State Assembly by doing precisely what his experience as a teenage freelancer in Indiana had taught him: publishing his views in the nearest paper. In this case, it was the newly established Sangamo Journal. He would remain its close and loyal friend, and sometimes more, for the better part of the next three decades.

Just the previous November, a husky, determined, Connecticut-born, thirty-five-year-old publisher named Simeon Francis had established the Journal with his brother Josiah in the nearby town of Springfield. Situated about twenty-two miles southeast of New Salem, Springfield was still a backwater—except perhaps in comparison to the primitive outpost Lincoln still called home. Not yet the capital of Illinois, it boasted a few multistory wooden buildings and a good deal of boglike mud occupied principally by roaming pigs. As for Francis, he had an unpromising track record in the journalism business: he had already launched and lost two previous papers, one in New London, the other in Buffalo, the latter put out of business when sacked by an anti-Masonic mob—a violent fate to which “radical” presses of the day were occasionally subjected. Turning dejectedly for a time to farming, Francis yearned to resume his press career. After a brief stint in St. Louis, where the palpable existence of slavery made him uneasy, Francis decided to gamble on establishing his new paper in Illinois.

No one is quite certain why. With no more than eight hundred inhabitants, most of them recent arrivals who yet lacked a sense of community and had little cash money to spare for subscriptions, Springfield seemed an inhospitable place for the news business. The town had already seen three earlier papers come to life—and promptly die for lack of readers. Nor would its many conservative, Southern-born residents look kindly on the newly arrived Yankee publisher or his politics, which emphasized free labor and government-funded improvements to roads and canals. But Springfield was also a town increasingly populated by equally ambitious newcomers similarly attracted to its possibilities, and determined to grow along with it. Illinois, Simeon Francis earnestly believed, was “the country for poor men—rich in soil, healthy, and pleasant.”26

Urged on enthusiastically by Josiah, who rosily insisted that the town was the perfect spot for their new enterprise, the Francis brothers launched their weekly paper with just fifteen subscribers in hand at an advance price of $2.50 a year. By 1832, Josiah would boast, “we are now publishing upwards of 600.”27 But the economics of the business remained a challenge. Advertising was scarce. That first year, the weekly took in just $4.50 for six insertions of a paid notice seeking the return of “a prisoner who broke jail.” Four weeks’ worth of legal notices for a writ of attachment brought in only $3.75. Seven repetitions of an advertisement for a local school yielded but $2.75.28

Nor was editorial copy easy to come by. For its earliest editions, with scant local news to report, the Francis brothers filled their four-page sheet with reprints from established journals like the Albany Argus and the Liverpool Mercury. This was standard procedure at the time for isolated rural papers. Because copyright laws of the day were either lax or unenforceable, small, remote journals were emboldened to purloin articles from the big-city papers that arrived by mail. The earliest editions of the Journal featured maudlin fictional stories lifted from out-of-town literary journals, standard how-to pieces (like a primer on breastfeeding captured from Washington’s National Intelligencer), and polemics that included an article on women’s domestic obligations (emphasizing obedience to their breadwinning husbands) “contributed” by (more likely stolen without permission from) no less than Catherine Beecher. Most of the Journal’s advertisements came from out-of-town papers, too, and were likely unpaid. Its earliest local news items more often than not carried no addresses, for the simple reason that few of Springfield’s streets had yet been given names.29

Initially the paper made a show of appearing multi-partisan, vowing to print any article that was “decorously written.” To refuse to carry contrary viewpoints, it trumpeted in February 1832, would abridge “the freedom of the press—‘the palladium of our liberties.’ ”30 Even in these formative days, however, readers would have little doubt about the Journal’s philosophy—and as the custom of the day already dictated, newspapers were usually founded around specific political principles and party organizations, and with few exceptions remained loyal to both. The earliest issues of the Journal championed improvements to roads and canals, endorsed high protective tariffs for foreign imports, and assailed President Andrew Jackson as a tyrant—standard doctrine for any anti-Democratic publication worth its subscription price.

The Journal’s undisguised antagonism toward a powerful president whom many foes regarded as a despot was reflected in its gasconading motto: “Not the glory of Caesar but the Welfare of Rome!” The Journal’s founding prospectus reiterated this crusading inclination in more plainspoken language: “In a word, whatever will tend to advance the prosperity of this highly favored state, develop its resources and exhibit its advantages to the immigrating inhabitants of all other States, will receive deserved attention.”31 Developing “resources” was a code phrase for “internal improvements,” crucial to Henry Clay’s proposed “American System,” which emphasized community building projects. The Sangamo Journal would quickly evolve into a party organ, and as such a natural home for Abraham Lincoln’s political views and potential voters. By the time Lincoln contributed his campaign appeal to the paper a few weeks later, the Journal had established a toehold among the community’s anti-Jacksonians. As a whole, Illinois remained largely Democratic, and the opposition still fragmented, but like the Sangamo Journal, Lincoln “sided with [Daniel] Webster against [John C.] Calhoun, and with [Henry] Clay against anybody.”32 In the Journal, Lincoln found not only sympathetic editorial coverage, but a lifetime ally.

In his open letter to “the People of Sangamo County,” published March 15, 1832, the young candidate not surprisingly echoed the paper’s founding principles, coming out strongly for “the opening of good roads . . . the clearing of navigable streams,” and “the construction of a rail road.” The proposals were specific, the style compact and unornamented, if stiff and rather formal, and the tone modest. Lincoln pledged that while “it is better to be only sometimes right, than at all times wrong, so soon as I discover my opinions to be erroneous, I shall be ready to renounce them.”33
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Sangamo Journal, March 1832: Lincoln’s first signed newspaper article, proposing himself for the Illinois state legislature.





The letter is famous now only because it was a future president’s maiden political message, but here in print was nothing less than the birth of an original political voice. “I am young and unknown to many of you,” Lincoln concluded his editorial with self-effacing charm. “I was born and have ever remained in the most humble walks of life.” He had no ambition “so great as being truly esteemed of my fellow men.” If victorious, he promised to be “unremitting in my labors. . . . But if the good people in their wisdom shall see fit to keep me in the background,” he concluded fatalistically, “I have been too familiar with disappointments to be very much chagrined.”34 Chagrined Lincoln may well have been when Francis buried his manifesto on page two of the Sangamo Journal—along with other routine local news. The editor’s quest for readership and revenue trumped even party fealty. Advertising, not news, appeared on the cover.

Then Lincoln, too, found a higher calling than his campaign for the legislature. On April 21, just a few weeks after publishing his message, he temporarily abandoned his political battles to enlist in an altogether different kind of war. An Indian chief named Black Hawk had violated a recent treaty and reentered the state with a small army of warriors. Along with many of his New Salem friends, Lincoln joined up for military service after the governor called for volunteers to repel the invasion. Never in real danger, Lincoln thoroughly enjoyed his military experience, relished his election as company captain, and happily reenlisted twice, remaining on duty, and off the political hustings, for nearly two months.

Unable to work the district for votes while he remained in the service, Lincoln’s unremarkable military record—characterized at its most hazardous, he later admitted, by his “struggles with the musquetoes [sic]”—proved far too lackluster to impress his constituents at home.35 Worse, when the Journal printed the names of the local men who had served in the recent war, Francis inadvertently left Lincoln off the list. Lincoln protested and a correction appeared, but the damage had been done.36 Shortly after his demobilization, and with but a few days left to make up for lost time, Lincoln made a last-minute quest for support. It proved too little, too late. He lost the August 6 election for the State Assembly. Though New Salem residents, who knew him best, gave him a heartening 277 of their three hundred votes, he ran badly in the district-wide race, finishing eighth in a field of thirteen. He had reprinted his Sangamo Journal letter as a handbill, but it did scant good.37 Lincoln was still learning how newspapers and politicians might best collaborate to achieve common goals.

One way to prod public opinion, he discovered, was to write newspaper copy himself, and electoral defeat notwithstanding, Lincoln now became a regular, if anonymous, contributor of partisan, occasionally intemperate articles to the Sangamo Journal. As editor Francis published all such screeds unsigned, or over a pseudonym, there is no way to know for certain how many of these uncredited pieces Lincoln submitted over the years.38 But as New Salem post office clerk James Matheny remembered, “Lincoln used to write Editorials as far back as 1834 or 5 for Francis.” Matheny claimed he personally “took hundreds of such Editorials from Lincoln to the Journal office.”39

On occasion, eager to see his views in print, “Honest Abe” may even have abused his privileges during his days as a postal employee in order to speed his editorials through the mail at no cost. As village postmaster, Lincoln enjoyed the franking privilege—merely signing his name atop a folded letter that formed a self-envelope was enough to secure its free delivery—but technically he was entitled to use it only for official material, a category into which his essays decidedly did not fit. Otherwise recipients of mail, not senders, paid for postage. With the price set by law at a forbidding six cents per sheet, the impoverished Lincoln may have concluded that if his editorial contributions arrived postage due, the newspaper might decline them unopened.

By whatever means they were dispatched, these hortatory and sometimes defamatory articles by authors identified only as “A Looker-On,” “Sampson’s Ghost,” and “Kentucky Volunteer” were likely all the work of Abraham Lincoln, partisan journalist. The unattributed columns inspired one Democratic editor to fume that he had nothing but contempt for “anonymous scribblers . . . who, without the courage to appear unmasked, vindictively and falsely assail the characters and actions of public men.”40 Later, the local Democratic paper was more specific, alleging: “The writers of the Journal have had a late acquisition—a chap rather famous not only for throwing filth, but for swallowing it afterwards,” leaving no doubt that its charge referred specifically to the “jester and mountebank” Lincoln.41 One of Lincoln’s ripostes, as neighbor Caleb Carman remembered, was so truculent that even Simeon Francis would not print it. Determined to see it published somewhere, the rejected editorial writer instead sent it to the nearby Beardstown Chronicle.42 Broadening his reach was also a sign of Lincoln’s growth. He now regularly read not only the Springfield paper but also the Louisville Journal and Missouri Democrat. By 1834, however, Lincoln assumed a new title reflecting his ongoing, primary connection to the newspaper that remained crucial to his future political success: he became New Salem’s official local agent for the Sangamo Journal.43

•  •  •

Half a continent away, the eleven daily newspapers serving New York City devoted only cursory coverage to the Black Hawk War in distant Illinois, and of course none at all to the obscure races there for its state legislature. Far more urgent and compelling stories vied for their attention and ink. An epidemic of plague in 1831 took the lives of more than 3,500 New Yorkers. The metropolis continued its struggle to recover from a sustained national financial downturn. Most intoxicating of all, the 1832 presidential election was fast approaching, and when Jackson won nomination in May for a second term, with Clay his opponent running as a National Republican, the anti-Democratic papers unleashed renewed warnings of dictatorship. The national political contest may not have engaged specialty publications like Greeley’s Spirit of the Times, but here in the nation’s commercial hub, it elicited regular coverage on the pages of the leading dailies.

As of 1832, the city’s major newspapers were oversized six-cent broadsheets. By tradition, copies were hawked on the streets by newspaper carriers employed directly by the publishers, or sold to customers who came calling at the newspapers’ home offices in lower Manhattan’s overcrowded financial district. The remainder went off to subscribers by mail (though many recipients did not pay). The most widely read publications included James Watson Webb’s pro-Whig Courier and David Hale and Gerard Hallock’s elite and pro-Democratic Journal of Commerce, along with papers bearing such forbidding names as the Mercantile Advertiser, the Journal and Advertiser, the Mechanics’ Advertiser, and the Gazette and General Advertiser. As their titles accurately suggested, these publications were designed primarily for men who engaged in trade and supposedly thought of little else. Yet ironically the narrow editorial focus of these so-called gentlemen’s papers served to limit the trade in newspapers themselves.44 In a city whose population was approaching 250,000, only 45,000 were said to read one daily paper or another, and most frustrated publishers believed the rapidly growing market remained largely untapped. The average daily circulation of these cumbersome “blanket sheets” was stuck at around 1,700.45

Another crucial factor contributed to these modest numbers in New York and elsewhere. On the one hand, newspapers of the day enjoyed “privileged” status from the U.S. postal system, which meant they were not only cheap to send, but also earned priority treatment for delivery. While this policy helped broaden their reach, it worked to limit their profitability, because subscribers very often shared them. The mails sped papers to distant subscribers in as few as seven days, making the news each delivery brought breathtakingly “fresh”—that is, only a week old. But when readers were done examining them, many forwarded the papers by post to friends and relatives at the same favorable mailing rates. By the 1830s, Americans had learned to communicate as frequently through the exchange of used newspapers as through personal letters. That was because until 1845, the cost of sending a one-page letter by mail was many times higher than that of mailing an entire newspaper. Struggling families separated by hundreds of miles but determined to maintain contact with their distant kin found it more economical to repurpose their local papers than to post original notes. Sometimes correspondents added family news by scribbling personal messages in the margins alongside the printed columns.

