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INTRODUCTION



Outside the Lafayette Square home of Secretary of State William Henry Seward, in the shadows of an early spring evening in Washington, two assassins watched and waited, their horses and weapons at hand. Lewis Powell and David Herold knew from the local papers that the aged secretary was confined to his bed by severe injuries he had suffered a few days earlier in a driving accident. So they realized that although Powell, the tall, strong southern veteran set to enter the house and kill the secretary, might have some difficulties in finding and reaching his victim, once he found him, Seward would not fight back. Herold and Powell were part of the team assembled by the actor John Wilkes Booth in order to kill, on one night and at one time, President Abraham Lincoln, Vice President Andrew Johnson, and Secretary Seward. Booth himself was a few blocks away at Ford’s Theater, about to enter Lincoln’s box to shoot and kill the president.1

At around ten o’clock, Powell handed Herold his reins, ascended the steps, and knocked on Seward’s door. Powell explained to the young black servant, William Bell, that he was a messenger from Seward’s doctor bringing medicine for Seward; he pointed to a small package that Booth had provided him as a prop. Bell offered to take the package, but Powell refused, saying the doctor had asked Powell to bring the medicine to Seward himself. Powell and Bell bickered for a minute or two, and then Powell started upstairs, with Bell behind, urging him not to make so much noise.2

At the top of the stairs Powell met Seward’s son Frederick, and there was a similar conversation, with Frederick saying he would accept the package and Powell insisting he had to deliver it personally. Seward’s daughter Fanny, who along with a male nurse, George Robinson, was with Seward in his room, thought that someone, perhaps even the president, had come to see her father. She opened the door and whispered to her brother that their father was awake. Fred scowled; Fanny recalled that “something in Fred’s manner led me at once to think that he did not wish me to say so, and that I had better not have opened the door.” Powell asked her abruptly: “Is the Secretary asleep?” She glanced back into the room and replied: “Almost.” Frederick or Fanny closed the door, but now Powell knew where to find his victim.

After a few more words with Frederick, Powell pretended to give up and turned to go down the stairs. Then, as Frederick later wrote, Powell turned again, “sprang up and forward, having drawn a navy revolver, which he levelled, with a muttered oath, at my head, and pulled the trigger.” The gun misfired, but Powell used it as a club to hit Frederick savagely on the head, breaking the gun and nearly killing Frederick.

Fanny, hearing the noise in the hall, and thinking that the servants might be chasing a rat, asked Robinson to go to the door and check. She went to the door as well. As soon as Robinson opened the door, Powell charged into the bedroom, pistol in one hand, Bowie knife in the other. Robinson grabbed at him, but Powell slashed Robinson with the knife and shoved him to the floor. Fanny screamed and her father woke with a start. Seward later said that he “knew the man sought his life, [but] still he feared for Fanny and, with great effort, rose up in his bed to interpose his shattered frame as a protection.” Powell was upon Seward in an instant, pressing him down into the bed with one arm, raising the knife with the other, and stabbing down with all his force. Perhaps because of the dim light, perhaps because Seward was on the far side of the bed to protect his broken arm, Powell’s first blow missed. But he stabbed again and again, cutting Seward’s face and neck with long bloody slashes.

George Robinson now tackled Powell from behind; this may have pushed Seward off the bed, or he may have rolled to escape the assassin’s knife blows. Fanny’s screams brought her brother Augustus, who had been asleep in a nearby room, and he joined Robinson in the struggle. The two wrestled Powell away from Seward’s bed and into the hall, both suffering severe cuts. In the hall, Powell, who had been silent throughout this fight, looked into Augustus’s eyes and said, “I’m mad, I’m mad.” With that, he fled down the stairs and out of the house. Fanny rushed back to her father’s bed but he was not there. At the side of the bed she saw what she first thought was “a pile of bed clothes.” Then she realized that this bloody mess was her father, and she ran to his side, screaming, “Oh my God! Father’s dead!”3

——

Who was William Henry Seward? Why was he a target for Booth and other assassins? Born in rural New York in 1801, educated as a lawyer, Seward served four years in the state senate and four years as governor of New York. As governor, Seward was known for his progressive policies: improving the state’s transportation system, extending public education to the children of immigrants, and defending the rights of slaves and free blacks. After he was elected to the U.S. Senate in 1849, he established himself as the leading opponent of the extension of slavery, declaring that a “higher law than the Constitution” dedicated the national territories to freedom. Seward was not an abolitionist—he favored a gradual and voluntary end of slavery rather than immediate abolition—but he was prepared to take risks for freedom, such as sheltering fugitive slaves in his Auburn home.

Seward was an early member of the Republican Party and almost received the party’s first presidential nomination. In late 1859 and early 1860, it seemed all but certain that he would be the Republican nominee and likely that he would be elected president. But after the surprising nomination of Lincoln, he mastered his disappointment and campaigned for his rival throughout the North, doing more to secure Lincoln’s election than any other man. Soon after the election, Lincoln offered and Seward accepted the most prominent and powerful position in the cabinet: secretary of state. Seward was the central figure in the drama of the so-called secession winter, working with men from all sections toward an elusive compromise. Once the Civil War started, he skillfully managed the nation’s foreign affairs, avoiding the foreign intervention that would have ensured that the Confederacy would become a separate nation. Seward’s role was not limited to foreign policy: he was involved in almost every aspect of the war, an indispensable friend and adviser to Lincoln, who more than once refused to part with his controversial secretary.

Many viewed Seward as the real power in the administration. During the first months of the war, he was responsible for domestic security, and he was quoted as boasting that he could arrange any man’s arrest just by ringing a little bell. In late 1862, when almost all the Republican senators urged Lincoln to remove Seward, one of their main charges was that he rather than the president set policy. William Lloyd Garrison, the abolitionist editor, argued in his paper that if voters gave Lincoln a second term, they would just be electing “Seward to be again acting president.” John Wilkes Booth, who disagreed with Garrison on almost every issue, agreed with him about Seward, telling his sister Asia Booth Clark that “other brains [than Lincoln] rule the country.”4

Booth was a Shakespearean actor, the black sheep in a famous family of actors, and one of the plays he knew best was Julius Caesar. Booth viewed Lincoln as a tyrant like Caesar, and saw Seward as a co-tyrant like Marc Antony. Brutus killed Caesar, but failed in his attempt to restore the republic, because he failed to kill Antony. Booth was determined that his version of the play would have a different ending: that he would kill both tyrants, Lincoln and Seward.5

Seward survived Powell’s knife, and the death of his friend and leader Lincoln, and the death soon thereafter of his own wife, who was shocked by the murderous attacks and drained by the family’s nursing efforts. Seward not only lived; he continued to serve as America’s secretary of state for another four years, negotiating the purchase of Alaska and securing its approval by a reluctant Congress, the accomplishment for which he is best known, and of which he was justifiably most proud. It was also during this period that Seward laid the foundation for the United States to become not merely a continental power but an international empire, working to acquire critical territory such as Panama and Hawaii. After his retirement, and in spite of his weak physical condition, he traveled to Alaska and around the world, before his death in late 1872.

William Henry Seward was a major figure in American history, generally ranked as the second greatest secretary of state, behind only his friend and mentor John Quincy Adams. Another way to measure his stature is to note that, among the northern civilian leaders in the Civil War, Seward was more influential than any man other than Lincoln. Many nineteenth-century presidents are nearly forgotten, and rightly so, because they did little during their time in office. Seward can never be forgotten, because of the mark he made on the shape of the nation, in Alaska and in other respects.

Seward was not only important: he was fascinating. He was a well-educated and sophisticated diplomat; but his hair was unruly, his clothes untidy, and his manner casual. Charles Francis Adams, Jr., who knew him well, once described him as “small, rusty in aspect, dressed in a coat and trousers apparently made twenty years ago, and by a bad tailor at that.” More than most men, Seward was capable of contradiction. During the 1840s, he argued in a famous murder trial that the white jurors should view the black defendant as their brother, and treat him as if he were white, for he was like them made in “the image of our Maker.” And yet after the war, as southern whites were persecuting and even murdering southern blacks, Seward reportedly said that “the North has nothing to do with the [southern] Negroes,” that he himself had “no more concern for them than I have for the Hottentots.” He was a famous host, gathering diplomats, soldiers, politicians, actors, and their wives around his Washington table for fine food and wine. But he was also very private, rarely revealing his inner views. With Seward, in the words of Henry Adams, who also knew him well, “the political had become personal,” so that “no one could tell which was the mask and which the features.”6

Most Americans know Seward’s name and that Alaska was “Seward’s folly,” but they do not know much else about him. It has been a long time, more than forty years, since there was a serious full-length biography of the man. This book has a simple aim: to bring to life for a new generation one of the great Americans of the Civil War generation.



CHAPTER 1


“Elements of a Statesman”:
1801–1830




William Henry Seward was born on May 16, 1801, in rural New York, about sixty miles northwest of New York City. His father, Samuel Swezy Seward, was the leading man of the village of Florida: physician, merchant, farmer, financier, church trustee, legislator, and judge. In politics, Samuel Seward supported the Jeffersonian Republicans, and Jefferson rewarded him by appointing him village postmaster, a position he held, while pursuing his other careers, for thirty years. Even through the generous light of his son’s memoir, it is clear that Samuel was a harsh father. Seward recalled how his father “placed me on the counter of the store, and directed me to recite a poetical address, which I had committed to memory, before an audience of admiring neighbors.” As the applause died down, someone asked the boy which of his father’s many callings he would pursue. When he answered that he would like to be a magistrate, his father rebuked him for his presumption: magistrates were chosen by the people, not by themselves. Perhaps because her husband was harsh, Mary Jennings Seward was kind; Seward recalled his mother as a “model of hospitality, charity, and self-forgetfulness.” Seward remembered his maternal grandmother, Margaret Jackson Jennings, as being “of Irish descent,” but with a strong “antipathy toward the Roman Catholic religion.” Recent research suggests that Seward had no Irish ancestry, but he believed that he did, and this belief would color his attitudes toward the Irish and the Catholics for life.1

When Seward was born in 1801, he was the third child in the family, with two older brothers, Benjamin Jennings and Edwin Polydore. The boys were known by their middle names: Jennings, Polydore, and Henry. Two more children would follow: Louisa Cornelia and George Washington. In addition to the parents and children, the household included slaves, seven at the time of the 1820 census. Seward remembered that he spent much of his boyhood with the slaves, who “were vivacious and loquacious.” The family was not unusual in owning slaves; the state legislature had passed a law in 1799 to end slavery over time, but the law did not affect the status of slaves born before that date. The Sewards were unusual, however, in their attitude toward their slaves. Seward’s father was the only man in the village who allowed the children of his slaves to attend school, and Seward recalled that his parents “never uttered an expression that could tend to make me think that the negro was inferior to the white person.”2

The house in which Seward was born was a modest one, with five rooms on the main floor and a few more upstairs. At some point in his youth, the family moved across the street to a somewhat larger house, known as the Seward mansion. The village as Seward remembered it had “not more than a dozen dwellings,” set in a “sweet little valley.” The only substantial building in town was the Presbyterian church, of which Henry’s father was a trustee, and which the family presumably attended regularly. Although Samuel Seward served in the New York legislature for only a few years, he was always involved in local and state politics, and Henry Seward must have heard many political debates around the kitchen table. Seward recalled that in addition to his schoolwork he had many chores, including driving cattle to distant pastures and chopping wood for the parlor fire.3

The village in which Seward grew up was in many ways typical of the United States of this period. Almost all Americans lived in rural settings, for there were only thirty-three towns in 1800 with more than 2,500 people. The population of the county in which Florida was located, Orange County, was growing rapidly, like most counties of the nation. The region had an agricultural economy, but one that was increasingly tied with the broader commercial and manufacturing economy. Steamboat service started on the Hudson River in 1807, and Newburgh, about twenty miles east of Florida, prospered as a steamboat stop. New York City itself was only a two-day ride south of the village, so the residents could and did travel to the city for services.4

Henry Seward was a bright young boy, eager for school and books. Indeed, in later years one of the former slaves would tell visitors that “unlike most little boys of the village, instead of running away from school to go home, Henry would frequently run away from home to go to school.” Seward recalled how he started at the bottom of the spelling class, which included many older students, and soon worked his way to the top. Henry was apparently the sort of precocious boy who annoys other children. He was also somewhat superstitious. He was not yet five when he was at the schoolhouse on the date of the 1806 solar eclipse. The boy recalled that the schoolroom became suddenly dark, and he expected to see ghosts emerge and “make short work of us all.” He fled for home, crying loudly.5

At the age of nine, Henry was sent to Farmers’ Hall Academy, a boarding school in nearby Goshen. The boy initially found the work hard—his rural school had not prepared him well in Latin—but he soon prospered. When a new and better school was formed in Florida, he returned home for two years, then went back to Goshen for a few months of final preparation for college. One of his notebooks from this period survives, complete with his fine illustrations of trigonometry problems, in one of which he added a man on top of the courthouse, proudly waving an American flag.6