Sensing it was losing vast amounts of postal revenue because of these “transient” papers, Congress ultimately banned handwritten messages from reposted journals. Clever correspondents evaded the new regulations by hiding personal greetings in hard-to-spot places, or ingeniously connecting words, or blacking out, circling, and highlighting letters of the alphabet within news articles to form coded messages. In 1830 alone, some sixteen million newspapers arrived through the U.S. Post. In just one three-month period in the 1840s, as historian David Henkin discovered, a single small Alabama town received 6,829 newspapers in the mail—seven for each of its residents.46 Yet within New York City, local readership still lagged behind population growth. As late as the 1830s, the best-selling morning newspaper in town counted only 4,500 readers, the most popular evening journal but three thousand.47 The secret of how successfully to circulate newspapers on its crowded streets remained elusive.

•  •  •

The immediacy, reach, and breathtaking power of the daily press in New York—a commercial metropolis emerging even then as the publishing center of the nation—grew exponentially in 1833, not long after Andrew Jackson began his second term. Early that September, a twenty-three-year-old former Journal and Advertiser compositor named Benjamin H. Day, now proprietor of his own modest printing establishment, decided to launch a new paper. A “man made of granite,” according to his admiring grandson, Clarence—who earned quite a literary reputation of his own decades later—Ben Day was, unlike most of his newspaper contemporaries, no political crusader.48 He had a surpassingly practical reason for launching his enterprise: he wanted to keep his otherwise idle presses fully engaged. Day called his new daily the Sun and designed it to be much smaller than the broadsheets—a precursor of the twentieth-century tabloids. Pledging “to lay before the public, at a price within the means of every one, ALL THE NEWS OF THE DAY” (perhaps a coy play on his name), the publisher priced his paper at only a penny, a fraction of the cost of the established six-cent dailies.49
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Ben Day, founder of the New York Sun and inventor of the “penny press.”





The enterprise was out to create a new paradigm for publishing success. Ever since the establishment of the first major American daily, the Pennsylvania Packet, back in 1784, most newspapers, not only New York’s, had catered to business-minded readers by offering them information they needed to make money, and relying for income on advertisements, not paid circulation. Day upended this model, first by feeding a public starving for reports of exciting events, however obscure or titillating. “Give us one of your real Moscow fires, or your Waterloo battlefields,” the paper declared, “let a Napoleon be dashing with his legions throughout the world, overturning the thrones of a thousand years and deluging the world with blood and tears; and then we of the types are in our glory.”50 The Sun emphasized sensational crime news, theater reviews, municipal gossip, and human interest stories on subjects ranging from pets to drunks to duelists—which it termed “useful knowledge among the operative classes of society.” Before long, it boasted three thousand daily readers, principally among “those who cannot well afford to incur the expense of subscribing to a ‘blanket sheet’ and paying ten dollars per annum.”51 This was a paper for the literate poor.

In yet another innovation, copies were not merely mailed or sold at the publication office. At first Day hired the usual squad of eager newsboys, many homeless, to peddle the Sun on Manhattan’s busy streets, paying them two dollars a week and requiring each to work until every one of his papers was sold.52 Soon enough, Day improved on that model. Adopting a distribution system pioneered in London, he began selling bulk copies to profit-minded news dealers at two-thirds the cover price—67 cents for bundles of a hundred—giving these middlemen the financial incentive to broaden circulation by having their newsboys hawk them on the streets at the full retail price. Such innovations helped the Sun reach eight thousand New Yorkers a day by 1834. Within another year, it initiated a further industry revolution by replacing its one-cylinder flatbed printing machine with a rapid-acting cylinder press, which made it possible to print more papers, more quickly, than ever. Daily circulation of the Sun soon approached an astounding twenty thousand.53

Inevitably, imitators soon flooded the market with penny papers of their own. One called itself The True Sun in a blatant effort to lure readers away from Day’s original. It failed. Another pretender, the Morning Star, appeared around the same time—founded by a compositor at the Courier about whom nothing else is known except his name: Lincoln. Like his namesake in the West, this Lincoln, it was reported, “could write paragraphs with some ability.”54 Unlike the other Lincoln, of whose existence New York publishers still remained entirely ignorant, he soon vanished from history.

Within this hotly competitive atmosphere, even the most high-minded papers soon began replicating Day’s business plan—and mimicking some of his emotionalism as well. No blanket sheet of the period, for example, reached more readers than the progressive New York Evening Post—founded by Alexander Hamilton in 1801, and by the early 1830s dominating the afternoon market with a daily run of three thousand copies. Certainly no editor in the nation seemed more distinguished than the Post’s William Cullen Bryant, famous since 1817 for beloved poems like “Thanatopsis.” At first he had been reluctant to take on the kind of full-time newspaper job that was increasingly a realm occupied by professional printers, not writers. Twisting the knife, broadsheet rival James Watson Webb sneered that Bryant “had embarked in a pursuit not suited to his genius.” Literary critics sadly concurred, one complaining in 1831 that “what he is [now] writing, is as little like poetry, as Gen. Jackson is like Apollo.”55

Bryant surprised the doubters by throwing himself into political journalism, and coming quickly to speak eloquently for the city’s progressives. Ultimately, however, even a poet could become infected with the competitive virus gripping New York journalism. One day, in full view of startled spectators outside City Hall, Bryant took a cowhide whip to the editor of the Commercial Advertiser, William Leete Stone. Flabbergasted onlookers struggled to separate the enraged combatants on the street. Even the most staid of publications seemed to be rising—or sinking—to a new level of fierce rivalry whose potential for inciting outright violence lurked just beneath the surface.

Bryant himself sheepishly admitted to the bad reputation increasingly attached to professional newspapermen, himself perhaps included: “Contempt is too harsh a word for it, perhaps, but it is far below respect.”56 Other New Yorkers had already become so accustomed to street brawls between journalists that when the blasé man-about-town Philip Hone spied the Bryant-Stone squabble from his window as it unfolded, the incident did not seem unusual enough to interrupt his shaving.57 It was not that Hone lacked for strong views of his own when it came to New York’s daily press—it was just that these opinions were universally negative. Suspicious of friends who claimed they never read the scandalous penny papers, Hone suggested in his diary that “every man who blames his neighbor for setting so bad an example occasionally puts one in his pocket to carry home to his family for their and his own edification.”58

Most readers of the penny press were uninhibited about revealing their affinity for one penny daily or another. “These papers are to be found in every street, lane, and alley, in every counting-house, shop, etc.,” a Philadelphia journal reported after a visit to New York. “Almost every porter and drayman, while not engaged in his occupation, may be seen with a paper in his hands.”59 And yet some aspiring publishers believed there were not enough choices yet.

•  •  •

The most widely read, most financially successful—and, some later complained, most outrageous and disreputable—New York newspaper of them all would now make its sensational debut. Tucked away in one of the Sun’s editions from 1834—between reports of a man accused of stealing a ham, and another noting the tragic death of a girl tempted to “drink a pint of rum on a wager”—was the following seemingly routine item: “James G. Bennett has become sole proprietor and editor of the Philadelphia Courier.”60 As it turned out, the report was incorrect. James Gordon Bennett was destined for a far larger field.

That summer, after several failures and false starts, this foreign-born, thirty-nine-year-old veteran journalist instead traveled to New York and sought a job interview with none other than Ben Day. Overflowing with self-assurance, Bennett arrived armed with new ideas for further hiking the Sun’s already robust circulation. Day was intrigued, but his business partner took one look at Bennett and concluded he would be too costly and untamable an employee to add to the staff. The Sun would pay dearly for this rebuke.

By 1837, financial panic sharply reduced circulation among the Sun’s principal audience: the city’s poorest residents who suddenly had no disposable pennies to squander on mere newspapers. The following year, Day would sell his interest in the struggling enterprise and vanish prematurely from the New York publishing scene he had done so much to transform. The genre he introduced, however, thrived and expanded—thanks to the indefatigable promoter he so ill-advisedly turned away. On May 6, 1835, James Gordon Bennett opened a paper of his own in the dank basement of a small building on Wall Street. He called it the New York Herald.

Born in Banffshire, Scotland, in 1795, and growing up with what he rosily described as “a taste for poetry,” Jamie Bennett had studied for a time at seminary but felt no calling for the priesthood.61 Instead he left home, just as Greeley would, at age twenty. He then spent four fruitless years in search of career opportunities in Glasgow and Aberdeen before sailing to Halifax, Nova Scotia, in 1819. There, and later in Maine, he briefly and discontentedly taught school. His next job, however, was as a proofreader in Boston, and though he disliked the tedious work, he was taken with what he called “the charms of a printing and publishing house.”62 By 1822, Bennett was dwelling in South Carolina, employed at the Charleston Courier, where he specialized in translating the South American news from the Spanish language newspapers that arrived each morning by ship.63 He was learning the newspaper business, such as it was, from the bottom up.

Increasingly restless and ambitious as he neared age thirty, Bennett remained frustratingly unfulfilled. Then he moved for the first time to New York. Judging the press there to be “wretched,” he decided to quit journalism for good and open some sort of commercial school.64 Unable to attract investors, however, Bennett soon abandoned this scheme. Instead, he began writing articles for the Sunday Courier on a freelance basis and briefly considered buying the paper himself until he concluded it would never earn a profit. Perhaps put off by his irritating Scottish burr and his saturnine appearance—Philip Hone described him as a “serpent” and an “ill-looking, squinting man”—the proprietors of other papers in town, including the Commercial Advertiser and the American, turned Bennett away when he applied for staff jobs.65 But Bennett had “studied” the town’s leading editors and “gathered from their conduct . . . the true temper of the men he aspired to rival and excel.”66 He was hardly ready to admit inadequacy, much less failure.

Showcasing his versatility, a tireless Bennett began contributing economic analyses to the Mercantile Advertiser and exposés of financial fraud to the National Advocate—sometimes simultaneously. In 1827, still a freelancer, he reinvented himself as a humorist for the pro-Jackson New York Morning Enquirer, a paper edited by a colorful Jewish playwright, diplomat, and early Zionist named Mordecai Manuel Noah.67 The contrast between these two flamboyant characters must have approached the theatrical: one a Sephardic Jew from Philadelphia, the other a Scot who spoke with a pronounced burr. But both were talented professionals who needed each other, and Bennett’s contributions for the Morning Enquirer made it a livelier paper. One of his earliest essays for Noah tweaked “our national propensity to shake hands,” offering example after rib-tickling example of different salutations as practiced around the world. This and subsequent comic turns caused a minor sensation around town and increased the Enquirer’s circulation, though critics accused editor Noah of lowering his standards to publish “froth.”68 The notoriety was enough to earn Bennett a promotion to a full-time job as associate editor, though Noah never quite took to the ambitious Scotsman, perhaps sensing his deep and incurable anti-Semitism. When the paper’s Washington correspondent lost his life in a duel, the editor dispatched Bennett to the national capital as a replacement, in all likelihood happy to see him leave the New York office.

In Washington, Bennett finally made a real mark. Beginning in January 1828, he regularly transmitted richly detailed “letters” in the style of English author Horace Walpole’s celebrated Correspondence. Bennett’s encyclopedic columns colorfully described scenes ranging from Andrew Jackson’s clamorous White House receptions to spirited floor debates in Congress that the journalist observed from the press galleries. “These letters were lively, they abounded in personal allusions, and they described freely, not only Senators, but the wives and daughters of Senators,” marveled the young journalist Benjamin Perley Poore, “and they established Mr. Bennett’s reputation as a light lance among the hosts of writers” covering the capital. Poore marked Bennett as “naturally witty” and “sarcastic”—but also “sensible”—a combination of gifts he regarded as rare and marketable.