——

In September 1816, at the age of fifteen, Henry Seward left home to attend Union College, the only member of his family to have the honor and responsibility of college. Seward still recalled fifty years later the Hudson River steamboat—“a prodigy of power”—on which he traveled the hundred miles from Newburgh to Albany, and his first sight of the state capital—“so vast, so splendid, so imposing.” When he arrived in Schenectady, a town of about 3,000 inhabitants not far northwest of Albany, he “climbed the College Hill with a reluctant and embarrassed step,” for he feared he might not pass the entrance examination. Professor Thomas McAuley “asked me what books I had studied and examined me, gave me the name of an excellent scholar.” McAuley introduced Seward to the Reverend Eliphalet Nott, the college president, who spoke with him “like a parent,” and “finally settled me in the sophomore [class] in as good standing as any of the students.” He described these details in letters to his own “revered parent,” which he signed “your ever dutiful son.”7
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Seward’s letters from college show that he worked hard yet also enjoyed himself. He studied the usual subjects—classics, mathematics, and science—but he devoted himself especially to the debates of the Adelphic Society. There were no women, fraternities, or organized athletics at colleges at this time, so student life centered on such literary societies. Even before he arrived on campus, Seward was getting advice as to which of the two rival societies he should join; he recalled the society’s debates as the “part of my college education [from which] I derived the greatest advantage.” Although Union College was large for the time, with more than two hundred students, it was not so large that the students did not get to know President Nott personally. In one letter to his father, Seward described Nott as a “very able smart good old man Great Orator clever but strict”; in another, he wrote that “I suppose that never was a President of a College more loved and respected than Dr. Nott.” In letters to his friends, much less frequent than to his father, Seward related how students attempted to burn down one of the outhouses and exulted in the theft of the bell clapper. He later recalled an incident in which he tried to hide a set of playing cards in his hat but was caught when the hat fell off and cards fell out in the presence of a teacher.8

Like that of many students, Seward’s attitude toward school was ambivalent. On the one hand, he was ambitious: he wanted to distinguish himself. After a successful first term, Seward asked Nott whether he could move from the sophomore to the junior class. Dr. Nott explained that to change classes now, midway through his college career, would be “contrary both to law and custom.” A few months later, when a chapter of Phi Beta Kappa was established at Union College—only the fifth such chapter in the nation—Seward was determined to become one of its early members. He recalled in his memoir that he and his roommate intensified their efforts, rising to study at three in the morning; and in June 1818, at the end of his junior year, Seward was one of a dozen students elected to Phi Beta Kappa. But although he was ambitious, he was also proud and difficult. He wrote his father that “I am resolved never to purchase popularity with the faculty by any cringing, which is very common here. As far as my duty extends I will do, and further I do not esteem the honor of the faculty as worthy of having.” The instructors generally called on students in a predictable pattern, but one day Francis Wayland varied this pattern and called upon Seward, who was not prepared. Seward, insisting that Wayland should have given notice of his intent to change the system, stopped attending classes. Dr. Nott summoned him and demanded to know why he was not at school. Seward explained and insisted that Wayland apologize. The president cleverly apologized on Wayland’s behalf, and Seward in turn apologized and returned to school.9

Seward was apparently quite content when he returned to college in the fall of 1818 to start his senior year. His letters suggest that he was popular with the other students, and that he enjoyed his courses, especially one on criticism from Nott, in which he guided the young men in how to think and argue more carefully and critically. Seward wrote to his father that the Reverend Nott “has introduced us to a new sphere and every observation that drops from his lips confirms his greatness.” Seward was getting good grades: he informed his father that he would in all likelihood have the honor of being one of the speakers at commencement at the end of the school year.10

While he was at home in December for winter break, however, Seward and his father quarreled about money. The father required his son to account for every penny he spent, and provided him with a meager allowance, so that Seward would often have to write to request a few extra dollars to allow him to travel home. During this particular vacation, before Seward could even suggest an increased allowance, his father anticipated the issue and charged him with “prodigality.” Seward returned to college as planned in early January 1819, but later in the month, without notice to his father or the college, he left with a classmate, Alvah Wilson, bound for rural Georgia.11

Seward and this friend Wilson first traveled by stage to New York City, then by boat to Savannah, from where Seward wrote a long letter to his father, explaining and justifying his decision to start a new life in a new part of the country. From Savannah, the two young men went on by stage to Augusta, where Wilson found a position as the rector of the Richmond Academy, leaving Seward to continue on his own to Eatonton, a small town in the interior of Georgia, on the frontier of the expanding cotton economy. Arriving there on foot with almost no money left, Seward chanced to meet Dr. Iddo Ellis, a physician, formerly from Auburn, and one of the trustees of a new school, Union Academy. The next day, the trustees met and examined Seward, concluded that he was more than qualified, and hired him, not only as a teacher but as the rector, with duties to start in a few weeks, upon the opening of the school.12

In early March 1819, an advertisement appeared for several weeks in one of the main papers of Georgia, announcing that Union Academy would open in Putnam County in April. The rector of the new school would be William H. Seward, “late from Union College, New-York, from which institution he comes highly recommended.” Seward would teach “the Latin and Greek languages, theoretical and practical mathematics, logic, rhetoric, natural and moral philosophy, chemistry, geography, English grammar and such other branches as are usually taught in the northern colleges.” There were various details regarding tuition and boarding, as well as a note that there would be a “female teacher” to “conduct the female department.”13

In letters to his family, Seward assured them that he was not (as they feared) living in unhealthy swamps but in the healthy higher lands of the state. Since their letters suggested that his mother and sister were “frantic and despairing,” Seward said that he would return to New York. He could not do so immediately, he explained, because his name had been advertised, and he was thus duty-bound to the new school. But he had worked out an arrangement with the trustees: he would write to friends at Union College, find a substitute, and after the substitute was in place he would return to New York. Indeed, he hoped to return in time to take his examinations at Union College and graduate with his class there. Seward signed himself “your regretting and undutiful son.”14

The Eatonton school opened as scheduled in April. Seward wrote home that there were about seventy scholars, half of whom were girls, under the instruction of the female teacher. He was boarding with Major William Alexander, “a man of respectability [who] contributes everything in his power to my ease and happiness.” It is possible that Seward, while staying with Alexander, may have slept with one of the slaves. Years later, in early 1866, he received a letter from one Rosetta Alexander, who claimed that she had always heard, both from her mother and her former owner Major Alexander, that Seward was her father. Now that slavery was over, she wrote, she was struggling to raise her family, and she asked for Seward’s help. If he responded, his response has not survived; nor is there other evidence on this issue.15

Seward’s substitute arrived in Georgia and satisfied the trustees, so he was able in June to take “leave of my spirited and generous patrons, and affectionate scholars.” It proved impossible for him to graduate with his Union College class as he had planned, so he decided to stay in Orange County for six months and return to college in January 1820, to graduate with the next class. He spent the latter part of the year studying law with a local attorney and mingling in local society. At least one person was sorry to see him leave: Jane Westcott of Goshen wrote him a long letter after his departure about the “sorrows of my bosom.”16

——

When Seward returned to Schenectady in January 1820, he settled into his class work, but he also started to pay attention to politics. There were two main factions in New York at this time: the Bucktails, headed by Martin Van Buren, and the Clintonians, headed by Governor DeWitt Clinton, under whose leadership the Erie Canal was under construction. Seward was a Bucktail, and like other Bucktails he opposed Clinton’s canal as expensive and impracticable. In a letter to his father, Seward wrote that “the Big Ditch has made so many proselytes here to the Clintonian Creed that it were almost heresy to declare oneself a Madisonian”—a supporter of Madison and Van Buren. In a college debate, Seward argued that the Erie Canal “was an impossibility,” and that “even if it should be successfully constructed, it would financially ruin the State.” It is ironic that Seward, who would become one of the great advocates of canals and other internal improvements, started his political life as an opponent of such projects.17

Seward’s graduation from college took place in the midst of an intense national debate about the future of the Union. The issue had ignited in early 1819, when James Tallmadge, an upstate New York congressman, insisted that Congress should not admit Missouri as a state unless it passed a law to end slavery there. Southern representatives immediately attacked Tallmadge and his proposal, arguing that it was an improper attempt to limit a legitimate institution and could lead to a sectional division of the Union. Tallmadge responded that “if a dissolution of the Union must take place, let it be so! If civil war, which gentlemen so much threaten, must come, I can only say, let it come!” The House approved Tallmadge’s proposal—with almost all northerners voting in favor and almost all southerners voting against—but the Senate did not, and so there was no resolution. Public meetings throughout the North took place over the summer and fall, with speakers arguing against the extension of slavery, and urging their representatives to stand fast against southern threats. In the spring of 1820, in the Missouri Compromise, Congress admitted Missouri as a slave state and Maine as a free state. But for many in the North this compromise did not resolve the issue; they urged Congress to reject the Missouri constitution and to prohibit any extension of slavery.18

This national debate had its parallel on the campus of the college. In early 1819, the southern students at Union College seceded from the two long-standing societies and formed their own new society. This may have exacerbated the sectional tension on campus; Seward reported home in early 1820 that “the southern gentlemen are still carrying on their opposition but fortunately our party is united and strong.” At the commencement, he later recalled, the graduates from the North and the South sat on opposite sides of the platform, glaring at one another.19

On the basis of his class rank, Seward was one of several students selected to speak at commencement, and he worked hard on his remarks. In June, he wrote his father that his draft oration had “received one flattering commendation, from Dr. Nott, having passed through the mill of his criticism without receiving one single alteration.” Seward added that he intended to “give it another draft.” On the morning of commencement, the students and faculty of the college moved in procession downhill and into town for the services, which by tradition were held at the Dutch Reformed church. Seward argued in his short address that the “American Union will probably be permanent.” He admitted that most earlier republics, including Athens and Switzerland, had relatively short lives. The United States, however, was blessed with resources far greater than any of these, including an extensive territory and enterprising people. “A thousand sails” would carry to every corner of the earth “the productions of our garden.”20

In later life, Seward claimed that he had always been an opponent of slavery, always concerned about a potential division of the Union. There is not a word about these issues in his early speeches or letters, however, except in this commencement address, in which he said that both northern and southern states should work toward “gradual emancipation” of the slaves. Although most northern slaves were now free, the North shared the South’s guilt, Seward said, for the North had “assisted oh! too industriously assisted to impose on the Negro Spirit those mountains of oppression under which he now labors.” Perhaps thinking of his own time in the South, Seward predicted that internal migration would reduce sectional identities and tensions, so that Americans would soon “worship the same God and revere the same laws whether on the banks of the Hudson or the Mobile or the Missouri.” He concluded by saying that Americans were happy, “thrice happy,” because “your destiny is in your own hands.” The destiny of the nation would indeed often rest in the hands of this young man.21

——

After graduation Seward returned to Goshen, where he studied for a year in a local law office. In the fall of 1821, he moved to New York City, where he continued his legal studies and spent much of his time with David Berdan, a fellow graduate of Union College and colleague in the law office. Berdan was not much interested in the law; he wrote to Seward that he longed for a “literary life” that would allow him to “range through the whole garden of knowledge.” Together, the two young men explored the city and shared their love of literature and theater. In the spring of 1822, Seward returned to Goshen and joined the law office of Ogden Hoffman, later a member of Congress. Although Seward was not yet a member of the bar, Hoffman allowed him to keep the fees he earned in arguing cases before justices of the peace, and shared with him the fees from their office work. Seward passed the bar examination handily in the fall, missing only one question.22

Seward could have remained in Goshen and practiced with Hoffman, but he disliked the place. He later wrote his father that “I have a loathing towards that same Goshen, a disgust which is too violent to be suppressed; a low mean and groveling race are most of its inhabitants, and it is questionable which is most desired, their love or hate.” So he traveled north and west, visiting several towns before deciding upon Auburn, and joining the law practice there of Elijah Miller, a retired judge. Years later, Seward advised a young man that it was best “to settle in a county town, in the county, not in the great cities, and better to settle in a new county than in an old one.” This explains well why he himself selected Auburn. Both Auburn and Cayuga County, of which it was the county seat, were relatively new and rapidly growing. Auburn was about 150 miles west of Albany, on the turnpike between Albany and the booming western part of the state. Auburn was not on the route of the Erie Canal, which was under construction along an east-west line about fifteen miles to the north. But Seward was not yet a canal enthusiast, so this probably did not matter much to him. Far more important were the many small businesses in and about Auburn, including sawmills, carpenter shops, cabinet makers, flour mills, and cloth factories. Auburn was an eager, expanding, entrepreneurial town, just the place for a young lawyer to start life.23

Seward recalled that younger lawyers of this era generally confined themselves to the office and allowed their senior partners to argue in court. He, on the other hand, immediately started to argue his own cases and to have success in court. Like most lawyers of the time, Seward was a generalist; he handled criminal and civil cases, including real estate and commercial matters. The cases may have been small, but as he noted in one letter, they were often “full of very intricate and unheard points.” One of his major early cases was the liquidation of Grover & Gunn, a leading mercantile firm in Auburn. He wrote to his father that the liquidation process was “perplexing and overwhelming. It calls for my attention North, South, East and West. There are so many doubtful debts; so much depends upon care and attention in such cases.”24

Seward devoted much of his energy in this period to the pursuit and praise of women. In 1822, while he was still in Goshen, his friend Berdan wrote to ask him about the girls he had mentioned: “After the compliments you have paid them in your epistle of last week, are you still inclined to launch into encomiums on their wit beauty and accomplishments? Have you as yet discerned nothing earthly in their composition?” In early 1823, when Seward was just settling into Auburn, Berdan wrote that he was confused by all the women Seward mentioned; he seemed to “have as many deities as people in the good old days had devils.”25

One reason that Seward chose Auburn was that he knew Frances Miller, the young daughter of Judge Miller. Frances and Seward’s sister Cornelia had both attended the nation’s most advanced school for women, the Troy Female Seminary, run by Miss Emma Willard, and Cornelia had invited Frances to visit her at home. But during his first few months in Auburn, Seward’s main romantic interest was not Frances Miller, but Mary Ann Kellogg, daughter of Daniel Kellogg, a prosperous lawyer in nearby Skaneateles. He wrote home in June 1823 that although he enjoyed the “correspondence of young Kellogg and the extreme politeness of Father and Mother,” he was not inclined to propose to her, because her coolness had wounded his pride. The “public report” was that he would marry Frances Miller; but he had “too much regard for her good sense to think of making overtures to her under present circumstances,” in which he found himself “reduced to my last shilling and in debt.” He proudly claimed to his father that “I have learnt at least one thing—that I will never ask nor demand the hand of any woman until I am ahead of this world as much as I am now behind it.”26

Within a few weeks, Seward disregarded his own advice and asked Frances Miller to marry him, writing happily to his father that she satisfied his three prerequisites for marriage: a strong attachment, a proper respect, and financial prospects. Elijah Miller was not quite as wealthy as Daniel Kellogg, Seward noted, but he was a widower, with only two daughters, whereas Kellogg had seven children. There was only one problem: Seward had not yet sought the consent of Judge Miller. He arranged for Frances to visit an out-of-town cousin, so that she would not be present for what might prove a difficult discussion. But soon Seward reported to his father that “the question is proposed and answered in the affirmative,” and that he was keen to see his father in Auburn and introduce him to “your daughter Frances.”27

William Henry Seward and Frances Adeline Miller were married in St. Peter’s Episcopal Church in Auburn in October 1824. The slim, black-haired Frances stood about an inch or two taller than her slight, red-haired husband, who was only about five feet six. Frances was well educated, in some respects an early feminist, and yet she deeply respected and loved her husband. The most curious aspect of the marriage was that, at Judge Miller’s insistence, the young couple moved into the Miller house, where they would remain for decades. It was a large house, set on four beautiful acres, but it was far from empty: it included the judge, his elderly mother, and his sister Clara. Soon the household would include the Sewards’ first children: Augustus, born in 1826, and Frederick, born in 1830. Three-generation families were not unusual at the time, but it was unusual for a successful young lawyer to live in a household headed by his father-in-law. As one perceptive author has noted, the arrangement allowed Henry to travel for weeks and months, without worrying too much about his wife in her “comfortable house, with the care of servants and the companionship of father, grandmother and aunt.” As for Frances, she “made no sharp break from her girlhood to accompany her husband or to adjust to new and different responsibilities.” As time passed, Frances would often be ill, confined to her room by headaches and bouts of depression.28

Seward remained close to David Berdan, “always writing to me,” Berdan wrote to a mutual friend in early 1825, “about the fine women of his acquaintance and exciting my imagining by the glowing pictures of female worth and delicacy that have come under his observation.” When Berdan arrived in Auburn a few months later, the two men enjoyed what Berdan described as a “long delightful ride” along the shores of Cayuga Lake, and then Berdan “took a most melancholy leave.” It would prove a final leave, for two years later Berdan died. Seward was crushed by Berdan’s early death, describing him in a letter to their college literary society as “amongst my earliest and always my truest most loving and confidential friend.” Several months later, Seward wrote Berdan’s brother that he felt “as if I should not wish to survive the greenness of my affections.”29

——

Almost from the day he arrived in Auburn, Seward was active in politics. As he put it in his memoir, “politics was the important and engrossing business of the country.” Many observers agreed. Alexis de Tocqueville, the Frenchman who toured the United States in the early 1830s, observed that it was hard to overstate the importance of politics for Americans: “If an American were condemned to confine his activity to his own affairs, he would be robbed of one half of his existence; he would feel an immense void in the life which he is accustomed to lead, and his wretchedness would be unbearable.”30

Political parties were new and still slightly suspect, and some people disliked their constant conflict. One of the Auburn papers lamented, after the close of a campaign, that “politics are the only species of warfare that admits of no cessation of hostilities. There is reason to fear that the frequency of elections in this country, connected with the bitterness and asperity with which they are conducted, have produced a belligerent state of feeling.” Elections were indeed frequent in New York: every spring there were town elections, every fall there were state elections, and every other fall there were federal elections. Parties were starting to select their candidates through conventions, so there would be a town convention to select delegates for a county convention, at which local nominees were selected along with delegates for a state convention. Almost every week, the Auburn papers would report on the meeting or convention of one party or another.31

To complicate matters, there were many parties and factions in New York and the cast of parties was constantly changing. As an Auburn paper observed in 1827, “perhaps a time never existed when there was such a total subversion of old party lines, and when such a variety of new interests and new party names were brought into action: Masonic and Anti-Masonic, Republican, Bucktail, and Clintonian, Adamites, Jacksonians, and Federalists, People’s Men, Van Burenites, etc. etc.” One way to summarize the situation is to note that there was always, during this period in New York history, the party headed by Martin Van Buren and at least one opposition party. Van Buren held a succession of senior positions: senator from New York, governor of New York for a brief period, secretary of state, minister to England, vice president, and finally president. His supporters called themselves the Republicans or the Democrats; more informally they were known first as “the Bucktails” and then as “the Regency,” because they governed in New York while Van Buren was away. The inner circle of the Regency was a small group of capable, diligent, and forceful men; their “official organ” was the Albany Argus. The Argus was echoed in dozens of newspapers around the state, just as Van Buren was supported by hundreds of local political leaders. The Regency’s opponents in New York were, in rough succession, the Clintonians, the People’s men, the National Republicans, the Workingmen, the Antimasons, and then the Whigs, formed in 1834. In general, these opposition parties were less organized and less successful than the Regency, which controlled the legislature in almost every session from 1820 through 1837.32

Politics shaded into and blended with the civic life of Auburn. As Seward wrote in his memoir: “I took my pew and paid my assessments in the church, attended the municipal, political, and social meetings and caucuses, acting generally as secretary. I enrolled myself in the militia, and wore my musket on parade. I paid my contributions, and, when required, managed dancing assemblies, although, for want of skill, I never have danced myself. And so I rendered, to my neighbors and acquaintances, such good offices as my training and position made convenient.” The church in which Seward took a pew was not the Presbyterian church of his youth but the Episcopal church of his father-in-law and wife. He became a member of the vestry in Auburn in 1827, although he was not yet a communicant. During this period he appeared almost weekly in the local newspapers: one week in his role as the colonel of the local militia regiment, another as secretary of a private company to construct a canal to Lake Owasco, and another as the anonymous opponent of “the attempt by the Presbyterian Clergy to gain an ascendancy in matters of state by means of Sabbath keeping societies, temperance societies etc.”33

When Seward arrived in Auburn in late 1822, he was, according to a later report, “a thorough-going Bucktail—dealing out unmeasured censure upon all who deviated from that faith.” But soon he started to have doubts about the Bucktail’s leader Van Buren. In late 1823, Seward wrote his father that “with all his sins Clinton has talents great and expanded” while “Van Buren’s genius has sunk into cunning and chicanery.” One of the main issues in New York at this time was whether federal presidential electors should be selected by the state legislature (which meant that Van Buren and his party could control the process) or selected by direct popular vote (a system that would give other parties more voice). The “People’s men” favored popular elections, and in early 1824 Seward joined this group. He wrote to his father that “circumstances have rendered it necessary that I should abandon” Van Buren “and I have done it.” He would “sink or swim hereafter with the People. So I held myself in common honesty bound to do. I have suffered some vilification in consequence of it but it is past now.”34

After Seward switched sides, he threw himself into the 1824 election with energy. In early July, he attended a meeting of the young men of Auburn and was appointed to a committee to draw up resolutions opposing Van Buren and supporting popular elections. In October, he attended a larger convention in Auburn and drafted its address. In his memoir, Seward wrote that he supported DeWitt Clinton for governor and John Quincy Adams for president in 1824 because they supported internal improvements, but Seward’s address did not favor anyone or anything; it was a rather simplistic attack on Van Buren and the Regency. Seward was pleased with the results of the election: Clinton was elected as governor and the new assembly was largely anti-Regency. No presidential candidate had a majority in the electoral college, so the election was decided by the House of Representatives, which selected Adams as the nation’s sixth president.35

Seward was not very active in politics during 1825, but he was a leader in the two main events in Auburn of that summer, the reception of Lafayette and the Fourth of July. The marquis de Lafayette, now sixty-seven years old, one of the last living leaders of the revolutionary generation, was nearing the end of a triumphal yearlong tour of the United States when Seward and a few others greeted him as he entered Cayuga County. They escorted Lafayette on horseback to Auburn, where (according to the local paper) the “ear was almost deafened” by the estimated crowd of 8,000 people. A small group, including Seward, later sat down with the general for an “elegant dinner,” after which there were the customary toasts. At around eleven, the great guest left for Syracuse, again accompanied by Seward and others. It was one in the morning when they reached Skaneateles, but they found the streets thronged with people, and there were similar receptions at other towns along the route. One wonders how the aged general survived more than a year of such travel and such enthusiasm.36

On the Fourth of July, as the keynote speaker at the Auburn celebration, Seward returned to the theme of his graduation speech: the American Union. He noted that “prophets of evil” had often predicted that the Union would split into northern and southern halves, but there had been no separation; he believed there never would be. The people of the North would “not willingly give up the power they now have in the national councils, of gradually completing a work in which, whether united or separate, from proximity of territory, we shall ever be interested—the emancipation of the slaves.” And southern leaders, he said, would “never, in a moment of resentment, expose themselves to a war with the North, while they have such a great domestic population of slaves, ready to embrace any opportunity to assert their freedom and inflict their revenge.” Seward was speaking in the Presbyterian church and he sounded like a preacher. The Union was the “ark of safety in which are deposited the hopes of the world” and preserving it would “bring down blessings upon us and our posterity.”37

By 1826, the People’s movement had essentially disappeared; the main parties in New York both called themselves Republicans, so they are perhaps more easily termed the Van Buren and the Clinton factions. Clinton was once again a candidate for governor, and Seward’s father-in-law Elijah Miller was a Clintonian candidate for Congress. An Auburn paper claimed that “if there is in this community one man whose reputation for strong mind, and incorruptible morality is established beyond question, that man is Elijah Miller.” Seward recalled making similar arguments for his father-in-law with friends and neighbors. But Miller’s character was not enough to carry him to Congress against the strong Van Buren tide; he lost by a large margin.38

A new political movement was getting underway at this time: Antimasonry. Almost every American city and town had a Masonic lodge and many of New York State’s leaders were Masons. In the late summer of 1826, William Morgan, a lapsed Mason, threatened to publish a book revealing the secrets of the Masons; Morgan was arrested on weak charges, then kidnapped and apparently killed near Niagara Falls. If the Morgan murder and related crimes had been promptly investigated, and if Masons had cooperated in the investigation, there never would have been an Antimasonic movement. But it soon became clear to most New Yorkers that the Masons were impeding the investigation and prosecution, and it was this obstruction that outraged non-Masons and launched the new movement. During the summer and fall of 1827, groups met in many counties in the western part of the state to nominate Antimasonic candidates for the legislature, of whom fifteen were elected in November. Seward was friendly with the local Antimasons, although it does not appear that he attended any of their initial meetings. In the spring of 1828, however, he wrote his father that “we are all becoming anti-masonick, and in this region of the county the delusion which has blinded the people of all conditions on the subject of freemasonry has passed away forever.”39

It was at about this same time—in late 1827 or early 1828—that Seward tried and failed to secure appointment as Cayuga County surrogate. In his memoir, he described how a friend resigned the position and recommended Seward as his successor, and how he traveled to Albany to meet with Governor Clinton, who received him “kindly and cordially” and nominated him for the position. Then, according to the memoir, “a political secret was divulged which at once convulsed and astounded the state,” namely, that Clinton “had become reconciled with” Van Buren and would support Andrew Jackson for president in 1828. When Seward himself failed to support Jackson—indeed, attended an Albany meeting supporting Adams—the state senate rejected Seward’s nomination as surrogate.40