At the time, Democratic Party dogma was dispensed in Washington by the official administration organ, the United States Telegraph, edited by Duff Green, but allegedly financed by Old Hickory himself. Equally privy to official policy was the Washington Globe, the pro-Jackson paper edited by Francis Preston Blair, Sr., whom yet another Democratic editor described as “thoroughly familiar with the great chieftain” in the White House.69 Indeed, Blair, who lived in a town house situated just across Pennsylvania Avenue from the executive mansion, served simultaneously as a personal advisor to the president, a member of the coterie of confidants known as the “Kitchen Cabinet.” Though young Bennett never disguised his own Democratic bias—he was a “rampant Jackson blockhead,” he admitted—he boasted no such close ties with the president, covering the political scene with what he called “all the ease which a sense of freedom inspires.”70

A year later, Mordecai Manuel Noah’s Enquirer merged with James Watson Webb’s Courier, and the new ownership under Webb summoned Bennett home to reassume the post of associate editor. Webb’s editorial policies, however, quickly made its star writer uneasy: he wholeheartedly supported the controversial Second Bank of the United States, against which Bennett and fellow Jacksonians had consistently railed. Frustrated, Bennett “abandoned” the Courier and Enquirer “in consequence of its abandonment of General Jackson.”71 In 1832 he again tried establishing his own paper, but it survived barely two months. His application to Blair for a job at the Globe went nowhere. Growing desperate, Bennett briefly relocated to Philadelphia to edit a Democratic campaign organ called The Pennsylvanian.

Like most loyal party journalists of the time, Bennett believed his ultimate salvation should arrive in the form of appointment to a well-paying patronage post from the administration on which he had lavished so much praise. After all, similar rewards regularly came to other editors friendly to the party in power. In Washington, the last Congress had awarded the leading Democratic paper $353,000 in printing business.72 But party leaders, Vice President Martin Van Buren included, harbored doubts about Bennett’s reliability. However gifted his prose or ardent his support, he was hard to discipline. His strange demeanor, grating accent, and permanent squint continued to make people uneasy; he still seemed uncomfortably alien. The job to which Bennett aspired—the consulship at Bremen—went to someone else. Suspicion ran so deep that the party would not even advance Bennett money to launch a brand-new Democratic paper in the manner of Duff Green—another increasingly common practice political organizations employed to reward (and control) press allies. “They treated me very badly,” Bennett fumed. He sounded rather more disconsolate than embittered when he confided to his diary: “I have endeavored to secure a high position in parties, and to settle myself in life. I have always failed—why so?”73

In 1835, Bennett answered his own question. Perhaps success had eluded him in New York, Washington, and Philadelphia alike because he had remained independent and irascible, but within the strict, unforgiving party-press culture. What he needed was to establish his own rules—to work for himself. Somehow he managed to scrape together enough money to strike out on his own—after young Horace Greeley declined to become his partner in a decision that surely changed journalistic, and conceivably American, history. Instead Bennett elected to follow Ben Day’s example, but to tweak it ever so brilliantly, and to labor as hard and as publicly as it took to make it a success.

Opening shop in cramped offices, with desks made of wooden planks thrown atop crates, Bennett proved tireless. During the infancy of his newly minted Herald, he served as the sole reporter of local news—and more. He bought and read all the rival papers so he could “adapt” their state, national, and foreign reports for his own pages. He wrote literary reviews and founded a trenchant “Money Market” column to report on financial events in language ordinary New Yorkers could understand (accompanied, for the first time, by close-of-trading stock prices). He sold advertisements himself. He personally tended to the bills and accounts. Meanwhile he took to boasting in print that he was leading a life of leisure, claiming his daily routine allowed him to dine “moderately and temperately” at 4 P.M., then “read our proofs—take in cash and advertisements, which are increasing like smoke—and close the day by going to bed always by ten o’clock, seldom later. That’s the way to conduct a paper with spirit and success.”74 But energy and braggadocio alone did not make him successful.

Shrewdly, Bennett aimed his sights from the start at a slightly more sophisticated audience than that of the penny press pioneers. He targeted a more middle-class readership whose demand for news would not fluctuate with the economic climate, and who would likely patronize a daily newspaper that combined a passion for politics with the irreverent spice of the penny press. At ten-by-fourteen inches in size, the Herald was smaller than the blanket sheets, but larger than the Sun. Unafraid of either form of competition, Bennett vowed in his premiere issue that the Herald would work to become the “equal of any of the high priced papers for intelligence, good taste, sagacity, and industry, [until] there is not a person in the city, male or female, that may not be able to say—‘well, I have got a paper of my own which will tell me all about what’s doing in the world—I’m busy now—but I’ll put it in my pocket and read it at my leisure.’ ” Here was bombast with a common touch, composed in the edgy tone that became Bennett’s trademark. The declaration went on:

Our only guide shall be good, sound, practical common sense, applicable to the business and bosoms of men engaged in every day life. We shall support no party—be the organ of no faction or COTERIE, and care nothing for election or candidate from president down to constable. We shall endeavor to record facts, on every public and proper subject, stripped of verbiage and coloring, with comments when suitable, just, independent, fearless, and good tempered. It is equally intended for the great masses of the community—the merchant, mechanic, working people—the private family as well as the public hotel—the journeyman and his employer—the clerk and his principal.75

Of course, Bennett well knew he would never attract legions of readers by being “sound” and “good tempered.” He had no intention of being either. His target was the vast audience bored by the blanket sheets and mortified by the Sun. “There are in this city at least 150,000 persons who glance over one or more newspapers every day,” he calculated. “Only 42,000 sheets are issued daily to supply them. We have plenty of room, therefore, without jostling neighbors, rivals or friends, to pick up at least twenty or thirty thousand for the HERALD.”76 In this goal, he actually proved too modest. More in keeping with his overabundant confidence was a promise he made only privately: “That I can surpass every paper in New York, every paper will acknowledge—that I will do so, I am resolved, determined.” In print he showcased his gift for acerbic humor, and his willingness to take on the pompous and powerful.

He boasted that by eschewing “dry detail—uninteresting facts—political nonsense—personal squabbles—obsolete news,” he had “infused life, glowing eloquence, philosophy, taste, sentiment, wit and humor into the daily newspaper.” Bennett was not modest. “Shakespeare is the great genius of the drama—Scott of the novel—Milton and Byron of the poem—and I mean to be the genius of the daily newspaper press.”77 Other examples of his uninhibited bombast included likening himself to Napoleon, Confucius, Charlemagne, and Alexander the Great.78 Not since Benjamin Franklin did an editor become such a successful promoter of himself.

Bennett managed to live up to his own publicity. And he did so, uniquely, while remaining unpredictable in, but not aloof from, politics. Partisan papers attracted readers by attacking their political foes. Bennett attracted readers by attacking all politicians, typically labeling them, regardless of party, as “tricksters,” “loafers,” “parasites,” and “vagabonds,” among other epithets.79 His paper appealed to readers who cared more for news than for party affiliation. Yet Bennett maintained political influence by never abandoning his appetite for the political arena itself. For example, he took on rival editors during the municipal campaigns of 1837, backing the Tammany Hall Democratic machine, though it went on to suffer a pummeling at the polls. One New York print publisher responded with a cartoon gleefully depicting editors, including Webb, shooting an arrow into the heart of a defeated Indian (representing Tammany), while trampling on Bennett, who can be seen cringing on the ground shouting: “Murder! . . . Save me! I’m the Ladies’ Favorite! . . . Squint Eye! Oh!!”80 Bennett and the Herald became staples in anti-Democratic caricature—another mark of the editor’s growing power and celebrity.

Though he remained aligned with Democratic principles, Bennett punished the national Democratic establishment for its previous neglect of him. He abandoned Van Buren and the Democrats during the 1840 presidential contest and threw his support behind Whig challenger William Henry Harrison. Eventually Bennett did return more reliably to the Democratic fold, too conservative on issues like race to flirt with Whig politics permanently. But his 1840 defection made it clear he was not to be taken for granted.

Certainly he was no progressive. In print, as in life, Bennett staunchly opposed abolition and ridiculed the notion of equality for African Americans. Otherwise his targets had little in common except that they had somehow aroused his enmity. He mercilessly demonized the Art-Union—a new organization formed merely to link painters with potential patrons—as a secret antislavery society. Although born Roman Catholic, he branded the pope “a decrepit, licentious, stupid, Italian blockhead” and later picked a protracted fight with the bishop of the New York diocese.81 He feuded with theatrical impresarios, ward heelers, newspaper competitors, and perceived idlers. His pen was both prolific and toxic. Bennett labeled the rival Sun as a “dirty, sneaking, driveling contemporary nigger paper” and endorsed slavery as the “natural position of the Southern colored races.” Jews he declared to be “without a single redeeming feature, except the beauty, excellence, black eyes, small feet, and fine forms of their women.”82 A lapsed advertiser who took his business elsewhere was labeled a bamboozler. Politicians who irked him, fellow journalists who questioned him, and celebrities who merely seemed ripe for humiliation inspired venom more poisonous than anything a metropolitan newspaper had ever printed. Bennett reveled in the chaos he created, and unlike his peers never seemed to take his feuds too seriously.

On one hand Bennett introduced the public-spirited tradition of reprinting important political orations promptly, and in full, and invented the tradition of investigative journalism. On the other, he recklessly targeted revered institutions and unexpectedly savaged innocent organizations. He also zestfully raked the muck when it came to reporting violent crime, prostitution, theatrical feuds, and scandals among both the high-born and the low. He seemed to relish being ornery and unpredictable, basked in his reputation for contentiousness, enjoyed being feared, and cherished his growing reputation for putting “a penny-worth of scandal on every man’s breakfast table.”83

The dynamic editor made no pretense to lofty idealism, nor did he overestimate his audience. He confidently believed New Yorkers “were more ready to seek six columns of the details of a brutal murder, or of testimony in a divorce case, or the trial of a divine for improprieties of conduct, than the same amount of words poured forth by the genius of the noblest author of the times.” His own “picture of the world,” he conceded, took him “wherever human nature and real life best display their freaks and vagaries.”84 Unashamedly, he admitted that “there was more journalistic money to be made in recording gossip that interested bar-rooms, work-shops, race courses and tenement houses, than in consulting the tastes of drawing rooms and libraries.”85 Yet even his most billious screeds had to be well crafted. Bennett was a strong and persuasive writer, and he maintained a lively, accessible, sardonic literary style that appealed to all classes, even those who were ashamed to tell their friends they read the Herald.

While Bennett taunted his competitors with the self-assurance of an Old World potentate and the bravado of a circus ringmaster (becoming something of a Barnum well before Barnum took on that role himself), he ran the business side of his enterprise with the acuity of a modern technocrat. Like Benjamin Day at the Sun, Bennett priced his lively paper at a penny, and organized its distribution according to the London Plan, selling copies at reduced rates to newsdealers. Once established, Bennett’s resiliency proved remarkable, his ability to triumph over tragedy uncanny. When fire—a constant danger in poorly ventilated buildings where employees smoked freely while setting hot type—destroyed his equipment and headquarters in August 1835, he simply secured a new office on Broadway. In the meantime, Bennett grandiosely humbled himself by advertising the Herald’s imminent revival on the pages of the yet more popular Sun.86 After a hiatus of only nineteen days, he bombastically relaunched a “larger, livelier, better, prettier, saucier, and more independent” paper than ever.87
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James Gordon Bennett of the New York Herald, ca. 1840s.





Pledging that his resuscitated publication would become “the earliest of the early,” Bennett invested in the fastest new steam-driven printing presses, and threw himself into the task of gathering news more rapidly than his rivals.88 To acquire foreign news, most competitors were still content to dispatch employees to wait at the city’s wharves, there to meet ships carrying European newspapers whose already outdated reports could be purloined at no cost. Bennett instead hired “news boats” to intercept the papers while the ships were still at sea.

Bennett also began exploiting the rapidly expanding railroad system to speed his papers to readers in Boston, Philadelphia, and Albany, making his the first truly regional daily. He became one of the first to embrace the telegraph as a means of receiving news faster than ever. He introduced maps and line illustrations on his front pages. He pioneered in foreign correspondence and introduced the interview to journalism. And he eventually created a national weekly edition to expand the Herald’s reach well beyond New York, including an edition translated into French.89 Meanwhile, he famously demanded cash in advance for advertising. The Herald accepted notices not only from legitimate businessmen, but also from patent medicine salesman, medical charlatans, spiritualists, and even professional “escorts,” as long as they paid up front. Before long, the paper became the first to boast a classified section larger than its news space.