One difficulty with Seward’s version of this episode is that Clinton’s support of Jackson was not a “secret” that “astounded” anyone. On the contrary, Jabez Hammond, a politician and historian of the period, recalled that “from the year 1824, down to the time of his death, Mr. Clinton declared openly and frankly, his preference of General Jackson.” Another difficulty is a letter from Seward to his father in December 1827, reporting on a visit to Albany, but with no mention of either his nomination or rejection. A third difficulty is that the Cayuga Patriot, not long after these events, reported that Seward had promised to support Jackson in order to secure the surrogate post. “Did you,” the paper asked Seward, “offer yourself for sale to the opponents of President Adams, promising to follow where they should lead; and was your price the office of Surrogate of Cayuga county? And on their refusal to purchase you, did you join in calumniating General Jackson?” Even if the Patriot overstated its case, its version seems closer to the truth than the memoir; Seward indicated he would support Jackson if he was confirmed as surrogate, and only after his nomination was rejected did Seward emerge as an ardent Adams man.41

As in 1824, Seward was an active participant in the 1828 presidential campaign. He probably drafted a letter that appeared in the local papers in May, describing Adams as a man “whose talents, learning and experience in the affairs of government have long since rendered him the most conspicuous among living American statesmen.” Jackson on the other hand was a man whose “private character is a record of immoralities, broils and bloodshed.” Seward was one of more than three hundred young men who attended an Adams convention in August in Utica. On the eve of the convention, strong differences emerged among the delegates about who should preside, with those from New York City insisting that because they were most numerous, one of them should have the honor. Seward pleaded for unanimity behind whoever received the most votes, and he was surprised to learn, the next day, that he himself was the person so selected. According to later reports, young Seward handled himself well, making the convention one which it was “an honor to participate in, and a pleasure to remember.”42

A few weeks later, in late September 1828, while Seward was out of town on business, an Auburn Antimasonic convention nominated him to represent in Congress the district whose boundaries coincided with those of Cayuga County. In his memoir, Seward explained that he had to decline this nomination because the convention had used, in its praise of Seward, language he himself had drafted to describe another possible nominee. A review of the local papers, however, shows that Seward’s memoir was again wrong. Seward had hoped, when nominated by the Antimasons, that he would also be nominated by the Adams Party. In this way he could combine the strength of the two anti-Jackson parties and perhaps defeat the Jackson candidate for Congress. When the local Adams Party, however, refused to follow the lead of the Antimasonic Party, Seward wrote a public letter withdrawing his name. The local Jackson paper claimed that this proved that Seward was merely a politician, without real principles, willing to attempt to straddle the two parties in his effort to get to Congress. Perhaps even with both nominations, Seward would not have won: the local Jackson candidate received more than 60 percent of the vote and in the national election Jackson handily prevailed.43

The Adams Party faded quickly in New York State after this, and Seward devoted his political time to the Antimasonic Party. In February 1829, he was one of the delegates at an Antimasonic state convention in Albany, and in March he organized a town convention to nominate an Antimasonic slate of town officers. He wrote his father in August that “we are finally in the political campaign, but my business prevents me being much more than a spectator. My friends were anxious to put me in nomination for the assembly but I declined.” One reason he declined is that he did not think an Antimason could yet win a state assembly seat in Cayuga County. He was right; the Regency candidates carried Cayuga by comfortable margins that year. But Seward was not easily discouraged; he simply looked forward to the next election.44

——

On the first day of 1830, Seward and the other Antimasons of Cayuga County gathered at an Auburn hotel. The address Seward drafted for this small group, instead of detailing the evils of Masonry, attempted to appeal to the Workingmen, another new party, one focused on the rights of “farmers, mechanics and workingmen.” The Auburn convention chose Seward as one of the county’s representatives to a state Antimasonic convention, held in Albany in late February. This state convention in turn selected a slate of delegates, again including Seward, to attend a national Antimasonic convention, scheduled for Philadelphia in September. Those attending the Albany convention also decided that their movement needed a state newspaper, and within a month they had launched the Albany Evening Journal with Thurlow Weed as its editor.45

Seward knew Weed only slightly at this time, as a leader of the state Antimasonic movement, and a clever and combative newspaper editor. The two had first met in Rochester in 1823 or 1824, when Weed helped Seward get his carriage out of the mud; they met thereafter from time to time at political meetings and conventions. In promotional materials for the new newspaper, Weed promised that the Journal would work for “the cause, the whole cause, and nothing but the cause of Antimasonry.” The cause of Antimasonry was not just to limit the power of the Masons; it was to promote “domestic manufactures, internal improvements, the abolition of the imprisonment for debt, reform of our militia system, and all other measures calculated to secure and promote the general interest and welfare of the people.” Seward and Weed were determined to make Antimasonry a political party that could win elections, not merely close down Masonic lodges.46

Even in the first months of 1830, local newspapers had a sense that Seward would be a candidate in the fall. The Cayuga Patriot, the main Jackson paper of the county, argued that Seward and a friend were “like the stick which was so crooked it couldn’t be still. What do they want? To abolish masonry? They had much rather it would exist, if it could be made the means of excitement, and minister to their personal ambition.” On the other side, the Onondaga Republican included Seward among a list of Antimasonic leaders and argued that “the destinies of this state may safely be confided” to such men.47

There were two celebrations of the Fourth in Auburn that year: a general one organized by the town and an Antimasonic one organized by Seward. The Antimasonic orator, Henry Dana Ward, wrote to Seward pleading with him to make this a temperate celebration. “Let the wine flow, if it please, but burn the brandy and rum.” Seward must have been nervous when Dana did not arrive until ten o’clock on the morning of the event. But show up he did, and spoke eloquently not only about the Masons but also about internal improvements, attacking Jackson in Washington and the Regency in Albany for frustrating necessary public projects.48

During August, Seward attended first a county convention in Auburn and then a state Antimasonic convention in Utica. He had two tasks at Utica, as he later recalled: to prepare the resolutions, and to convince the convention to nominate Samuel Stevens for lieutenant governor. Stevens was not really an Antimason—he was a Workingman from New York City—but his nomination was viewed as essential in uniting the two anti-Regency movements. For governor, the convention nominated Francis Granger, a lawyer from Canandaigua, previously a National Republican candidate for governor, now an Antimasonic member of the state assembly. Regency newspapers claimed that the nomination of men such as Granger and Stevens, men with no Antimasonic credentials, proved that Seward and his friends were not really interested in attacking Masonry; they were just interested in achieving political power.49

In early September, Seward left Auburn for Philadelphia to attend the first national political convention in American history, the Antimasonic Convention of 1830. The date of the convention was no accident: September 11 was the fourth anniversary of the abduction of William Morgan. Seward was one of the youngest delegates but also one of the most active, drafting resolutions, giving speeches, and meeting others from around the country. The key question facing the convention was whether and when to make a presidential nomination. Some wanted to make an immediate nomination, others to make no nomination, and others, especially the New Yorkers, to postpone the question for a year. The New Yorkers prevailed on this point, which enabled them to avoid having presidential politics complicate their gubernatorial election. As the convention ended, after a full week of discussion, Seward was proud of his minor role in what he viewed as a major national event.50

Seward was also proud to learn, when he reached New York City on his way home, that he had been nominated as the Antimasonic candidate for the seventh state senate district.51 New York State was divided into eight senate districts, each represented by four senators, with one senator elected annually by each district for a four-year term. The seventh district consisted of Cayuga, Onondaga, Ontario, Seneca, Wayne, and Yates counties. The Antimasons had never elected a senator from this district, falling short in the most recent election by about 3,000 votes. There was a clear east-west division in the district’s voting pattern, with the Antimasons strong in the three western counties and weak in the three eastern counties. So the task for the seventh district Antimasons in 1830 was to maintain their strength in the west and gain strength in the east, in counties like Cayuga.52

Seward was almost the perfect nominee for these purposes. Not only was he from Cayuga, but he was familiar in all six counties through his legal and political work. He was known as an Adams man, an advocate of canals and other improvements, and could thus appeal to those more interested in practical policies than theoretical Antimasonry. The small convention which had nominated Seward argued in its address to the voters that his “distinguished talents and irreproachable character have already affixed a sufficient index to his name to direct the people to his future usefulness as a statesman.” The address also appealed to farmers and mechanics, saying they had too much “virtue and intelligence” to be led by the Regency “like lambs to the slaughter.”53

The local newspapers praised or panned the Seward nomination according to their politics. One claimed that he was “well known as a sound lawyer, an eloquent advocate and a ripe scholar.” Another argued that “a better selection could not have been made,” for Seward was “a firm, undeviating Anti-Mason, and a democrat of the old Jeffersonian stock.” A third reported that “there is no man more feared by the [Regency] than Mr. Seward: his talents, his fair and upright dealing, secure to him too much of the public confidence, not to call down their persecuting enmity.” On the other side, a Regency paper accused Seward of political inconsistency, favoring first one party and then another. Another Jackson paper, alluding to his background in an area known as Federalist territory, argued that “his present boyhood is alone distinguished for his rancorous hostility to the republican party, so hopefully cherished in his early education.”54

The most interesting comments about Seward and his opponent David McNeil appeared in a nominally neutral paper, the Onondaga Register & Syracuse Gazette. This paper disliked the Antimasonic obsession with the Masons, but it also disliked the Regency. Reviewing the candidates for various offices, it noted of Seward that he was opposed to the Regency: “that’s good.” Moreover, the editors heard that he was “a high-minded honorable man, and a right down clever fellow; and withal, the smartest lawyer in Cayuga County, and if elected, he will be on the people’s side—that he will be opposed to high salaries and direct taxes.” As to McNeil, he was a “common sort of country merchant, not very intelligent, and was fond of horse-racing, and all that sort of thing.” The allusion to alcohol was picked up in a few other papers, showing that temperance was already an important issue for some voters.55

Seward himself, in a letter to his father, was pleased and hopeful. “Present appearances indicate that I shall be elected. My opponents almost concede it.” Consistent with the practices of the day, Seward did not campaign through visits or speeches. Indeed, the local papers do not report many speeches or rallies; it seems the campaign was conducted through the papers and face-to-face discussions among voters.56

Voting was spread over the first three days in November. Even before all the votes were counted, Seward knew from informal tallies that he had won. He estimated for his father that his majority would be about 1,500. In a letter to Thurlow Weed on November 8—the first letter of hundreds between the two men—he made a similar prediction. In the end, Seward won by about 2,000 votes out of the 30,000 cast in the district. In the state as a whole, however, the Regency prevailed. The Antimasons carried almost every western county, but the Regency carried almost every eastern county, including the ever more populous New York City. In a second letter to Weed, in late November, Seward called Granger’s loss a “cruel disappointment” but predicted that “one more battle and the struggle is won.” Seward also asked Weed where he should room while in Albany.57

When he left Auburn for Albany in late December 1830, Seward was still a young man, not yet thirty. But he was not a neophyte. He had participated in campaigns, attended state and national conventions, drafted complex legal documents, argued difficult court cases. Weed later recalled that when he first got to know Seward, he was impressed by his “stern integrity, earnest patriotism, and unswerving fidelity. I also saw in him a rare capacity for intellectual labor, with an industry which never tired and required no relaxation.” Seward’s political philosophy was not yet formed, but many of the characteristics which made him a political leader—his intelligence, diligence, eloquence, sociability, likability—were already in place. As the Cayuga convention had claimed, Seward already had about him the “elements of a statesman.”58



CHAPTER 2


“Who Is William H. Seward?”:
1831–1838




After leaving his wife and boys at home in Auburn, and traveling four long days by stage coach, Seward arrived in Albany on the first day of 1831. He settled into his room at the Eagle Tavern, took his seat in the senate chamber of the Capitol, and began to learn about legislative life. He soon realized that as the youngest member of a small minority—there were only seven Antimasons among the thirty-two members of the senate—he was not going to have much effect on legislation. He also learned, however, that the Antimasons were not without power, especially on issues on which the majority Democrats were divided. Seward and the Antimasons, for example, persuaded enough Democrats to join them to pass in this session a bill to abolish the practice of imprisonment for debt.1

Seward spent his free time with other Antimasonic legislators, especially Albert Haller Tracy of Buffalo. Tracy, eight years older than Seward, was a lawyer with six years of experience in Washington as a member of Congress. Seward wrote to Frances that Tracy was “a man of original genius, of great and varied literary acquirements, of refined tastes, and high and honorable principles.” While Tracy was away from Albany for a few days, he wrote Seward that “it shames my manhood that I am so attached to you. . . . Every day and almost every hour since [leaving] I have suffered a womanish longing to see you.” Seward wrote back of his “rapturous joy” in learning that Tracy reciprocated the “feelings which I had become half ashamed for their effeminacy to confess I possessed.” A modern reader of these letters might assume that there was a homosexual relationship between the two men, but that seems unlikely, since they were both happily married. Theirs was one of the close, almost romantic, relationships among otherwise straight young men that were more common in those days than in ours.2

Other legislators with whom Seward spent time that winter included Millard Fillmore, Trumbull Cary, Francis Granger, and John Spencer. All these men would play roles in Seward’s later life, but none more important than Thurlow Weed, who although not in the legislature was a key member of this small set. Weed was older than Seward, taller, heavier, and stronger. Unlike Seward, who had a college degree, and whose family had some wealth, Weed came from a poor home and had almost no formal education. But he had learned how to run a press, and how to write and edit a newspaper, and he was editor of the state’s leading Antimasonic paper, the Albany Evening Journal. Seward told his wife that “Weed is very much with me, and I enjoy his warmth of feeling. A politician skilful in design and persevering in execution, whose exciting principle is personal friendship or opposition, and not self-interest—that is just Thurlow Weed.”3

Seward wrote Frances from Albany almost every day, long letters filled with vivid details. In one, he related how he met Aaron Burr, now residing in “one of the fourth rate houses of this city” and making his way as a somewhat disreputable lawyer. “Do I actually grasp the hand which directed only too successfully the fatal ball which laid low Alexander Hamilton?” In another, he complained about the constant press of visitors. “My room is a thoroughfare, and I have less time for study than is at all compatible with my duty to my constituents or myself.” In letter after letter, Seward assured his wife of his love. As a busy week ended, he noted that he “could remember no good I had done but that of writing to you daily. I could remember no pleasure I had enjoyed but that derived from recollections of, and reflections upon, home. I smoked a cigar [and] wished for Gus and Fred to play in the smoke of it.”4

However much Seward loved his home and family, he did not spend much time in Auburn. The legislative session of 1831 finished in late April, and he was home for a few weeks in May and June. He traveled to Syracuse to deliver the Fourth of July oration, then spent a week in western New York, visiting with various political leaders. In late August, he returned to Albany, covering the last few miles on an early horse-drawn railroad. “Only think,” he wrote Frances, “of riding from Schenectady to Albany without jolting, jarring, or bouncing!” In September, he journeyed to New England to meet Antimasonic leaders. The highlight of this trip was a three-hour visit with John Quincy Adams at the family home in Massachusetts. Seward respected Adams but found him, on this first visit, quite cold. In early October, he left for Baltimore, for the Antimasonic national convention.5

Seward brought his wife and children to Albany for the last weeks of 1831 and first few months of 1832. In her letters home, Frances described the social and political life of the capital. She related how much she admired the speaking style of one senior senator—“he makes no gestures stands perfectly still”—and how she fled down the stairs rather than allow others to watch her reactions as her own husband spoke. She praised many men, but especially Tracy. His conversation “reminds me of a book of synonyms—he hardly ever makes use of the same words to express ideas that have a shade of difference”; she maintained that he could “convince me a chameleon was blue, green, or black just as he should choose.” When away, Tracy wrote Seward about Frances. “Give my most sincere love to her, and ask her to kiss the little boys many times, in my behalf especially.” And Seward wrote Tracy of his wife Harriet: “It is soothing it is even delightful to withdraw from the busy field of political controversy to the society of women we love.”6

Seward’s first major policy speech was about the Second Bank of the United States. The Bank had important federal roles, such as receiving tax payments and selling federal debt, but it was a private institution, headed by its aristocratic president Nicholas Biddle. President Jackson disliked banks in general and Biddle’s bank in particular. In early 1832, Congress passed a bill to extend the Bank’s charter, but Jackson, with one of the most famous and forceful veto messages in American history, killed the bill. Seward, in his speech, defended the Bank and attacked the Democrats for their blind loyalty to Jackson. The president was a great man, Seward said, “honored, loved, revered,” but he was less important than the American people. “Let their interest, not his glory, their welfare and prosperity, not his success in an election, determine our votes on this measure.” Weed printed the speech and called it an “effort of genius and patriotism.” Seward also drafted the end-of-session address for the Antimasons, emphasizing the economic issues they hoped would succeed in the fall elections.7

As a member of the state senate, Seward was also a member of the state’s highest court, the Court for the Trial of Impeachments and the Correction of Errors. Like most states at this time, New York had two court systems: one for actions at law (cases in which the plaintiff sought money damages), headed by the state supreme court; and one for actions in equity (cases in which the plaintiff sought an injunction or other order), headed by the chancellor. The Court of Errors, as it was known, was a curious institution, for it heard appeals from decisions of both the chancellor and the supreme court, and its members included the chancellor, the members of the supreme court, and the members of the state senate. Because the senators far outnumbered their judicial colleagues, they served as a commonsense check on the lower courts. But the decisions of the Court of Errors were not made (or at least not visibly made) on political grounds; they were careful judicial decisions, written by the lawyers on the court, based on prior precedents.8

Seward wrote several opinions for the Court of Errors, two of which are interesting because they relate to larger questions. In the first case, the U.S. Supreme Court had reversed a prior decision of the Court of Errors, sending the case back for further proceedings consistent with its decision. The chancellor suggested a clever order, which dismissed the case while defending the state court’s prior decision on technical grounds. Seward would have none of this evasion; for him the only question was how to comply fully with the decision of the Supreme Court. Up to the time of the Dred Scott decision in 1857, Seward consistently deferred to the Supreme Court; after that, as we shall see, he changed his approach.9

The second case involved a settler in western New York who, like many others, had signed a contract to acquire his land by improving the property and making payments over time. The settler made the payments and improvements, but lost the land due to a third-party lawsuit against the seller from whom he had purchased. Seward was outraged that the settler could lose the land over which he had labored because of an unknown lawsuit against the seller. It made little sense, he wrote, to expect “the humble tenant, located in the woods in the extreme western part of the state, to search the office of the register or assistant register of chancery, at Albany or New York, every time an installment becomes due on his contract, to see if peradventure a bill may not have been filed by some creditor.” When the time came for decision, the chancellor read his opinion against the settler, Seward read his opinion in favor of the settler, and Seward prevailed by a vote of 20 to 1. Seward, who was already alive to the concerns of the western settlers, would become more so in his years as land agent, governor, and senator.10

Seward did not attend the Antimasonic state convention in the fall of 1832—he was attending a special session of the legislature—but he was pleased with the results. The Antimasons again nominated Seward’s friend Francis Granger for governor, and they secured support from the National Republicans (the former supporters of Adams) for their nominations. Seward wrote to his wife that “the fair prospect is that we shall combine in support of our ticket the whole opposition, and many entertain confident hopes of the election of Granger.” There was some talk among national Antimasonic leaders about sending Seward to Ohio to campaign there, but he did not go. Instead, he was active on the local level, drafting the address of the town convention and leading the country committee. In the end, state and local issues did not matter much. This was an election about Jackson: was he “King Andrew the First,” because of his vetoes of the bank and other bills, or was he the people’s man in Washington? A slight majority of the voters in New York, about 52 percent, sided with Jackson, and this was sufficient to give Jackson and his running mate Van Buren all of the state’s electoral votes, to elect William Marcy as governor, and to return Jackson majorities to the state legislature. Seward wrote to Frances that “our opponents have achieved so destructive a victory that in common decency they are compelled, when in our presence, to suppress the expression of their exultation.”11

Not long after the election, South Carolina declared the recent federal tariff laws unconstitutional and threatened to secede from the Union if the tariffs were not repealed or modified. More ominously, the state started to raise a substantial armed militia to defend itself against the federal government. Jackson responded that nullification and secession were both contrary to the Constitution. “Do not be deceived by names,” Jackson declared, “disunion by armed force is treason.” Van Buren, not yet vice president but already thinking about his presidential prospects, tried to weave his way between North and South, drafting a report for the state legislature that opposed secession but also praised the doctrine of states’ rights. Seward opposed Van Buren and supported Jackson, insisting in a speech that the Union must be preserved and the Constitution upheld.12

The Nullification crisis was the most important national issue of the winter, but the state legislature also considered local issues, of which the most interesting for Seward’s future was the Chenango Canal. The proposed canal, connecting the Erie Canal at Utica with the Susquehanna River at Binghamton, had been under discussion for several years. To those who lived along the route, it was obvious that the canal was necessary; to others, including the state canal commissioners, it seemed unlikely that the project would ever pay for itself. Seward had voted in favor of the canal twice before, but this winter he voted against, because the bill authorized an unlimited expenditure for construction.13

——

In the spring of 1833, Seward’s father asked his son to join him for a European summer tour. Seward persuaded himself that it was his duty to accompany his father—“it is not proper that you should go alone or look beyond your family for a traveling companion”—and prepared for the journey with his customary energy, gathering books and soliciting letters of introduction. One of the last letters he wrote before leaving was a warm letter to Tracy. Now that the journey was imminent, Seward regretted the decision to leave his wife and children; he predicted an “absence long and cheerless and perplexing from those whose smiles and caresses have made me certainly the happiest of men.” He would also miss Tracy; “whether I again set my foot or not upon my native land I shall carry with me the remembrance of no friendship more gratifying.” Weed urged Seward to write letters not only for his family but also for the public. “By this means the chain between your constituents and yourself will remain unbroken.”14

On the first day of June, Seward and his father departed from New York City by one of the weekly packet ships; they arrived at Liverpool in eighteen days, a short passage by the standards of the presteam era. Seward enjoyed Europe immensely. He attended debates in the House of Commons, traveled by canal boat through Holland, climbed mountains in Switzerland, and visited with the elderly Lafayette outside Paris. His letters home, as Weed suggested, were frequent and detailed. In a library in Liverpool, he was amused to find journals from the period of the American Revolution, castigating Samuel Adams and John Hancock. On the ferry to Ireland, all the passengers enjoyed a glass of whiskey, and “the maxims of the temperance society notwithstanding, I could not decline the invitation to join them over their favorite beverage.” He admitted that the people of Ireland were not well educated, but he nevertheless favored Irish independence, for he had “seen enough to convince me that until the [separation from England] shall take place, the people will never be enlightened and educated.” In France, talking with Lafayette, he was impressed by the general’s “paternal” feelings for America. “His solicitude is for the whole nation,” Seward wrote, “and in the exercise of that feeling he overlooks the bickerings and controversies which disturb our domestic peace.”15

Travels in Europe gave Seward a new perspective on the United States. Thinking back to the Nullification crisis and similar incidents, he wrote home that he now realized “the fearful responsibility of the American people to the nations of the whole earth, to carry successfully through the experiment which . . . is to prove that men are capable of self-government.” If some misguided American should imagine that “a northern or a southern, an eastern or a western confederacy, or the independence of [one state] would still be enough to accomplish this great purpose of proving the capability of man for self-government, he would find that it is only as a whole, one great, flourishing, united, happy people, that the United States command respect abroad.” If the Union were dissolved, its separate states would “sink below the level of the South American states.”16

Seward and his father sailed from Le Havre for home in early October. Their voyage was long, rough, and difficult, and it was not until early November that the Albany Evening Journal could report that they had arrived safely in New York City. A few days later Frances happily wrote to her sister that her beloved Henry was home at last. “We have had so many things to talk over that for the last two nights slumber has not visited my eyelids until past two o’clock.”17

Not long after Seward returned, Weed started to press him to revise his European letters for publication. Seward complied and the letters appeared in the Albany Evening Journal during the spring and summer of 1834. Although Weed did not print Seward’s name with the letters, there were probably few readers who did not know the author’s identity. The letters allowed people to see a different side of Seward, not merely the partisan politician but the impartial, inquisitive American abroad. Even some of Seward’s political opponents wrote him to commend the letters.18

One of Seward’s first visitors after his return from Europe was Albert Tracy, on his way from Buffalo to Albany for a session of the Court of Errors. “I was very glad to see him,” Frances wrote to her sister, “as I love him very much.” In late December 1833, when Seward returned to Albany for the four-month legislative session, he brought along Frances and the two boys. Frederick, who was not quite four at the time, later recalled that three men were especially frequent visitors to their hotel suite in early 1834: his “uncles” Albert Tracy, Thurlow Weed, and Trumbull Cary, another state senator. There is no hint in the memoirs, but it is clear from later letters that at some point during this winter Tracy crossed the line between friendly familiarity and inappropriate intimacy with Frances. Exactly what happened cannot be reconstructed—it seems unlikely that there was any physical relationship—but one day Frances came to her husband in tears, handed him a set of letters from Tracy, and asked him to decide whether she had acted improperly. Seward burned the letters without reading them, wrapped his wife in his arms, and assured her that he loved and trusted her. For some reason he did not confront Tracy—that would not come for several months—and indeed he continued in the interim to write Tracy friendly letters.19