To create what he called “a commercial paper for the millions,” Bennett endeavored to be “serious in my aims, but full of frolic in my means.” Not everyone was amused. The Courier and Enquirer labeled him “a beggardly outcast, who daily sends forth a dirty sheet,” and the Journal of Commerce added that “if he got his desserts,” Bennett “would be horsewhipped every day.” In response, the Herald defiantly reprinted and mocked the criticism.90 Bennett’s audacious tone, irreverent voice, and most of all his growing success, irritated his envious rivals almost to distraction.

The competition eventually became too much for one of them in particular: his onetime employer, Courier and Enquirer editor James Watson Webb. Already a veteran of several public brawls, Webb confronted Bennett in the business district one day in 1836 and shoved him down the front steps of a brokerage house in full view of astonished traders and speculators. Then for good measure Webb struck him with his walking stick. Recovering quickly, no worse for the scrape, Bennett took to print to taunt his old boss for losing both his temper and the spat he had initiated. “My damage is a scratch . . . and three buttons torn on my coat, which my tailor will reinstate for a sixpence,” the Herald editor gloated after the fracas. “His loss is a rent from top to bottom of a very beautiful black coat, which cost the ruffian $40, and a blow in the face, which may have knocked down his throat some of his infernal teeth for anything I know.” Perhaps, he gleefully added, Webb had aimed his cane at Bennett’s head in an attempt “to let out the never-failing supply of good humor and wit, which has created such a reputation for the Herald, and appropriate the contents to supply the emptiness of his own thick skull.” Bennett assured his readers that “My ideas, in a few days, will flow as freely as ever, and he will find it so, to his cost.”91

Soon enough, such public scrapes practically became part of the Herald editor’s daily routine. Outraged readers, along with those insulted by his coverage, periodically attacked him on the streets as well. When Peter Townsend of the Evening Star struck him in the face one day on Wall Street—“a decent chastisement for his impudence,” crowed the Sun’s Ben Day—Bennett challenged his assailant to a duel. The two newspapermen then met across the river at Hoboken, where Bennett fired the first shot but missed; fortunately for the Herald editor, his opponent’s aim was no better. On yet another occasion, Bennett escaped serious injury from a letter bomb only because black powder leaking from the otherwise innocent-looking parcel aroused suspicion before it was opened. Rather than shrink from danger, the editor proudly reported every dustup in the Herald, invariably noting after each fight that he had given more than he got. The ensuing publicity made Bennett more prominent still, and his paper ever more popular with readers.
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James Watson Webb, duel-happy editor of the New York Courier and Enquirer.





Frustrated competitors ultimately took to inventing less violent schemes to destroy him. In 1844, they launched a so-called moral war against the Herald, charging in print that Bennett was “notorious for daily habits of blasphemy, obscenity and falsehood.” Particularly eager for revenge, James Watson Webb took to the effort enthusiastically, labeling Bennett a “disgusting obscenity” and a “moral pestilence.” Charging, with a touch of the obscene, that common prostitutes viewed the Herald as their “special organ,” Webb urged decent New Yorkers: “purchase not, read not, touch not.”92

Initially, Bennett replied by suggesting in print that “Field Marshal Webb”—the Courier and Enquirer editor often called himself “Colonel”—should take holy orders. But when the Herald’s circulation began to erode under the onslaught from the Courier and Enquirer, Bennett devised the most ingenious counterattack yet. Although Webb had earlier suggested that a man would as soon choose a bride from a brothel as wed a woman who read the vile Herald, Bennett brazenly appealed for public sympathy by doing just that: taking a bride himself. He further shocked his enemies (and even some of his admirers) by announcing the event in his own paper under the brazen headline: “Declaration of Love—Caught at Last—Going to Be Married.” In his usual bemused tone, he boasted: “I must fulfill the awful destiny which the Almighty Father has written in broad letters of my life against the wall of Heaven. I must give the world a pattern of happy wedded life.”93 Exasperated rivals resorted to lobbying Congress to enact a law banning the shipment of newspapers in bulk, a system that advantaged the efficiently bundled Herald. The proposal failed. Bennett celebrated its defeat by making the paper even bigger, and installing a new steam-driven press capable of printing five thousand copies an hour.

Rivals simply loathed him. Webb called him the “lowest species of humanity,” and even his ex-employer Noah referred to him as a “polluter of the press.” Typical of the criticism that found its way into print was this description from an 1842 edition of the short-lived New York Aurora: “A reptile marking his path with slime wherever he goes, and breathing mildew at everything fresh or fragrant; a midnight ghoul, preying on rottenness and repulsive filth; a creature, hated by his nearest intimates, and bearing the consciousness thereof upon his distorted features, and upon his despicable soul; one whom good men avoid as a blot to his nature—whom all despise, and whom, no one blesses—all this is James Gordon Bennett.” The author of the piece was a young writer named Walt Whitman. “It would be incorrect to call him a liar,” another of Bennett’s enemies later railed, “because he is wanting in that sense of truth by which a man makes himself a liar. . . . That region of the kind where conviction, the sense of truth and honor, public spirit, and patriotism have their sphere, is in this man mere vacancy.” Yet raging against Bennett only frustrated his enemies, since the editor relished each and every attack. “He has been horse-whipped, kicked, trodden under foot, spat upon, and degraded in every possible way; but all this he courts, because it brings money,” lamented British-born writer Frederick Marryatt. “Horse-whip him, and he will bend his back to the lash and thank you; for every blow is worth so many dollars. Kick him, and he will remove his coat-tails, that you may have a better mark. Spit upon him, and he prizes it as precious ointment.”94

In desperation, Bennett’s enemies sunk to secretly backing publication of an anonymous, sixty-four-page-long 1844 pamphlet, The Life and Writings of James Gordon Bennett, complete with an engraved caricature depicting the editor as a scrawny, hawk-nosed, cross-eyed blackmailer in tasteless check-patterned pants, standing on the sidewalk in front of the Herald offices playing a bagpipe—a mocking reference to his heritage. Describing Bennett as “exceedingly violent and profane in his language, to those in his employ, treating them habitually with the most vulgar abuse,” the booklet added: “As would naturally be expected, he is soft, servile, and cringing in his manners to those whose wealth or position place them beyond his power.”95 Ordinarily, such charges might have soured the community on Bennett, but the authors made the fatal mistake of padding their publication with “choice extracts” from the Herald’s most sordid stories in an effort to horrify readers with reminders of its founder’s wickedness. These had precisely the opposite of their intended effect. Readers clamored for copies of the pamphlet, apparently delighted to have their favorite Herald articles collected in a new format.

In the end, nothing could dent the paper’s wild popularity. Bennett’s abiding secret was simple: unscrupulous, unpredictable, and unlovable he may have been as a man, but as an editor he understood precisely what people yearned to know. As one of his later competitors ruefully admitted: “It would be worth my while . . . to give a million dollars, if the Devil would come and tell me every evening, as he does Bennett, what the people of New York would like to read about next morning.” The admirer’s name was Henry Jarvis Raymond, and in due time he would launch a New York newspaper of his own, but like Greeley, with the goal of reforming government, not belittling it.

James Gordon Bennett’s flair for self aggrandizement, charisma, and infuriatingly sarcastic style—combined with an undeniable genius for business and promotion—earned him a fortune and made him prominent, but ironically limited his influence in American political life. By choosing not to make the New York Herald a party newspaper, he may have maintained his political independence, but he also reduced his ability to influence official policy and promote friends, much less himself, for appointive office.

Though he grew into an inescapable presence and an authentic celebrity, he remained very much an outsider: volatile, belligerent, sensationalistic, sacrilegious, suspiciously foreign, irritatingly flippant, and so immensely successful he provoked not only envy but also outrage—not to mention ridicule and occasional violence.96 Bennett became and remained rich and powerful primarily because his readership and advertising base grew gargantuan—and kept expanding. Not even his jealous competitors could deny that Bennett’s vigorous prose earned him something more valuable than admirers: customers. For better or worse, he became the father of modern tabloid journalism. In politics, however, James Gordon Bennett was courted and feared, but never quite respected—or even respectable.



CHAPTER TWO

Not Like Any Other Thunder
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Throughout the 1830s, serious, reform-minded journalism aroused far more admiration than the scandalous penny press or the hotly divisive political organs. But the reformers also provoked a deadly animus of their own. This was particularly so when the reforms they advocated included the abolition of slavery, still an appallingly radical notion to most white Americans, even in the North.

To express their hostility, the opponents of abolition did more than cancel subscriptions. In an all too typical response that occurred on July 30, 1836, an enraged mob broke into the headquarters of the Philanthropist, an abolition journal in Cincinnati, “scattered the type into the streets, tore down the presses, and completely dismantled the office.” Then the rioters triumphantly dragged the damaged press toward the riverbank, shattered it to pieces, and threw them into the river before launching an indiscriminate attack on “the residence of some blacks.”1

A similarly motivated outbreak of vigilantism in Lincoln’s own home state ignited an even more violent outcome the following year. The victim, Elijah Parish Lovejoy, a Maine-born antislavery minister and previously the editor of the anti-Jackson St. Louis Observer, was no stranger to such attacks. After criticizing a Missouri judge for failing to indict white men suspected of lynching a free black, a mob had seized and destroyed Lovejoy’s printing press. Refusing to be silenced, the editor defiantly set up a new abolitionist paper, the Alton Observer, across the Mississippi River in the free state of Illinois, funded by the state’s Presbyterian synod. But the townspeople of Alton, many of whom had migrated from the South, proved no less sympathetic to slavery, and no more welcoming to an abolitionist newspaper, than the residents of St. Louis. They stoned Lovejoy’s office and sacked three of his printing presses.

On November 2, 1837, Lovejoy dismissed the escalating resentment in an impassioned but provocative speech. Denying he was insensitive to local sensibilities, he contended he had “published sentiments contrary to those generally held in this community . . . because I fear God.” Lovejoy admitted he was likely to be tarred and feathered, but vowed he would not be driven out again. “If I leave here and go elsewhere, violence may overtake me in my retreat,” he declared. But “if I am not safe at Alton, I shall not be safe any where.”2

Five days later, after Lovejoy narrowly escaped an attack on his home, another angry mob descended on the riverfront warehouse where he had secured his newest printing press, demanding that he surrender it. When he refused, his assailants began pelting the building with rocks. From inside, the besieged editor and his supporters next took, and then returned, a volley of gunfire, leaving one of the attackers dead in the street. The mob’s fury grew. Shouting “Burn them out,” attackers threw ladders against the warehouse walls and tried climbing to the top armed with torches, meaning to set fire to the roof. When Lovejoy bravely threw open the front door in order to shove one ladder away, a shotgun blast from somewhere in the crowd ripped into his chest, abdomen, and legs. Minutes later, the editor lay dead.3
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The 1837 attack on the Alton, Illinois, structure housing abolitionist editor Elijah Lovejoy’s printing press.





Not yet satisfied, the mob stormed past Lovejoy’s lifeless body and into the warehouse, hurled his printing press out the window onto the riverbank below, and in a frenzy smashed what remained of it and hurled the fragments into the Mississippi. No one was ever prosecuted for the crimes.4 But in death, Lovejoy became a symbol for abolitionists and free press advocates in many parts of the North. Decrying mob violence as “an enemy to freedom,” Horace Greeley hailed Lovejoy as “a martyr to public liberty.”5 Even though the opposition to Jacksonian Democracy had by then coalesced into a formidable new Whig Party, most Whig newspapers in Illinois remained strangely silent, perhaps fearful of inciting further violence and certainly not yet prepared to commit against slavery itself. Unlike many of his moderate Whig contemporaries, however, Abraham Lincoln decided to speak out.

•  •  •

Although he became almost chronically reluctant to address contentious issues quickly, only three months after the Alton atrocity Lincoln took on the Lovejoy issue in an oration at a Springfield church. This was not the same Lincoln who had failed in his amateurish maiden race for public office just a few years before.