——

The economic outlook in New York in early 1834 was grim. Philip Hone, the New York City diarist, recorded that “public confidence is shaken, personal property has no fixed value and sauve qui peut is the maxim of the day.” The New York Commercial Advertiser reported that it had “never seen so deep a cloud of gloom hanging over the [stock] exchange.” Different parties had different explanations for the economic situation. According to Seward and his friends, the recession was caused by President Jackson, who had removed millions of dollars of federal deposits from the Bank of the United States and placed these funds in various local banks, termed “pet banks” by his critics. Jackson’s opponents insisted that his course was ill-advised and illegal, contrary to a statute which prohibited removal of the deposits from the Bank unless the secretary of the Treasury made a determination that the deposits were unsafe. According to Jackson’s defenders, the economic problem was caused not by Jackson but by Biddle and the way in which he managed the Bank. Jackson, when visited at the White House by a group of distressed merchants, urged them to “go to Nicholas Biddle. We have no money here, gentlemen. Nicholas Biddle has all the money.”20

In the New York legislature, the Democratic majority introduced resolutions to approve Jackson’s course. The Democrats hoped the resolutions would pass without comment, but Seward, as he reported to his father, could not “permit the resolutions to go forth with the appearance that there was not one man in the legislature who had the moral courage to expose their impropriety and show their disastrous tendency.” He opposed the resolutions in a two-day speech in late January 1834, arguing that the president had acted unwisely, illegally, and indeed unconstitutionally. Seward claimed that Jackson was behaving not like a president, limited by federal statutes, but instead as if he were a dictator or emperor.21

New York’s Democratic governor William Marcy proposed to ease the financial distress by having the state borrow $6 million, loaning $4 million to New York City banks and $2 million to individuals in other counties. For Seward, Weed, and their friends, this was another improper Jacksonian scheme: an immense state slush fund, directed to favored state banks and individuals in the same way that Jackson was directing federal funds to his pet banks. Seward argued in an April speech that Marcy wanted to use the “money of the people” in order to “corrupt the people themselves.” It was especially outrageous that the state would mortgage all its lands as security for the proposed loan. The time had come, Seward maintained in the end-of-session address, for the people to turn out of office those who had “impoverished our treasury, mortgaged our soil, and degraded the character of the state.”22

Seward and Weed were among the first members of a new party forming at this time: the Whig Party. The early Whig Party was bound together not just by hatred of Andrew Jackson but also by principles: that power should rest with elected legislatures, governing through laws, not with an imperial president, governing through decrees. The name “Whig” was chosen to link the current struggle against “King” Andrew Jackson with the revolutionary struggle against King George III. Antimasons readily joined the new party, seeing it as a logical continuation of their crusade for government by laws and not by men. In the spring municipal elections in New York City, the new party elected several councilmen and nearly elected its candidate as mayor. Seward and other Whigs viewed this as a strong showing for a new party and looked forward eagerly to the fall state election.23

In early May, Seward wrote to his father that his Whig friends were inclined toward Jesse Buel as the nominee for governor and “a certain wild and thoughtless son of yours” for lieutenant governor. Tracy wrote Seward to argue that the “office of senator is ten times more important to yourself and to the party” than that of lieutenant governor, but Seward politely disagreed, telling Tracy he saw no reason why he should not at least seek the nomination. Weed was worried that Seward’s vote against the Chenango Canal might pose a problem in the valley through which the canal would run. Seward explained that he had been concerned about the excessive cost of the project. “If this offend the brethren of the valley so much that the nomination will lose us votes let us cast about in search of a less offending candidate.”24

The choice of state candidates was complicated by the factions within the new Whig Party: Antimasons would not accept a Mason; easterners were suspicious of western candidates. Weed wrote Seward in July that, as name after name was eliminated, Seward might emerge as the final choice for governor. Seward was flattered but not especially eager, writing Weed that he was not “intoxicated by the exhilarating gas.” He was busy with legal work that summer around the state. Wherever he went, there was talk about who should be the Whig candidate for governor, and his own name kept coming up. He apparently did not ask for the nomination, but he certainly did not discourage it either. Writing to his wife from Albany in late August, Seward reported that Weed was “quite zealous” for his nomination, but “it is not rational.”25

The Whigs gathered at Utica in early September 1834 for their first state convention. Seward was at home in Auburn, but Weed was at the convention, working for and reporting to his friend. Weed was not yet what he would later become, the dictator of the New York Whig Party, but he already had friends throughout the state, and he was especially skilled at the backroom politics of conventions. On the evening of the 10th, Weed could write to Seward that “the prospect is that you will be nominated.” Weed’s only concern was the “railroad question,” by which he meant Seward’s vote, earlier that year, against state funding for the New York & Erie Railroad company. The next day, the 11th, Weed reported to Seward that “all ends well,” that Seward was the nominee for governor. Weed cautioned that the railroad was still an issue; to secure votes Weed had assured people that Seward was “entirely friendly” to the project, but had merely “voted against the principle of giving the public money for the benefit of an incorporated company.” A grateful Seward wrote back to Weed that he was “astonished at your success.”26

The campaign now moved into a more public phase, with the Whig papers praising and the Democratic papers criticizing Seward. In his Albany Evening Journal, Weed proclaimed Seward “a sound and enlightened statesman, and abundantly qualified for the wise administration of government.” The New York Evening Star reported that he had “the most amiable manners—frank, social, and republican.” Many of the Democratic papers harped on Seward’s youth, but the Whigs responded that Seward’s youth and honesty were just what the state needed. The Auburn Journal reminded its readers that it was the incumbent governor, Marcy, who had coined the infamous phrase “to the victor belong the spoils.” The New York Spectator, in a long article headed “Who Is William H. Seward?,” recounted in glowing terms some of his early exploits, including his success at college and skillful management of the 1828 convention. As to his four-year legislative career, “it would perhaps be a sufficient description and eulogy . . . to state that he has strenuously opposed every leading measure of the Van Buren party, since his advent to the Senate.”27

The campaign was not only about Seward’s youth and Marcy’s experience; it was about issues. The main issue for the Albany Evening Journal was Marcy’s proposal to mortgage the state’s assets in support of a substantial new state debt. For the Albany Argus, the issue was equally simple: Seward was the candidate of the Bank of the United States and Marcy was the candidate of the people. Thus did each party strive to show that it represented the people against the entrenched power of the other side. To follow through on Weed’s convention promises Seward drafted a public letter explaining that he not only favored the Erie Railroad but more generally believed in internal improvements. “I regard it as one of the most important duties of government, as fast as its rapidly developing resources will allow, to prosecute such a system of improvements of that description as will enable all the different sections of the country to enjoy, as equally as possible, the advantages of a speedy communication with the great commercial metropolis of the state.”28

In late September, after their convention in Syracuse, a large number of young Whigs marched the thirty miles to Auburn to honor their candidate for governor. Frances enthused to her sister Lazette that “they rode past the house and saluted Henry (who stood in the front door) by bowing and waving their banners of which there were a great number. I could not refrain from tears when I saw one so honored whom I love so much and whom I know to be so deserving.” It is hard to imagine that Seward did not address this throng, but if he did, his remarks have not survived. In keeping with the custom of the day, he maintained a low profile in the campaign. But he was busy behind the scenes, meeting leaders and answering letters. In one case, he drafted a long letter in the third person, to defend “Mr. Seward” on the railroad question, and sent it to a friendly editor for publication.29

Weed traveled in the western part of the state in the weeks leading up to the election, talking with supporters and distributing campaign funds. Upon his return to Albany on the eve of the election, he wrote Seward that, although his information pointed towards success, “I cannot conceal from you an inexplicable, but settled, apprehension, that we are to be beaten.” Weed’s fears were well founded, for Seward was beaten, by about 12,000 votes. He was strong in the west, the traditional home of the Antimasons; he carried the western senate district by more than 10,000 votes. But he was weak almost everywhere else. He lost his own Cayuga County by almost 1,000 votes, and he lost in New York City by more than 2,000 votes.30

Seward’s initial reaction to his defeat was calm; “my cheerfulness is beyond the reach of this calamity,” he wrote to Weed. His second reaction was concern, and he asked friends around the state whether the Whigs could and should continue as a party. His friends offered different explanations for the defeat, but they were uniform in their view of the Whig Party: it should remain together as the anti-Jackson, anti-Van Buren party of the state. The real explanation for Seward’s defeat seems to be that economic conditions were better in the fall than they had been in the spring. A visiting Frenchman commented that “the re-establishment of industrial affairs has turned to the disadvantage of the opposition”—the Whigs. Horace Greeley, an editor who would soon become Seward’s friend, had a similar explanation in his memoir: “Money was abundant, every one had employment who wanted [and so] we were badly defeated.”31

Because he was a candidate for governor, Seward was not a candidate for re-election to the state senate, and so his defeat meant that, instead of being governor, he would have no political position at all in the new year. Seward returned to Albany for a few weeks in late 1834, for a session of the Court of Errors, and was soon writing long, emotional letters to his wife. “What a demon is this ambition,” he noted, leading him “away in thought, purpose, communion and sympathy from the only being who purely loves me.” He apologized for the way in which he had neglected her. “I banished you from my heart. I made it so desolate, so destitute of sympathy for you, that you could no longer dwell in it, and when the wretched T [Tracy] took advantage of my madness and offered sympathies, and feelings and love such as I had sworn, and your expelled heart was half won by his falsehoods, I still did not know and see that I was the criminal. God be praised for the escape of both of us from that fearful peril.” A few days later, he reported a long conversation he had had with Tracy about little Fred Seward, who was at this time ill at home in Auburn. Tracy could still profess to care for Frances and the children, Seward noted, but he himself could not care for Tracy as he once had, in light of “his base conduct towards us last winter.” These vague letters, unfortunately, are the most precise description we have of Tracy’s “base conduct” toward Frances in early 1834: Tracy offered her the “feelings and love” which Seward should have offered her as her husband, and Frances was “half won by his falsehoods.” Seward now wrote Frances that he wanted to “adopt some system of life which will enable me to be what I have never I fear been, a partner in your thoughts and cares and feelings; to have my place at the fireside in the evenings and devote the time to employments and thoughts and conversation congenial to your taste.”32

Frances wrote back to reassure her husband. “You reproach yourself, dear Henry, with too much severity.” She pressed him to strengthen his religious faith, something about which he was unsure. “Heaven only knows whether I can become a Christian,” he wrote her. As the end of the year approached, Seward received a warm letter from Tracy, regretting that they were no longer as close as they had been when they first met. “Commend me to your dear wife,” Tracy wrote on December 29, for “she knows the strength and purity of my love and will not doubt its constancy.” This was too much for Seward, who wrote back on the same day to accuse Tracy of “pursuing towards the one being nearest and dearest to me a course which, but for the strength of her virtue, would have destroyed my peace and hers, if not my honor.” He noted that he had intended to speak to Tracy about his misconduct many months ago, but because Tracy had been tending to an ailing mutual friend, had put off confrontation. Now Seward could not remain silent. He claimed that he had forgiven Tracy for his offense, but not forgotten it, and that they would part as mere friends, nothing more. He asked Tracy to return his letter, so that “no record remains of this violation of my friendship, or which may in any event preserve the connection of the name of the being I love most on earth with the cause of our separation.” Tracy apparently complied, for the letter is among Seward’s papers, along with a detailed summary of both letters that Henry sent to Frances the next day.33

—

Seward went home to Auburn in early 1835, but he did not remain long by his fireside. He wrote frequent letters to Thurlow Weed, seeking news from Albany and commenting on events. In February, after an assassination attempt against President Jackson, Seward wrote that he was thankful the assassin failed, but did not regret the attempt against the man he viewed as a tyrant. In April, he predicted that it would be impossible to prevent Vice President Van Buren from winning the 1836 presidential election. “The people are for him,” he wrote, “not so much for him as for the principle they suppose he represents. That principle is democracy.” Seward was busy with his law practice, writing to his father that he was at the office until ten or later each night. And he was planning a southern summer trip, convinced that it was the only way to improve his wife’s fragile health. Exactly what ailed Frances is not clear: Seward wrote his father that she was generally confined to the house and often to her room, but he did not describe her symptoms. Frances was not eager to leave Auburn, but she allowed herself to be persuaded by her husband.34

Years later, Frederick would write that his father’s “favorite form of recreation was travel. Activity and motion seemed to accord with his temperament . . . [and] an hour’s ride, a day’s excursion, or a month’s journey . . . always seemed to have an animating and even exhilarating effect upon him.” In late May, Seward, Frances, Frederick (age five), and a servant set out from Auburn by carriage, headed south toward Virginia. Seward enjoyed the trip from the outset: appreciating the mountain scenery of southern New York and northern Pennsylvania and fishing in the streams and rivers. Frances did not: she regretted leaving their older son Augustus, now nine, behind; she fretted when she did not hear from Auburn; she suffered from the rough roads and rude inns. Seward admitted to his father that his wife was so weak that the “utmost she is able to walk is ten or twelve rods,” about sixty yards. To allow her to rest, they stopped several days at Harrisburg, where a local paper reported that Seward’s “plain and unassuming deportment” and “fine colloquial powers” favorably impressed those he met.35