In 1834, he had made a second try for the State Assembly, and this time won. Two years later, in 1836, he declared his candidacy for reelection with another lively letter to the Sangamo Journal. “In your paper of last Saturday,” it began, “I see a communication over the signature of ‘Many Voters,’ in which the candidates who are announced in the Journal, are called upon to show their hands.’ Agreed. Here’s mine!” His platform was simple: “I go for all sharing the privileges of the government, who assist in bearing its burthens. Consequently I go for admitting all whites to the right of suffrage, who pay taxes or bear arms, (by no means excluding females.)” His nimble appeal ended as wittily as it began—with a declaration of Whig loyalty couched in Lincolnian modesty: “If alive on the first Monday in November, I shall vote for Hugh L. White for President.”6 As a politician and writer, Lincoln’s growth was apparent. Springfield had grown, too—larger and, like Lincoln, more prominent. By 1837 it had become the state capital, as well as the young legislator’s permanent new home.

Now accepting an invitation to address the town’s Young Men’s Lyceum, Lincoln responded on January 27, 1838, with a long speech best remembered for its advocacy of “cold, calculating reason” in the face of extremist emotionalism. It was Lincoln’s first major public address outside the legislature, and while his style was not yet as lean—as “Lincolnesque”—as in his later, more famous orations, the issue of press violence had clearly inspired in him an almost uncharacteristic display of passion, even if its principal message was the rejection of passion. Lincoln never once mentioned Lovejoy by name—it would be “tedious, as well as useless,” he asserted, to recount specific “horrors.” But the editor’s death was surely on his mind—and those of his listeners—when he assailed what he called “the increasing disregard for law which pervades the country; the growing disposition to substitute the wild and furious passions, in lieu of the sober judgment of courts; and the worse than savage mobs, for the executive ministers of justice.”7

“Whenever this effect shall be produced among us,” Lincoln warned, “whenever the vicious portion of population shall be permitted to gather in bands of hundreds and thousands, and burn churches, ravage and rob provision stores, throw printing presses into rivers, shoot editors [emphasis added], and hang and burn obnoxious persons at pleasure, and with impunity; depend on it, this Government cannot last.” Insisting that there could be “no grievance that is a fit object of redress by mob law,” Lincoln urged that “reverence for the laws” become “the political religion of the nation.”8

The speech, which was dutifully printed in full by the Sangamo Journal a week later—no doubt at Lincoln’s instruction—did little to inhibit the assaults that increasingly targeted progressive editors and their presses. But it did serve to elevate Lincoln’s local reputation for political moderation, moral character, and oratorical talent. It also marked his first official acknowledgment that freedom of the press—and the security of its editors—was crucial to preserving democracy itself. Not for another twenty-five years would Lincoln come to question that belief.

•  •  •

Springfield was anything but unanimous in applauding its increasingly influential Whig politician. A new pro-Democratic newspaper had begun appearing in central Illinois, with a rapidly rising new political personality as its chief object of attention and affection. In 1836, a Delaware-born, Washington-based professional printer named William Walters had launched the State Register in the then state capital of Vandalia.

There was never a doubt about the editor’s political loyalties. Democratic Party leaders themselves had recruited him for the task. Walters had been working as a newsroom foreman at Washington’s influential Daily Intelligencer, but unlike its Whig proprietors, tended personally toward Jacksonian Democracy. At one point he impressed the Illinois Democrats then serving in Congress by taking on influential Washington editor Duff Green in a typographers’ labor dispute. One of these congressmen, former governor John Reynolds, who longed to see a thriving pro-Jackson organ operating in his home state, concluded that Walters was just the man to create such a paper. Eager for a challenge, Walters agreed to head west to Illinois. Once in Vandalia, he bought a used press and type and issued the first edition of the new Illinois Register and Vandalia Republican on February 12, 1836—ironically enough, the twenty-seventh birthday of the man whom the paper would spend the next quarter century relentlessly excoriating: Abraham Lincoln. By June, Walters’s endeavor had attracted a thousand subscribers, more readers than the entire population of Illinois’s tiny capital city.9
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William Walters, founding editor of the pro-Democratic Illinois State Register.





The new enterprise received an early boost when Democrats in the state legislature voted Walters the lucrative job of official state printer for the 1836–1837 session, a reward that political majorities routinely and unashamedly earmarked for their newspaper supporters to ensure further loyalty. This guaranteed that Walters would receive enough well-paid orders for legal notices and printed legislative proceedings to subsidize his fledgling weekly. Two years later, in 1839, Walters relocated the Register10 to the new state capital, where the Francis brothers’ Journal quickly greeted their new rival by editorializing that its debut issue “contained such a tissue of fabrications and misrepresentations that many of the patrons of the paper complained of it. Indeed, we doubt if any of the Loco FocosI, who had not been dipped in brimstone, would undertake to justify its publication.”11 By this time, Walters’s teenage brother-in-law was working alongside him at the paper, learning the trade from the bottom up. The young man’s name was Charles Henry Lanphier—Charlie to his friends.12

Born in 1820 in Alexandria, Virginia, and reared in downtown Washington opposite a boardinghouse typically crowded with newsworthy politicians, Charlie enjoyed life in the national capital. But he happily agreed to migrate to Springfield for a job as a printer’s devil with his brother-in-law when Walters returned briefly to Washington in 1836 to gather his family and take them west. Lanphier’s father usefully advised him that “to become an Editor you must acquaint yourself” with the enterprise, work on bookkeeping and penmanship skills, and “read when ever y[ou]r business admits (not novels and trash) usefull [sic] books and publications.”13

Young Lanphier followed his father’s sensible advice: he made himself increasingly “useful” and the Register continued to grow in circulation and influence. By 1837, William Walters was able to report that he had “prospered beyond all my expectations,” adding of his young second-in-command: “Charles is everything I wish him and if he continues to act as he has, which I believe he will, he must rise also when he comes to be a man, and shall, if my influence can make him.”14

•  •  •

The paper’s strongest champion—who in turn became the principal beneficiary of its increasingly powerful advocacy—was the physically small but charismatic young Democratic politician Stephen Arnold Douglas. “Douglass,” as he was first known (he dropped the second “s” years later, some said, so as not to be confused with one of the objects of his white supremacist disdain: Frederick Douglass) had been born in Brandon, Vermont, in 1813. His father died young, and the impoverished family had resettled on an uncle’s farm a few miles away, where young Stephen, like so many of his struggling contemporaries, performed grueling field labor to earn his keep. More rewardingly, he spent a third of each year at school. Later, he attended a full-time academy in Canandaigua, New York. Until 1833, this soon-to-be-famous Westerner admitted that he had never “beheld a Prairie.”15

That fall, Douglas left home to make his own way in the world, settling at first in one of Illinois’s up-and-coming villages, Jacksonville, where fruitful employment eluded him. Too poor to stay long without work, he moved on to nearby Winchester to teach school for three dollars per student. “Here I am, as Jack Douning [sic] would say,” he cheerfully wrote to his brother-in-law that December. “I have become a Western man, have imbibed Western feelings principles and interests and have selected Illinois as the favorite place of my adoption.” In these words Douglas revealed himself as an already faithful reader of the press, for “Major Jack Downing” was a fictional character, created by Maine journalist Seba Smith, whose humorous adventures appeared in many papers across the country (often “adapted” by other writers, and increasingly tending toward political satire).

Though still a schoolteacher, not a politician, Douglas was already immersed in the press. And very soon he would cross paths with Abraham Lincoln, who regularly read Jack Downing’s letters, too, though Lincoln had little else in common with the new arrival, either physically or politically.16

•  •  •

From the start of their own intense rivalry, the two young newspapers in the state of Douglas’s “adoption” advocated Western principles of entirely opposite kinds.

The pro-Whig Sangamo Journal trumpeted the restoration of the Bank of the United States, a steep protective tariff on imported goods, and community-improving government investments in roads and canals. The Whig Party had initially attracted the country’s financial elite, but was now winning converts among ambitious people of more modest means. One of them was Lincoln, who equated the right to upward mobility with the central promise of the American founding. Conversely insisting that the Whigs remained the party of privilege, Democrats and their party organs rejected the idea of an all-controlling national financial system and opposed import duties they argued would inflate the price of goods at home. Warning against debt-inducing public works projects that would invariably cause tax hikes, they appealed primarily to workingmen and the poor. Neither of these mainstream parties as yet expended much energy on the slavery issue, though ultraliberal Northeastern Whigs were among the first to call for restricting, even abolishing the institution. Not for another decade and a half, however, would slavery come to dominate American political and press discourse.17

Reveling in their incompatible philosophies, the Journal and the Register went at each other tooth and nail from the first. They covered the same public meetings, lyceum speeches, political rallies, and legislative sessions. Yet a stranger arriving in town and innocently comparing their reports line by line would be hard pressed to understand how journalists reporting identical events could describe them so differently. In this regard, however, Springfield was no different than any other city. James Silk Buckingham, an Englishman who visited the United States in 1838, recognized the growing tendency toward partisan journalism everywhere in America, pronouncing himself appalled by what he called the “exaggerated pictures drawn by the writers on each side.” As he observed:

Everything is distorted to serve party views. If the largest meeting is got up on one side, the opposite party declares it to be a mere handful in numbers. If the parties are ever so wealthy and respectable, they are pronounced to be a set of needy vagabonds. If the talent of the speeches should be of the highest kind, they would call them mere drivellings; and if the order was disturbed for a single moment, they would describe it as a beer garden. . . . When a writer of the Whig party has to describe a meeting of their own side, however, he can find no terms sufficiently swelling and lofty in which to express himself. . . . Their “thunder” is not like any other thunder that was ever heard before, and the very globe seems to be shaken to its centre by their gigantic powers.18

Buckingham made these perceptive comments about a particular, unnamed Whig newspaper, but his observations applied to Democratic ones as well, and by extension to both of the party publications in Springfield. In fact, the Journal and Register were equally prone to exaggeration—and, occasionally, outright deceit—to advance their respective causes and candidates. And politicians were expected to reciprocate with tangible demonstrations of gratitude when they could. The Democratic legislative majority, as noted, subsidized Walters’s Register. By contrast out of power and financially strapped, Lincoln at least made sure his law firm regularly placed legal notices in the Sangamo Journal throughout 1842, 1843, and 1844. Simeon Francis’s surviving advertising records show that each of these multiple insertions brought the struggling paper—and cost Lincoln—the significant sum of five dollars, not much less than what the attorney might be expected to receive at the time for pleading a case for a poor client and enough to help keep a friendly journal in print.19

In this fiercely competitive atmosphere, the naturally pugnacious Stephen Douglas rose swiftly within Illinois’s Democratic political hierarchy, first as state’s attorney, then as a legislator, register of the federal land office, Illinois secretary of state, judge of the State Supreme Court, and later as a congressman. As he advanced through the ranks, Douglas came increasingly to expect (and often revel in) unsparing criticism from Simeon Francis’s pro-Whig Journal, and lavish praise from William Walters’s pro-Democratic Register. These newspapers were more than reporters, even advocates. They became integral cogs in their party’s organizational machinery, operating as journalists from inside their party structures looking out, not outside the organizations looking in. This proved especially the case during the bitterly contested presidential campaign of 1840, when editors and politicians virtually organized themselves into opposing armies in the battle for the White House. In an era in which presidential candidates did no public campaigning of their own—tradition forbade it, and the country was yet too vast and unconnected to permit it—the printed word became the chief weapon in battles for the presidency.

That year, incumbent Martin Van Buren faced a serious challenge from Whig war hero William Henry Harrison. Having learned valuable lessons from Clay’s recent defeats, Harrison forces wisely downplayed potentially divisive issues. In the country’s first “log cabin and hard cider” campaign, the Whigs instead focused on the general’s inspiring personal résumé, particularly his humble origins. Democrats in turn strove to transform Van Buren’s reputation for craftiness into a political virtue. Lincoln actively electioneered for Harrison, Douglas for Van Buren—both often emphasizing superficial and emotional subjects that might sway undecided voters. For their parts, Douglas and Lincoln bridged the gap completely, while nationally many politicians with strong ties to local newspapers of their own did likewise. It was hard for a time to know which profession—politics or journalism—was originating party dogma, and which was merely advocating it.

Lincoln and Douglas did both. In addition to campaigning, they worked directly for newly launched campaign newspapers—“extras,” as they were known at the time. When, that year, a new, temporary Democratic newspaper called Old Hickory in Jackson’s honor began rolling off the presses at Springfield, Douglas saw no conflict in playing the concurrent roles of editor, letter writer, advocate, and, of course, political leader.