From Harrisburg, the Sewards continued to Harpers Ferry, Virginia. Seward had seen the South before, during his time in Georgia, but this visit seemed to impress upon him much more what he described in a letter to Tracy as “the curse of slavery.” He wrote that of “all the countries I have seen, France only, whose energies have for forty years been expended in war and whose population has been more than decimated by the sword, is as much decayed as Virginia.” Seward’s letters generally focused on the economic and political costs of slavery, while his wife lamented the human misery, exclaiming to her sister that “disguise thyself as thou wilt, still, slavery, thou art a bitter draught.”36

The Sewards hated slavery, but they did not, as some accounts suggest, leave Virginia hastily. They spent two weeks there, entering the caverns, marveling at the Natural Bridge and visiting the great houses. They were unable to enter the house at Monticello—“we found every door closed”—but they strolled around the immense gardens and visited Jefferson’s grave—“in a very rough, dilapidated condition.” Seward was much impressed by the University of Virginia: “the plan and system of education in this institution are superior to those adopted in any other American college with which I am acquainted.” At Mount Vernon, they toured the house under the guide of a mulatto maid, and even Frances conceded in her journal that it was “a beautiful place.”37

From Virginia, the Sewards crossed to Washington, the nation’s unfinished capital. At the insistence of a political friend, they called upon President Jackson, and Seward was forced to admit to Weed that the president received them in “the most obliging and gentlemanly manner.” In Philadelphia, they toured Independence Hall and Frances consulted a famous doctor. On his advice they spent two weeks at New Jersey’s seashore, to see whether daily saltwater bathing would improve her health. On one rainy day, as Frances reported to her sister, her husband occupied himself by reading Don Quixote and smoking poor cigars. After a visit to Henry’s parents in Orange County, the family finally reached Auburn in early September.38

——

Seward was soon busy again in his law practice. “My office was never better patronized than it now is,” he wrote his father, “and its labor, care and responsibility never greater.” He was as always involved in politics, speaking at the cornerstone ceremony for the Auburn & Owasco Canal, and ensuring that the speech was printed in pamphlet form. And he was busy with real estate, selling his peripheral lands around the county in order to invest in a new set of four-story stone buildings in the center of Auburn. “The rise of real estate here,” he told his father, “has indemnified me for my heavy expenditures and loss of business during the summer.”39

In early 1836, Seward received an offer to participate in a much larger land venture. The Holland Land Company had purchased, forty years earlier, millions of acres of western New York, roughly the area that is now the seven western counties of the state. In late 1835, two of Seward’s friends, Trumbull Cary and George Lay, acquired all the company’s lands and contracts in Chautauqua County, the westernmost county. When Cary and Lay proposed new terms to the tenants, they revolted, destroying the land office in the county seat of Mayville and threatening the life of the land agent. Cary and Lay were thus in the market not only for additional investors to share the risks of this venture but also for a new land agent to handle the business of collecting rents and negotiating terms. Cary approached Seward, who agreed to serve as agent and to join the partnership. Although Seward had never been to Chautauqua, he was already popular there; in the election of 1834 he had received more than two thirds of the votes cast in the county. When his new role was announced, one paper described him as “a distinguished citizen, whose character is a sufficient guarantee to the settlers, that their rights and interests will be scrupulously respected.”40

In a long letter to his father, written soon after he started work in the new venture, Seward justified his decision to leave Auburn and his legal practice there. He was doing well as a lawyer, he wrote, but he did not enjoy the work. “It is and for years has been irksome to me to labor for hire in other men’s quarrels when my temper seeks and desires peace and repose.” In his new role as land agent, he was entitled to a share of the partnership profits and a salary of $25,000 per year, plus expenses. So even if the land business failed, Seward claimed, he would be compensated through his salary. He did not mention to his father that he was also joining the partnership’s debts, that he would sign a note in which he and his partners promised to pay $170,000 to the Holland Land Company. But with land values increasing rapidly, the partners anticipated that they would easily repay or refinance this note.41

Seward spent the summer and fall of 1836 shuttling back and forth between his home in Auburn and his land office in Westfield, a village in remote Chautauqua County. The distance was only two hundred miles, but the journey took two or three days, given the transport system of the day. In the warmer months one could travel part of the way by the Erie Canal, to its western end near Niagara, but from that point the roads west and south to Westfield were, in Seward’s word, simply “horrible.” He was in Westfield in July, in Auburn in August for the birth of his third child Cornelia, in Westfield in September and early October, in New York City and Philadelphia in late October, in Auburn in November, and back in Westfield in early December. While in New York City, on the eve of the election, Seward attended a Whig meeting, at which he reportedly called Martin Van Buren, the Democratic presidential candidate, a “crawling reptile, whose only claim was that he had inveigled the confidence of a credulous, blind dotard” (Jackson). Van Buren prevailed in the election, but Seward was not dismayed, writing Weed that he was “ready and willing to renew the contest, and I will never yield an inch of ground.” As the year-end deadline for payment approached, Seward worked in Westfield from eight in the morning till eight and later in the evening, meeting with tenants, negotiating and revising agreements, and accepting payments from dozens of tenants. He was busy and happy.42

In early January 1837, a letter from Frances arrived, alerting Seward that their infant daughter was ill in Auburn with smallpox. Traveling as fast as he could, Seward reached Auburn in less than two days, arriving only in time to see what he described as the last hours of her “unspeakable suffering.” Seward buried Cornelia, he wrote to Weed, with “only the consolation that her spirit is fairer and purer than ever saint or prophet presented himself at the judgment of God.” After a brief period with his grieving wife in Auburn, he returned to work in Westfield, but he naturally reflected on the meaning of these events. Seward had attended the Episcopal church for many years—he was even a member of the vestry in Auburn—but had never been baptized or taken communion. On Easter Sunday, in the small Episcopal church in Westfield, he presented himself for baptism and participated for the first time in communion. He wrote Frances that throughout the service he thought continually of “you and my boys, and our child-angel, ‘that left her errand with my heart and straight returned to heaven.’ ” He told Weed that he did not claim to “have experienced any miraculous change of heart or to have in any way gone through that ordeal of despair so commonly supposed to be the entrance and the only entrance upon Christian life.” He had resolved, however, “to live more in the fear of and under the influence of love and gratitude to God,” and he hoped this would “gradually elevate and refine my motives of action.”43

Not long after the Sewards’ personal tragedy, there was a national tragedy, the Panic of 1837. There was at this time no national paper currency; people used the paper notes of various banks, backed by each bank’s promise to redeem its own notes for specie, or metal coins. On May 10, 1837, after the failure of several major firms, all the banks in the city of New York suspended their specie payments. Banks in other cities soon suspended their own payments; stock prices declined; factories closed; thousands lost their jobs. Seward commented to his father in May, with misplaced optimism, that “there is no other consolation other than that things are now at the worst and any change must be for the better.” While he was in Philadelphia on land office business in June, he wrote home that “no adequate conception can be formed of the pressure in New York. It is sweeping like a pestilence, and poverty and suffering follow in its train.” Back in Auburn, he wrote Weed that there had been no failures there as yet, but a “gloom still hangs over the country, heavier and blacker than ever.” People believed, rightly in Seward’s view, that “the calamities which have fallen upon the country have resulted from the erroneous policy of the Government.” He predicted that anger at the governing Democrats would lead to Whig victories in the fall state elections.44

Seward and Weed blamed the crisis not just on the national government but also on the state government, where the Democrats refused to pass legislation to allow banks to issue bills in small denominations. Weed wrote Seward in late May that “people are demanding small notes, and they must know who refused them and how it was done.” Weed believed that “we have the Regency on the hip and must keep them there.” Although Seward was busy with the land office, he did what he could to help the Whig campaign. In July 1837, he gave an extended address in Chautauqua on education: he argued for improving the overall educational system, and in particular for better education of girls and young women, since they were “equally qualified with the other sex for the study of the magnificent creation around us.” In early October, he spoke to the Whig county convention in Auburn, arguing that the disastrous economic conditions were due to the Democrats and their policies. Later in October, he addressed a railroad convention in Elmira, presenting a broad argument in favor of internal improvements. These were only two of his many speeches in the last weeks of the campaign; he wrote his father after the election that he had “devoted four weeks to assiduous duty in traversing the county and addressing my old neighbors and friends.”45

Seward’s friends in Cayuga had tried to persuade him during the late summer to run for assembly or for state senate. He declined, in part because of his land office work, in part because he knew that, given the voter outrage against the Democrats, his name was not necessary to secure the seat for the Whigs. The Whigs indeed won a landslide victory in November 1837. In the state assembly, where previously they held only about one fourth of the seats, the Whigs would control four fifths of the body. The state senate would remain in Democratic control, but only because of the staggered voting system; Whigs were elected to six out of the eight seats available, including the seat in Seward’s home district. After he voted in Auburn, Seward left for Westfield and met with Whig celebrations in every village and town through which he passed. “The overthrow of the administration is complete,” he wrote to Weed, “and I am grateful for it, for the country’s sake.” Seward joined in these celebrations, and hosted one himself in Westfield, where he “threw open the land office” one evening.46

——

The smashing Whig success in 1837 complicated Seward’s own plans for 1838. As he explained to his father, before the election the consensus among New York Whigs had been that their next candidate for governor would be “the candidate whom your parental affection commends to your favor.” This consensus arose from the view that “the contest next year was to be, as all the recent elections had been, one of doubtful result.” After the “recent revolution in the state,” however, there was a strong prospect of success in 1838, so the Whig party leaders were no longer prepared to concede the nomination to Seward. He claimed to his father that this did not distress him, that he would “not lift a finger for my own advancement.”47

Yet, even as he wrote this, Seward was working to secure his nomination. One of his key steps was to bring in his brother, Benjamin Jennings Seward, as his successor in the Westfield land office. Jennings, as he was known, although almost eight years older than Henry, was very much the junior partner in this venture: Henry kept a close eye on him and sent frequent letters of instruction. Seward was well aware, as Weed wrote him in April, that it was critical for him to “preserve amiable relations in that quarter,” with the Chautauqua settlers.48

A second way in which Seward advanced his candidacy was by frequent visits around the state. He was in New York City in January 1838, in Albany in February, in New York again in April and May, and in Troy in late June. He traveled in part for business—he was working to renegotiate the loans for the Chautauqua venture—but also for politics. He wrote Frances from New York that he dined out every evening, and sometimes twice, in order to accept all his invitations. Writing Weed from Troy, where he addressed the Young Men’s Association, Seward commented that he was “surprised and gratified” by the large audience and warm reception.49

A third way in which Seward improved his chances was through a new paper, the Jeffersonian, edited by Horace Greeley. Greeley was in some ways like Weed; he had worked his way up from poverty and learned the trades of printer and editor. But Greeley was more interested in abstract ideas than political power, and not at all suited to the face-to-face politics in which Weed excelled. Weed provided Greeley with office space in Albany; Seward and others secured subscriptions; and the first issue of the paper appeared in February. The Jeffersonian did not (overtly at least) side with one party or the other, but claimed to present “the views of public men on both sides of the great political questions of the day.” By avoiding squabbles and adopting a more balanced and elevated tone, Greeley was able to reach voters who would never listen to the partisan Whig press. Seward was delighted with the Jeffersonian, writing Weed that he “liked every word of it right well,” and that as soon as time permitted he would “put a shoulder to the wheel once more” to solicit additional subscriptions.50

The leading Whig candidates for governor were Seward, Francis Granger, and Luther Bradish, speaker of the assembly. There were no real differences among them in terms of policy, so the competition turned on personal and regional popularity. The Buffalo Commercial Advertiser argued that Granger, whom it considered a western man, should be the candidate because the western counties had always voted Whig. Weed was neutral in the pages of his Evening Journal, but behind the scenes he worked tirelessly for Seward, whom he believed was just the man to beat the incumbent Democratic governor William Marcy. Weed wrote to Seward in August that “the battle is to be fought at the convention, and there I shall make a determined effort to save our cause.” Seward found it difficult to wait quietly in Auburn, but that was what he had to do in late August and early September. Weed must have been pleased to receive a report from a mutual friend who visited Auburn and found the candidate “tongue tied and handcuffed and shackled besides, as he should be about these days.”51

The Whig state convention opened on September 12 in Utica. Weed was there, twisting arms for Seward, but at least as far as the surviving letters show, he did not send him daily progress reports. It is thus possible that Seward did not know much about the progress of the convention until he learned on September 15 that he was the nominee for governor and his rival Bradish the nominee for lieutenant governor. In his letter reporting their success, Weed wrote that they were “again embarked on a sea of difficulties, and must go earnestly to work.” The newspapers reacted to Seward’s nomination as one might have predicted from their politics. The local Auburn Journal said he was “a gentleman, a scholar, and a person of indefatigable labor.” The New York Daily Whig commented that “he is the very man we would have wished; the first choice of nine-tenths of the Whigs of the Commercial Emporium.” The Morning Courier argued that Seward was “a man with the capacity to mark out great enterprises, and the energy to execute them—a man with the spirit and soul of a Clinton,” a governor under whom “our state will soon recover from the influence of the pygmy dynasty, and with a great tread resume her onward march.”52