In February 1840, the Old Hickory published an article charging that Harrison had earned the Whig presidential nod only because timid supporters feared that perennial favorite Henry Clay would again prove unelectable. Knowing this claim was sure to irk longtime Clay admirer Lincoln, who in fact felt understandable guilt over switching his allegiance to Harrison, Douglas and other members of the Democratic State Committee made a show of calling personally at the hostile Journal office with screed in hand, proposing that the entire text now be republished in Simeon Francis’s Whig paper.

While Francis refused the demand, to no one’s surprise the pro-Douglas Register printed the piece in full just a few days later. Omitted from Douglas’s ostensibly forthright request to the Journal, however (the text of which editor Walters featured along with the reprint), were the full details of the elaborate alliance that had inspired creation of the new Democratic extra in the first place. Readers of the time knew that Douglas was a prominent Van Buren man, but most probably did not know he was also one of the leading but unnamed “Democratic Citizens” responsible for founding and editing the Old Hickory, whose birth as a campaign organ had been promoted in—of course—the Register.20

Not that Lincoln was above embracing such overtly partisan press ventures. At the time, he was not only a member of the state’s Whig State Central Committee, but also one of the principal backers of his party’s own campaign extra: the Old Soldier. Named in tribute to Harrison, the paper openly aimed to energize the party faithful “into ‘battle array’ ” for the approaching election. At first, Whigs hoped to keep publication plans secret for as long as possible in order to spring the new paper on a complacent opposition. The Register, however, got hold of a confidential circular detailing their plan, and gleefully reprinted it on January 31. Openly promising that its new publication would “be devoted exclusively to the great cause in which we are engaged,” the notice urged that “every Whig in the State MUST take it,” adding: “YOU MUST RAISE A FUND AND FORWARD US FOR EXTRA COPIES—every county ought to send FIFTY OR ONE HUNDRED DOLLARS,—and the copies will be forwarded to you for distribution among our POLITICAL OPPONENTS.” Unmasked earlier than they hoped, the Whigs went forward with their effort anyway and launched the paper on February 1, at least getting a two-week jump on the opposition Old Hickory. Now the real press war began. By March 1, a delighted Lincoln could report: “Subscriptions to the ‘Old Soldier’ pour in without abatement. This morning I took from the post-office a letter from [state representative Jesse K.] Dubois inclosing the names of sixty subscribers; and carrying it to Francis, I found he had received one hundred and forty more from other quarters by the same day’s mail. This is but an average specimen of every day’s receipts.”21

Openly identifying himself as one of the editors of the Old Soldier (he oddly likened his role to that of a “superintendent”), Lincoln provided a direct appeal on its pages, exhorting prospective readers “to aid us in filling its columns with such ‘burning truths’ and ‘confounding arguments’ as may sear the eye-balls, and stun the ears of the Old hero’s thousand-tongued calumniators.” This may have seemed tough language from the man who only a few years earlier had preached civility at the Young Men’s Lyceum. In virtually the same breath, the paper vowed to publish no “vile falsehood” in the Old Soldier. Nothing would “appear in its columns, as facts, which we do not, on the fullest investigation in our power to make, believe to be true.”22 Its assaults against Van Buren (and Douglas) proliferated anyway. Lincoln later alluded to “the infernal Extra Register” to indicate that the opposition campaign sheet did no less in return.23 In the era long before political action committees could buy time to air negative advertisements, these campaign extras served the very same purpose: providing a forum for merciless and often irresponsible attacks on the opposition.

The inevitable reprisals were not always limited to the printed page. They sometimes turned physical. The corpulent but feisty Simeon Francis was certainly no stranger to outright violence. A few years earlier the rotund editor had been “rudely assaulted in the street” by one Jacob M. Early, a hot-tempered local doctor-turned-preacher known in the community as the “fighting parson” because of his penchant for brawling, often in defense of the Democratic Party.24 On the last day of February 1840, Douglas himself grew so agitated over Francis’s recent articles—one of which likened the politician to a horse thief—that he launched a physical attack of his own against the much larger Whig editor on a busy Springfield street. The contest ended quickly and inconclusively, with little permanent damage to either combatant and much amusement for eyewitnesses. Lincoln found the episode droll enough to report to a friend the following morning: “Yesterday Douglas, having chosen to consider himself insulted by something in the ‘Journal,’ undertook to cane Francis in the street. Francis caught him, by the hair and jammed him back against a market-cart, where the matter ended by Francis being pulled away from him. The whole affair was so ludicrous that Francis and everybody else (Douglas excepted) have been laughing about it ever since.”

Douglas supporters resumed their own laughter soon enough. Declaring the overweight six-footer Francis as a “compound of goose fat and sheep’s wool,” the Old Hickory boasted that Douglas could never be “injured by the croaking of all the Old Grannies about the Journal office.” Francis promptly retorted that he had actually escaped harm because the Little Giant’s “stick was too heavy for him to wield, our head too high for him to hit, or . . . he adopted a retreat too soon for his success.” According to the Journal, Douglas “came, he saw, he got mad . . . he got a stick bigger than himself . . . his mighty hand raised the stick, and we received the blow upon an unoffending apple.”25 Their physical confrontation may have been over, but both men gleefully returned to exchanging vitriol on the pages of their party extras.
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Stephen A. Douglas—darling of Walters and the Register—his earliest known portrait, a painting by Charles Loring Elliott, ca. 1840.





Although historian Mark Neely aptly labeled such campaign specials “the quintessence of early American journalistic art,” the role they really played had little to do with the original art of journalism.26 They were designed specifically to energize faithful voters to the polls, organize geographically scattered supporters around unifying themes, and raise funds to do more of both. They contained no advertising, only editorials and items related to the campaign. Not even the party-affiliated town papers could so brazenly devote all their space to politics. The campaign extras did so freely. But the parent papers still maintained involvement of their own. Just as the Old Hickory enjoyed promotion from the Register, the Old Soldier remained connected to the Sangamo Journal: the Whig extra was in fact printed on the very presses Simeon Francis owned and operated to print his Springfield weekly, and more than likely the Old Hickory shared printing facilities with the Register.

The additional business put much needed cash in the publisher’s pocket at a time when the economy was so bad it was said that the Journal stayed above water only because of the income it collected by printing bankruptcy notices. As Simeon Francis confided to one of his brothers that September, he felt compelled to “toil at my profession until money is more plenty.” Aside from Whig patronage, Springfield seemed to him “dull,” with “nothing doing in the way of business.”27 Fighting the “cursed” Van Buren administration by assigning his presses to pro-Whig campaign extras generated money and not a little excitement. It suited Simeon’s politics, too. Still filled with “enthusiasm” for the Whigs, Francis yearned for the day “Martin leaves the cage at Washington, which he has so long besmirched and dishonored. It will take some time for old Tip to rig and fix the ropes of the ship of state as they were before Jackson and Van took the helm—but I can see in the distance a brighter day for our country.”28

For Francis, brighter days for the nation arrived sooner than he expected, although his impact on the race proved indecisive. Always dependent on busy election campaigns to get him past the lean years, by the end of 1840 his Old Soldier was reaching more Illinois readers than the Journal itself: eight thousand statewide.29 “We have the numbers,” Lincoln boasted, “and if properly organized and exerted, with the gallant HARRISON at our head, we shall meet our foes, and conquer them in all parts of the Union.”30

In this prediction Lincoln proved incorrect. The war of words among the rival campaign extras, not to mention the openly partisan Springfield dailies, ended triumphantly for the Democrats, not the Whigs—at least statewide. A narrow 51–49 percent majority gave Van Buren Illinois’s five electoral votes. But Harrison prevailed nationally, and headed to Washington to assume the presidency the following March. Barely a month after his inauguration, however, he disproved the famous adage that old soldiers never die. After braving the March wind to deliver his record-long inaugural address without benefit of a topcoat or hat, William Henry Harrison succumbed to bilious pleurisy, the first president to perish while in office, on April 4, 1841. Harrison’s successor, Vice President John Tyler, was a former states’ rights Democrat with weak ties to the Whig organization. If Tyler was a man without a party, the official Whig newspapers now regarded themselves as a party without a man.

Two years later, however, Journal editor Simeon Francis demonstrated that Tyler’s unexpected ascendancy had sapped none of his (or his readers’) enthusiasm for the vehicle of the campaign extra as a means of restoring party supremacy. For a mere off-year congressional election in the spring of 1843, Francis introduced yet another new, four-page Extra Journal, offering subscriptions at thirty-seven and a half cents apiece.31 Along with endless reports of alleged violence directed against Whig papers upstate, its pages featured attacks not only on the Democrats, but on the rival Register, which it accused of “Falsehood and Ignorance,” comparing its editors, William Walters and Charles Lanphier, to “sellers of ‘ready-made clothing.’ ”32 Here was another political press project that Lincoln, by then a regular visitor to the Journal office near Capitol Square, not to mention a frequent, uncredited contributor to its pages, surely knew about and endorsed.

Lincoln had never quite relinquished his concealed role as a contributor of rancorous editorial copy to the Journal. Of course, many neighbors and political allies knew of his second “career” as an anonymous editorial writer. In William Herndon’s words, “Whatever he wrote, or had written, went into the editorial page without question.”33 In public he could remain the “good” Lincoln—advocating reverence for the laws. In print, without attribution, he could assume the role of “bad” Lincoln, excoriating Democrats in his recognizable sarcastic writing style. In one such instance, Lincoln came perilously close to the kind of violence he had mocked when Stephen Douglas was a protagonist a few years earlier. This time the dangerous episode involved not only Lincoln but his fiancée, Mary Todd, and, inevitably, editor Simeon Francis. Historians long searching for credible explanations of what brought the seemingly mismatched Abraham and Mary together have overlooked one obvious answer: the press. Aside from evident physical attraction, newspapers played a significant role in their love affair: the couple enjoyed not only reading them, but contributing to them as well—almost always anonymously and sometimes recklessly. They both seemed to relish the danger.

Still, their relationship proved rocky. For reasons still unknown, the lovers broke off their engagement on or just before January 1, 1841, sending each into a prolonged depression. In more ways than one, it was the local Whig paper that ultimately brought them back together. For one thing, editor Francis and his wife facilitated a reconciliation by making their comfortable Springfield home available for courting when the two began seeing each other again the following year. There, Abraham and Mary probably hatched the plan to compose what came to be known as the “Rebecca” letters, a series of heavy-handed satires aimed at Illinois’s Democratic state auditor James W. Shields, and all published, of course, in Francis’s Journal.34 The Irish-born Shields had recently infuriated Whigs with a ruling that devalued state banknotes, even for citizens hoping to use them at face value to pay their taxes. Lincoln’s response came in the form of at least one of the barbed critiques, all crafted as mock letters from an outraged pioneer widow named “Rebecca,” and all mercilessly lambasting Shields not only as a deceiver of the poor but as a malodorous popinjay. “Shields is a fool as well as a liar,” the August 27 “letter” charged. “With him truth is out of the question, and as for getting a good bright passable lie out of him, you might as well try to strike fire from a cake of tallow.”35

The personal attacks infuriated the thin-skinned Shields, and his anger only intensified when this latest “Rebecca” letter was followed into the pages of the Journal by a lacerating, unsigned poem admittedly composed by Mary and one of her lady friends, asserting, with no shortage of anti-Irish contempt, that the fictional old “Rebecca” had fallen for Shields: “Ye jews-harps awake! The A[uditor]’s won— / Rebecca, the widow, has gained Erin’s son. / The pride of the north from the emerald isle / Has been woo’d and won by a woman’s sweet smile”—“very silly lines” she carried off to “the daily paper.”36

For Shields, this proved the limit. The auditor stormed into the Journal headquarters to demand that Simeon Francis identify the author of all the calumnies he had so recklessly published. After waiting a few days for things to cool down—they did not—the editor summoned Lincoln to his office and asked him how best to respond. As Mary proudly remembered, her future husband “felt, he could do, no less, than be my champion.” Gallantly, Lincoln instructed Francis to give his name away as the sole author. He alone “would be responsible”—for the poem and letters alike.37 On September 17, the aggrieved Shields responded to this revelation by sending Lincoln a letter of his own, entirely lacking in the comic, demanding “a full, positive and absolute retraction of all offensive allusions” inflicted by the victim of what Shields called “your secret hostility.” That same day, Lincoln wrote a maddeningly legalistic reply complaining that “without stopping to enquire whether I really am the author, or to point out what is offensive . . . you demand an unqualified retraction. . . . Now, sir, there is in this so much assumption of facts, and so much of menace as to consequences, that I cannot submit to answer that note any farther than I have.”38

Understandably dissatisfied, Shields responded with typical frontier bravado and challenged Lincoln to a duel. Days later, the two men actually headed off to “Bloody Island,” a strip of land in the Mississippi River, technically part of the state of Missouri where dueling was legal. There they came shockingly close to facing off in deadly combat—and all over newspaper articles. Lincoln saved the day—and, perhaps, his life as well—by exercising a challenged party’s right to choose weapons and proposing outsized broadswords that would have put the much shorter Shields at a disadvantage. Their seconds then arranged a truce and the duel never occurred, but the episode may at last have dissuaded Lincoln from further forays into published satire. It also bound the two lovers together, perhaps closer than ever. Just a few weeks after the incident, Abraham and Mary Lincoln were wed—a marriage in a real sense forged in partisan journalism.

By one account, wedlock and the passage of time soon emboldened Lincoln to believe he might have won the fight with Shields after all. “I could have split him from the crown of his head to the end of his backbone,” the bridegroom allegedly boasted to his law partner about the aborted duel.39 In a somewhat less nostalgic frame of mind, Mary recalled years later that her husband “thought, he had some right, to assume to be my champion, even on frivolous occasions.” She added that she and her husband were “always so ashamed” of the “foolish and uncalled for rencontre” that “Mr L & myself mutually agreed, never to refer to it & except in an occasional light manner, between us, it was never mentioned” again.40

During the Civil War, a Union general appeared one day at a White House reception and, in Mary’s words, “said, playfully, to my husband ‘Mr. President, is it true, as I have heard that you, once went out, to fight a duel & all for the sake, of the lady by your side.’ Mr. Lincoln, with a flushed face, replied, ‘I do not deny it, but if you desire my friendship, you will never mention it again.’ ” When, on another occasion, one of the actual “participants of the affair” turned up in Washington and similarly attempted to get Lincoln to “rehearse the particulars” of the episode, a “sore” president again demurred, complaining: “That man is trying to revive his memory of a matter that I am trying to forget.” As Mary put it: “This affair, always annoyed my husband’s peaceful nerves.”41

At the time it happened, the “matter,” or “affair,” certainly demonstrated to the future bridegroom that there were better, and safer, ways for a busy politician to use newspapers to his advantage. Not that Lincoln or the Whig press ever lost their zeal for energetically attacking Democrats in print—and vice versa.

•  •  •

Horace Greeley had meanwhile been busy in the newspaper world as well—but not yet profitably. He had tried establishing a printing business in New York in partnership with one Francis V. Story, press foreman at the successful sport and entertainment weekly Spirit of the Times. But their joint enterprise died not long after Story drowned in the East River. Still the ambitious Greeley would not give up. In 1834, after failing with his quickly aborted Morning Post, the thrifty, abstemious twenty-three-year-old dreamer, still as cherubic-looking as the day he left his father’s farm, but now thinner than at any time in his life, somehow cobbled together $1,500, found a new partner in Jonas Winchester, and launched an ambitious sixteen-page weekly of his own. He called it the New-Yorker.42

Headquartered on bustling Nassau Street in the heart of Manhattan’s publishing center, the paper proposed to offer “general literature” without the “humbug.”43 This promise the New-Yorker kept—publishing fiction by Charles Dickens and Edgar Allan Poe as well as essays on science, government, and other “questions of absorbing national interest.” Auburn-based bookseller James Cephas (J.C.) Derby, who became its upstate distribution agent, noted appreciatively that the New-Yorker “seemed to fill a void for . . . readers who were inclined to well-written, original articles.”44 In one year its circulation rose from fifty to 4,500. Greeley hardly became rich, but felt himself successful enough, at least, to resist an 1835 invitation from James Gordon Bennett that they join in partnership to found a new penny daily. Bennett, after all, was not only irascible; he had spent just enough time covering news in South Carolina, Greeley sensed, to regard slavery with the smug satisfaction of a plantation master.45

At first striving to be nonpartisan, the New-Yorker editor could not resist politics for long. Greeley found himself increasingly attracted to Whig philosophy, especially once financial reverses threatened the survival of his unaffiliated paper. To Greeley, Whig economics promised the best path toward not only national—but personal—recovery. And Whig fealty offered access to political inner circles where Greeley felt ever more comfortable. Fortuitously, one of the party’s most prominent leaders had caught wind of Greeley’s growing Whig leanings: the shrewd political wire-puller Thurlow Weed, who ran the influential Albany Evening Journal while managing upstate New York’s Whig Party machine.46 Although a onetime publisher’s apprentice himself who insisted he was but a “poor printer . . . on the same footing with Mr. Greeley,” Weed was by then successful and powerful. A former New York state assemblyman, the party boss had already helped engineer the election of a handpicked state senator—his protégé William H. Seward—and now planned to promote Seward for governor of New York by establishing a temporary State Committee campaign newspaper. To run it, he wanted someone with both “principles” and “talents”—the very words he used to describe Horace Greeley, whom he had yet to meet. And Greeley, who admitted he had “struggled on in the face of imminent bankruptcy” for years, desperately needed a well-financed patron to rescue his own paper from ruin.47

One November day in 1837, Weed strode unannounced into the New-Yorker’s attic office in search of the idealist he sensed might now make an ideal party editor. There at the type racks, setting up the next issue for printing, one letter at a time, he encountered for the first time a “young man with light hair and blond complexion, with coat off and sleeves rolled up,” as Weed described him. “This youth was Horace Greeley.”48 Weed fervently made his pitch. It succeeded. In part to save his own struggling publication, Greeley accepted the part-time Albany job Weed offered that day, which came with a much needed annual stipend of $1,000. “Weed took in Greeley when the rascal had not two pair of breeches to his legs,” rival James Gordon Bennett scoffed, “and gave him a clean shirt, a good dinner, and a new pair of boots.”49 The New-Yorker proprietor may indeed have accepted Weed’s “clean shirt” out of desperation to save his own enterprise, but the move marked a turning point in Greeley’s career for another reason: the formerly independent journalist became, in a sense, owned and operated by the Whig Party, devoted now to shaping and supporting the organization’s future. On that day, Greeley embraced the inevitable alliance between politics and the press—and their dependence on each other for survival and influence.

Editing two newspapers, in two different cities, one of them a party-run operation, may not have afflicted Greeley’s conscience, but it severely tested his stamina. Every Saturday, he steamed up the Hudson aboard a riverboat, labored in Albany to put the Weed paper to bed by Tuesday night, then took a night boat back to Manhattan and went immediately to work to get the New-Yorker out by Friday. As soon as he prepared copy for his latest edition, Greeley packed his “valise for Albany again.”50 Yet in the rigorous grind of putting out a party newspaper, Greeley became a better journalist.

Though the new campaign paper, the Jeffersonian, soon achieved a circulation of some fifteen thousand readers, Greeley came to believe that his ponderous early articles wearied or offended most of them. “There is nothing that bores people like instruction,” he confided to a friend. “It implies that they do not know everything already, which is very humiliating.” Perhaps with an eye on Jamie Bennett’s successful self-promotion, he admitted: “I have not done enough for effect.” But Weed heartily approved of his new editor: “He was unselfish, conscientious, public spirited, and patriotic. He had no habits or tastes but for work, steady, indomitable work.”51 When the Jeffersonian folded as scheduled in early 1839, with Seward now governor, Greeley returned to the New-Yorker full-time. Widened visibility and capital infusion notwithstanding, however, profits still eluded him.

Again Weed came to the rescue, this time inviting Greeley to take charge of a newer, bigger version of the Jeffersonian: the Log Cabin, a Harrison-for-president campaign extra to be published by the Whig State Committee for the 1840 presidential race and distributed throughout the Northeast. Again Greeley accepted, and went back to work as a party editor—the equivalent of today’s campaign strategists and spokesmen. Having learned much from his previous experience with the Jeffersonian, Greeley made sure the new venture emphasized the rousing hullabaloo spirit of the Harrison effort. Readers—who eventually numbered an unprecedented eighty thousand—were treated to song lyrics and stories about parades, rallies, and the ceremonial construction of log cabins. Greeley illustrated the paper with woodcuts depicting Harrison’s battle triumphs, and filled it to overflowing with exuberant if dubious reports of steady Whig gains in keenly contested states. It was even rumored that Greeley invented the unforgettable motto, “Tippecanoe and Tyler, too!” Passing harsh judgment on the endeavor, Philadelphia journalist John Wein Forney thought the paper something of an embarrassment to its editor. Forney called the Log Cabin “a model and guide to those who desire to make merry at the Philosopher’s expense,” employing the competition’s latest nickname for the intellectual Greeley. But Weed lauded the product as both “zealous” and “spirited.” It certainly helped Harrison carry New York against Van Buren, the state’s onetime governor.52

It also emboldened Greeley to aspire for the first time to political reward outside journalism. Earlier in his career, he had criticized editors who expected patronage jobs in exchange for party fealty. But when opportunity presented itself in the afterglow of the Harrison victory, Greeley emphatically expressed his belief that “not many had done more effective work on the canvass than I had.”53 At least briefly he considered making a formal request for an appointment. In an absurd burst of overconfidence, he aimed as high as the president’s cabinet. “Two or three papers have named me for Postmaster General,” he crowed to one intimate, though in the same breath he insisted he wanted “none of their dirty spoils.” To Governor Seward, however, he bitterly complained when he was not immediately “counted in,” and soon enough he was blaming Thurlow Weed for ignoring him, too. Weed, who claimed he initially believed Greeley “indifferent to the temptations of money and office,” later scoffed that “had Governor Seward known . . . that Mr. Greeley coveted an inspectorship, he certainly would have received it.” Though Greeley would remain politically aligned with Seward and Weed for years to come, the editor’s revenge, as had been the case with the spurned Bennett before him, came now through the creation of a bigger, better, and more independent Whig newspaper that would eventually surpass Weed’s own.54 In short, Greeley determined to become a political power himself. He decided to found yet another newspaper.

“I had been incited to this enterprise by several Whig friends,” Greeley wrote of the new venture, “who deemed a cheap daily, addressed more especially to the laboring class, eminently needed in our city, where the only two cheap journals then . . . existing—the Sun and the Herald—were in decided though unavowed, and therefore more effective sympathy and affiliation with the Democratic Party.”55 In April 1841, boasting only five hundred advance subscribers (mostly “warm personal and political friends,” he admitted), a staff of ten whose salaries he could not afford, a rented printing press, and a modest new office on Ann Street—and burdened with staggering new debts from the loan he procured to pay for it all—Horace Greeley published the first issue of the New York Tribune. His “folding and mailing,” he later joked, “must have staggered me but for the circumstance that I had few papers to mail, and not many to fold.” At age thirty, its editor was “in full health and vigor” and by his own unselfconscious description already “favorably known to many thousands.”56

What Greeley lacked most—cash—he quickly attracted to the enterprise. Within months, he took on a new partner, a successful book distributor and party loyalist named Thomas McElrath, to handle the business side. He openly called the move essential to “strengthen the Tribune in the confidence and affections of the Whigs of New York.” For his part, Greeley’s savvy new partner saw a commercial opportunity, convinced that the Sun and Herald, while popular among “business men and clerks,” had not “very often penetrated into the parlors or sitting rooms of the uptown residents.” Acknowledging the importance of “the patronage of a political party,” McElrath also believed that “a circulation in the cultivated and influential families of the city was quite as important”—and here the investor saw a niche for the new Tribune.57 McElrath’s crucial $2,000 financial infusion freed Greeley from pecuniary worries, except, he admitted, when he imprudently lent money to bounders.58 Under McElrath’s management, the publication offered neither subscriptions nor advertisements on credit, requiring every reader “to pay for whatever he chose to order.” The Tribune, Greeley proudly recalled, required no further investment, “except through the liberality of its patrons.”59

From the very start, the new, one-cent paper’s earnest though occasionally indiscriminate public spiritedness struck readers as fresh and appealing—somewhat like medicine, occasionally distasteful but usually good for them. Its prospectus boldly described the Tribune as nothing less than “a New Morning Journal of Politics, Literature, and General Intelligence” that would “advance the interests of the people, and . . . promote their Moral, Political and Social well-being.” Along with Whig Party interests, it advocated workers’ rights, improved status for women, temperance, and utopian social improvement. With a bold swipe at the Herald, Greeley pledged that “the immoral and degrading Police Reports, Advertisements, and other matter which have been allowed to disgrace the columns of our leading Penny Papers, will be carefully excluded.” The Tribune would be “a welcome visitant at the family fireside.”60

The editor’s “leading idea,” he declared, “was the establishment of a journal removed alike from servile partisanship on the one hand and from gagged, mincing neutrality on the other. Party spirit is so fierce and intolerant in this country that the editor of a non-partisan sheet is restrained from saying what he thinks and feels on the most vital, imminent topics.” Democratic and Whig journals alike, Greeley knew, were “generally expected to praise or blame, like or dislike, eulogize or condemn, in precise accordance with the views and interest of its party. I believed there was a happy medium between these extremes.” The editor pledged to remain loyal to his party’s “guiding convictions,” but also “ready to expose and condemn unworthy conduct or incidental error.” Hewing to this credo for the rest of his career, Greeley would come to be seen as an unpredictable, undependable gadfly by governors and presidents, but as an incorruptibly honest and freedom-loving wise man to his devoted readers.61

Yet Greeley nearly went out of business on that very first day. Eight years earlier, the maiden issue of his Morning Post had reached city streets just as the boulevards all but vanished beneath a swirling New Year’s Day snowstorm. Now a surprise April blizzard once again blanketed the city, as a result of which most of the Tribune’s initial run of five thousand copies went unsold. No doubt feeling himself cursed, Greeley bravely soldiered on. One of his chief assets, he believed, was his talented staff of young writers, especially the eager twenty-year-old from the New-Yorker he began training as his right-hand man. This particular novice, Henry J. Raymond, future editor of the New York Times, would serve at the Tribune for some thirty-six months.

Rapidly, the New York Tribune found both its voice and its audience. Smaller in size than the blanket sheets and attractively priced as well, its crusading spirit moreover captured a growing mood for reform. Most subscribers forgave the fact that Greeley was irresistibly drawn to fringe movements like Fourierism, named for a French socialist who advocated the creation of classless “Harmony” communes. Skeptics had a field day tormenting Greeley as “Horatius the Fourierite.”62 Such criticism did not inhibit Greeley from advocating his “new and original” plan for social reorder. Eschewing what he dismissed as “piece-meal reform,” Greeley also embraced a broad socialist program he called “Association, or Principles of a True Organization of Society.” It would, he vowed in a front-page column in 1842, “correct the Frauds, Extortions, Monopolies, and Adulterations of Commerce,” not to mention “the Tricks and Injustice of the Law” that political parties were unwilling to address. Greeley’s concept of “Attractive Industry and Association,” promised to do away with “vice, crime, drunkenness and brutality” through education, and eliminate the “Drudgery and Degradation of Labor” by “uniting Labor and Capital in the same hands.” Quick to grasp the commercial threat posed by Greeley’s upstart venture, Moses Beach’s New York Sun resolved to “crush” the new paper by bribing—and when that failed, publicly whipping—newsboys to discourage them from hawking the Tribune on the city’s streets. When the circulation war escalated, the usually peaceful Greeley dispatched thugs of his own to retaliate violently. At one point Beach himself was seen on the streets trading blows with the “emissaries” hired by the new competition. Somehow the Tribune weathered the attempts to destroy it. Readers flocked to buy copies because they immediately sensed that Greeley’s paper offered twice the news for the same price.63

Greeley’s sudden emergence as a journalistic rival prompted a resentful James Gordon Bennett to commence an acrimonious feud with his new competitor—a battle that would last for a quarter of a century. When, for example, the Tribune began preaching social change in the early 1840s, the Herald proudly defended America as it was, boasting that its unmatched circulation and advertising numbers showed that patriotic New Yorkers agreed that major upheaval was unnecessary. In 1844, Bennett published a supplement offering his “regular and respectable subscribers” (as opposed to the Tribune’s “street buyers and loafer purchasers”) an unprecedented package of rare Western news. He could not resist accompanying the bonus with a notice that managed to include both a self-congratulatory reminder of the Herald’s popularity and a subtle swipe at Greeley’s slavish party loyalty and his frequent dissatisfaction with the status quo. “We are enabled to go to the expense of doing so,” ran the Herald announcement,

from the extraordinary patronage and popularity which the American people, through this wide Republic generously bestow on a fearless, honest, independent and truthtelling newspaper, bound to no party, but above all parties. At this moment our circulation is equal, if not greater, than two-thirds of the whole daily newspaper press of New York. This great fact, alone, indicates the mighty intellectual and moral revolution now going on in the public mind of this most wonderful nation;—a nation—a people now in the first throes of civilization, higher and holier—wider and deeper—more massive and mightier than the old world ever imagined or knew.64

Only an editor with Bennett’s craft and brass could manage to praise and insult his readers at the same time.

The Bennett-Greeley feud exploded into open warfare during the bitter 1844 Henry Clay–James K. Polk presidential campaign. The Tribune supported Whig Clay and the Herald endorsed Democrat Polk, with each publisher not only editorializing, but appearing at campaign events to stump for the candidate of his choice. “Poor Horace!” chortled Bennett a few weeks after Polk won the White House. “His whig friends wont listen to the voice of the charmer, and as they refuse to be comforted, coolly turn round upon him and aver that his sad miscalculations of the strength and prospects of the whigs blinded them to their danger, and had no small influence in producing their defeat.”65 The Herald added injury to insult by publishing a gloatingly satirical poem, “The Last Procession,” which described in dirgelike meter a “sullen” funeral march for Clay’s dead campaign whose mourners included the grieving Tribune editor: “And as along the dusky way / its darkening course it kept, / Beside it with his Clay ‘Tribune,’ / Poor Greeley walked and wept.”66

The attacks did not abate after Polk’s victory. Dismissing Greeley as an addled and dangerously indiscriminate do-gooder, Bennett assigned the Tribune editor such disrespectful monikers as “our amiable contemporary philosopher” or “the man in the white coat,” a reference to his fondness for light-colored dusters.67 Whenever Greeley responded in kind, the Herald dropped the coy name-calling and unleashed furious salvos of invective. After Greeley published a rueful commentary on the late presidential election, charging the Herald with “misrepresentation of every whig principle and measure,” Bennett denounced Greeley for exhibiting a “total depravity” typical of the party press and “promulgating . . . miserable subterfuge . . . gross fabrications . . . forgeries, and frauds of all kinds.”68 Greeley in turn charged that Bennett had joked during a Pennsylvania campaign swing that he “had no care” about leaving his New York office to give speeches because “it had been hired for the campaign by the locofocos.” Outraged, but keenly aware that readers found such squabbles irresistible, Bennett replied in print that Greeley was guilty of nothing less than “licentiousness,” and demanded that the editor produce an eyewitness or admit he lacked “reputation” and “character.”69

Not to be outdone, when Bennett commenced his long and ugly new feud with John Hughes, the Catholic bishop of New York, Greeley republished Hughes’s long, angry letter identifying Bennett as “the first and persevering chief” of his “assailants” and “calumniators.”70 This did nothing to inhibit Bennett from charging in turn that Greeley was growing increasingly “bewildered.” He “twists and turns like a fish thrown ashore by a chance wave,” chortled the Herald, “with its belly up, tossing and tumbling on the sandy beach.” Although the Herald dutifully reported one of Greeley’s well-received campaign speeches at a Whig rally at City Hall, it gloated that he had been barely audible to the rowdy crowd. “Alas! Poor Yorick!” Bennett further gloated after the Tribune inadvertently misidentified a U.S. senator in one of its reports on congressional debates. “Greeley had better devote the remainder of his days to the culture of vegetables and Fourierism.”71

Above all, Bennett loved taunting Greeley whenever the Tribune founder launched an esoteric new crusade for the betterment of mankind. When Greeley began consoling himself after Clay’s loss by advancing another experimental new idea, Bennett crowed: “Horace in this dilemma has taken himself to philosophy, and has engaged one of the most distinguished Swedenborgians in the country to enlighten the readers of the Tribune, while he himself pays some attention to Fourrierism [sic], which has latterly been in rather a declining state, whilst the chief apostle was engaged in saving the country.”72 After the Herald discovered in late 1844 that the Tribune editor had endorsed “water cures,” it promptly reported “the newest favorite idea of Philosopher Greeley” under the headline: “HORACE GREELEY’S LATEST ENTHUSIASM.”

When Greeley embraced a bran-heavy diet as the ultimate path to a purer immortality, Bennett sarcastically warned that even cleansed by bran into nothing more than an “aroma,” dead Whigs might one day return in “their original elements of rowdyism and brandy-smashers.”73 “The world is an excellent world,” the Herald editorialized in early 1845. “It is a happy world. It is clothed with beauty.” By criticizing all of society, rather than those who violated its laws, Greeley was attempting to reorder God’s plan. In Bennett’s view, his rival’s “new philosophies” promised “a system founded on gloomy, distorted, and morbid views of human nature.” Greeley and his “ilk,” charged Bennett, “act like the wicked men in the scripture who, when asked for bread, give the starving applicant a stone.”74

Greeley’s passion for pet social theories, all routinely plumped in the Tribune, did not prevent him from participating with gusto in the city’s rowdy newspaper wars. In print, he continued to give as good as he got. The Herald, he declared in one such outburst, was best suited to “houses of depravity.” Bennett returned this particular volley by calling the “unmitigated blockhead” Greeley a “miserable dried vegetable” no more capable to edit a paper than “a large New England squash.”75 Jumping into the fray, the New York Sun declared its new competitor guilty of writing “dirty, malignant, and wholesale” falsehoods, and suggested that Greeley “go to school and learn a little decency.”76

Mere mockery never inhibited Greeley from taking up faddish causes. He advocated trust-busting, profit sharing, gender equality, Sabbatarianism (the rigorous observance of the day of rest), utopian socialism, and the liberal Transcendentalist movement (placing one of its strongest early voices, Margaret Fuller, on his staff as a book critic, and later giving her local and foreign assignments, making her one of the first females in New York given a chance to write on nondomestic matters).77 Greeley even embraced the then radical idea of labor unions.

Ever the optimist, he stressed his incurable belief in “the essential Harmony of Interests,”78 and flaunted his personal commitment to spiritual and physical well-being—“temperance in all things,” as he put it—by preaching the sanctity of marriage and (like Lincoln) disdaining liquor and tobacco (occasionally reminding readers of his own nightmares about a repellent chore from his boyhood: lighting his mother’s foul pipe for her evening smoke). For a time, he eschewed red meat and took up residence in a Grahamite rooming house (named for dietary innovator Sylvester Graham) where hard drink, constrictive clothing, and sexual urges were all discouraged. Greeley also embraced the growing rage for spiritualism—widely derided by nonbelievers as paganistic fakery.79 His onetime employer Thurlow Weed could not help chortling over such Tribune obsessions as “ ‘table-rappings,’ ‘Brook farms,’ and various ‘isms’ by which Mr. Greeley was from time to time misled.” Greeley shrugged off such scorn by grandly contending: “The tombs of dead prophets are built only of the stones hurled at them while living.”80

Besides, not all of Greeley’s proposals proved irrelevant or impractical. When, for example, the editor pressed city fathers to create a “House of Industry” to teach useful job skills to indigent young people, philanthropists soon took up the cause as well. A privately funded school bearing just that name soon opened in New York’s most horrific slum, the notorious “Five Points.”81 Greeley’s unrelenting commitment to civic improvement won him many famous admirers, most of whom applauded his energy even while acknowledging his impatience. And his sincere opposition to slavery earned appreciation from the abolitionist movement. In 1846, when Greeley reprinted a letter from Ireland that abolitionist Frederick Douglass had published in the antislavery movement’s principal press organ, the Liberator, during his recent European speaking tour, the African-American leader wrote to thank the Tribune editor “for the deep and lively interest you have been pleased to take in the cause of my long neglected race.” Douglass was sorry to hear that Greeley’s “immediate neighbors are very much displeased with you, for this act of kindness to myself, and the cause of which I am an humble advocate.” But he felt certain—overoptimistically, as it turned out—that Greeley’s enthusiasm was one of those “indications on the part of the press—which, happily are multiplying through all the land—that kindle up within me an ardent hope that the curse of slavery will not much longer be permitted to make its iron foot-prints in the lacerated hearts of my sable brethren.”82
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