Greeley in the Jeffersonian adopted a more subtle course; he praised both Seward and his Democratic rival Marcy, saying they were “men of undoubted capacity, energy, industry, and unspotted private character.” The key issue, according to Greeley, was the sub-Treasury scheme, Van Buren’s proposal to require the U.S. government to keep its funds in the Treasury building and regional subtreasuries, rather than in private banks. Under the proposal, the government would not accept private bank notes as payment; it would only accept specie, that is, coins. The Jeffersonian explained, in simple but persuasive terms, why this would be a disaster for the American economy. It imagined the plight of a settler, seeking to make a payment to the government for his land, and unable to do so because he could not find, in his remote region, a sufficient quantity of coins. By electing Seward the voters of Van Buren’s own state would be rejecting this pernicious proposal.53

A similar issue involved the state’s Small Bill Law. While under Democratic control, the state legislature had passed in 1835 a law prohibiting banks from issuing small bills, defined as those for five dollars or less. This law had complicated commerce by forcing people to use notes issued by individuals and merchants instead. One of the first acts of the Whig assembly in early 1838 had been to repeal the Small Bill Law, but the senate, still dominated by Democrats, refused to go along; it instead suspended the law for two years. The Whigs argued that the right course was to repeal the Small Bill Law entirely so that it did not, in Seward’s words, “disgrace the statute book” and threaten to disrupt commerce when suspension ended. As a Baltimore newspaper noted wittily, since both candidates were named William, and the larger Marcy favored larger bills, the question came down to whether you were “for big Bill Marcy or little Bill Seward.”54

The Democrats, for their part, tried to link Seward with banks and elites. The Albany Argus argued that Seward as land agent was effectively the agent of Nicholas Biddle and the Bank; fortunately the Argus did not have Seward’s correspondence with Biddle about refinancing the Chautauqua loans. In early October, the Argus printed a letter from unnamed “settlers” claiming that Seward had charged them interest at 7 percent on their mortgages, and raised money in Philadelphia at a mere 5 percent, pocketing the difference for himself. Seward responded in a long public letter, describing and defending his work as land agent.55

All of these issues related to the larger debate between Whigs and Democrats over the proper scale and role of government. The Democrats of the late 1830s and early 1840s favored small government with a limited role. The United States Democratic Review declared itself in favor of “as little government as possible; that little emanating from, and controlled by, the people; and uniform in its application to all.” The Whigs, in the words of the leading historian of their party, “believed government must promote prosperity. Especially in hard times, the government must take positive action to stimulate economic recovery.” Whigs favored a national bank and state support for internal improvement projects, such as roads and canals, that would not only provide jobs but also lay the groundwork for future growth. These ideas appealed not only to Whigs but also to conservative Democrats, and a group of “Bank Democrats” convened in early October in Syracuse and resolved to support Seward rather than Marcy.56

Nineteenth-century elections were played by rough rules. George Templeton Strong, at the time a young law student, described in his diary how Democrats were creating citizens by questionable naturalizations at New York City Hall. “It was enough to turn a man’s stomach . . . to see the way they were naturalizing this morning at the Hall. Wretched, filthy, bestial-looking Italians and Irish . . . in short the very scum and dregs of human nature filled the . . . office so completely that I was almost afraid of being poisoned by going in.” This was the same election in which Weed allegedly dispatched agents to Philadelphia, hired “floaters” there for thirty dollars each, and brought them back to New York, where they voted repeatedly and illegally for the Whigs. There is some evidence that Seward was aware of the techniques being used on his behalf. In late September, a Whig leader wrote to Seward’s friend Christopher Morgan, claiming that “if we can raise $5000 we can carry the doubtful counties,” and seeking “large aid from your friend.” Morgan forwarded the letter to Seward, who responded through Weed. “All I possess,” he wrote, “is open to the draught of reasonable and discreet friends,” but it is “insulting to me and wrong to propose that I should pay for illegal purposes.” Seward seemed to suggest that he did not oppose improper techniques in general, only that he himself did not want to be involved in them.57

The abolitionist movement in the late 1830s was only a fringe movement, but one that could sway some voters. In early October, Seward received an unwelcome letter from two New York abolitionist leaders, William Jay and Gerrit Smith. They posed three questions: whether Seward favored a jury trial for those claimed as fugitive slaves; whether he favored ending the distinctions in the state constitution based on “complexion”; and whether he supported repealing the law that allowed slaveowners to bring slaves into the state for a limited period. Jay and Smith sent the same questions to all the other candidates for state office. Seward instantly realized that however he answered these questions he would lose some voters, either abolitionists or conservatives. He sought advice from Weed and delayed his answers as long as he could. He might not have responded at all, but his hand was forced by Luther Bradish, the Whig candidate for lieutenant governor, who responded in a way that delighted the abolitionists.58

Seward’s answers, when they finally appeared, were cautious and equivocal. On the first question, he favored a jury trial for those claimed as fugitive slaves. On the second issue, he argued that the provision in the New York Constitution that imposed a stiff property qualification on black voters, but none on white voters, was not really a “distinction founded solely on complexion, but should rather be considered a test to discriminate between those of that race who possess the requisite intelligence and capacity to discharge the responsibilities of freemen, and those who do not.” On the third point, he questioned whether it would be wise “to declare to our fellow-citizens of the southern and southwestern states, that if they travel to or from, or pass through, the state of New York, they shall not bring with them the attendants whom custom or education or habit may have rendered necessary to them.”59

Seward’s answers were not at all acceptable to the abolitionists. At an angry meeting in New York City, the merchant and abolitionist Lewis Tappan argued to the blacks in the crowd that “Bradish takes you cordially by the hand—Seward, my colored brethren and sisters, shoves you off with a ten foot pole.” Abolitionist papers urged their readers to vote for Bradish but against Seward. Weed and Seward were concerned that, in a close election, the loss of a few thousand votes could tip the balance. On the eve of the election, they wrote letters to one another in which each predicted that, because of the abolition issue, Seward would lose. Seward was “satisfied that the abolition question defeat us.”60

In the end, Seward won by a margin of about 10,000 votes. The abolition issue was far less important than the economy: voters wanted to punish the Democrats for what they viewed as their role in the economic crisis. Turnout was immense: almost 400,000 men voted, in contrast with about 300,000 two years earlier. As expected, Seward was especially strong in the western counties, the traditional home of Antimasonry. But he was strong almost everywhere in the state. There was no telegraph yet, so it took several days for him to learn the results in Auburn as newspapers arrived from distant counties. A friend recalled that one evening, as they stood in the news office reading the reports, Seward exclaimed: “God bless Thurlow Weed! I owe this result to him.”61

Seward now had only six weeks in which to wind up his affairs in Auburn and Westfield and prepare to take office in Albany. He was suddenly anxious, writing Weed that it was a “fearful post I have coveted. I shudder at my own temerity.” He wrote to his brother Jennings in Westfield, first assuring him that he would visit, then apologizing for not visiting and instructing him on how to continue the land agency. Letters poured in upon Seward from every corner of the state, generally seeking state offices. He initially intended to answer them all, explaining to Weed that “the kindness and attention thus manifested will be useful,” but soon realized this would be impossible.62

One of the issues he could not avoid was where to live in Albany. Under Governor Marcy, the state had purchased a “governor’s mansion,” but Weed had mercilessly attacked the purchase in his paper as wasteful, so Seward could not possibly live there. After some discussion with Weed, he rented the Kane Mansion, a large yellow-brick house within walking distance of the Capitol building. There was a spacious main hall, about fifty feet by twenty, suitable for entertainments on a grand scale, and four acres of lovely wooded grounds. The only disadvantage was that renting, furnishing, and staffing the house would cost twice as much as the governor’s annual salary; but Seward was determined to live in the proper style for his position.63

His main task in these weeks was preparing his first message to the legislature. He knew that this document would answer, for the people of New York and the nation, the question one paper had posed four years earlier: “Who is William Henry Seward?” Up to this point in his career, Seward had been defined largely by what he opposed, the policies of Van Buren and the Democrats. Now he had to declare what he supported. After soliciting input from experts on various issues, he worked and revised day by day, finishing a first draft before he left Auburn. He continued the process of seeking comments and making changes when he reached Albany. In late December, Seward wrote to Frances that when she read the final message in the papers, she would “scarcely recognize a paragraph of the draft I read to you at Auburn,” but he assured her that “there is not a sentence in it which is not my own handiwork.” Frances remained behind with their younger son Frederick, in part because she was three months pregnant, in part because she could not face the prospect of hosting 5,000 guests at an inaugural reception.64



CHAPTER 3


“A Higher Standard of Social Perfection”:
1839–1842




At about ten o’clock on the morning of January 1, 1839, on a landing in the state Capitol building in Albany, surrounded by legislators and spectators, William Henry Seward took the oath of office and became governor of the state of New York. It was a simple ceremony, without a speech or music, because Seward did not want what he called “ostentatious display.” The young governor—he was just thirty-seven—paused in the executive office after the ceremony, penned a brief note to his wife in Auburn, then walked back to his rented Albany residence. Even a Democratic paper praised his simplicity, noting that while other Whigs paraded like peacocks in all their finery, Seward was dressed “as Thomas Jefferson used to be, in a plain, unpretending suit of black.”1

Seward’s servants had rolled up the carpets, set out long tables, and filled them with food and drink. According to one paper, the feast included “turkeys, geese, fowls by the hundreds” and the local hotel provided “the choicest and richest wines.” Returning a bit late from the Capitol, and finding he could not get in the front door, Seward’s son Augustus “went around the house two or three times trying to get in the house but after a while I got in the kitchen window.” Augustus reported home that the guests “crowded in so fast that they upset one of the tables.” A Democratic paper claimed that some of Seward’s guests “broke his chandeliers, demolished his mirrors, smashed his decanters on the floor and against the walls [and] broke his tables to pieces.” Thurlow Weed, in the Albany Evening Journal, responded that “there were no excesses, nor any intentional disorder; nothing was wantonly broken or destroyed.”2

While Seward was preparing for and attending this reception, clerks were reading his message to the legislators, and copies were being printed in the papers. Annual messages of this era were usually dull documents, and Seward’s first message had its share of statistics, but it also brimmed with his youth, energy, ambition, and optimism. In one passage he proclaimed that this was a new age in which “the light of the human intellect increases in brilliancy and reveals new mysteries to man’s persevering investigation.” Americans would be “froward indeed,” he said, if they failed to see that “our race is ordained to reach, on this continent, a higher standard of social perfection than it has ever yet attained, and that hence will proceed the spirit that shall renovate the world.” Seward is not known as an early advocate of “manifest destiny,” but perhaps he should be. This section of his message was echoed several months later, in an article often cited as the first statement of manifest destiny, which said that the United States was “destined” to expand and that no “earthly power” could “set limits to our onward march.”3

One of his main themes in this first message was education. Without better and wider education, he said, the United States could not reach its great goals. Education “banishes the distinctions, old as time, of rich and poor, master and slave. It banishes ignorance and lays axe to the root of crime.” Seward recommended the creation of a state board of education to replace the indolent local school inspectors. Noting that blacks were overrepresented in the prisons and underserved by the schools, he asked whether “a solicitous regard for the public welfare, justice to an injured race, and the dictates of an enlightened humanity, do not require us to provide more effectually for their education.” And he recommended that the state provide schools for immigrant children in which they could “enjoy advantages of education equal to our own, with free toleration of their peculiar creeds and instructions.”4

Immigrants were a second major focus of Seward’s message. New York was home to thousands of recent immigrants, mainly Irish but also German, Italian, and other. Many Whigs were anti-immigrant and anti-Catholic, and many intellectual leaders, such as the inventor Samuel Morse, published strong and in some cases outrageous anti-Catholic articles and pamphets. Governor Seward, in his message, took a brave stand against the views of many in his own party, making it clear that he would welcome immigrants and oppose religious discrimination. New York, he said, should greet immigrants “with all the sympathy which their misfortunes at home, their condition as strangers here, and their devotion to liberty, ought to excite.” And if the immigrants remained for a sufficient period, New York should “extend to them the right of citizenship, with all its inestimable franchises.”5

Internal improvements were a third major theme. Seward pressed the legislators to complete the ongoing expansion of the Erie Canal and to start several other canal projects. Rather than trying to decide upon one single east-west rail route, the state should build three major railroads west from the Hudson: one along the southern border of the state; one along the Erie Canal; and one on a northern route. Although he included a perfunctory warning against waste, Seward’s emphasis was on the benefits of transport projects. “We are required,” he proclaimed, “to carry forward the policy of internal improvements, by the abounding experience of its benefits already enjoyed; by its incalculable benefits yet to be realized, and by all our obligations to promote the happiness of the people, to multiply and raise their social enjoyments, to maintain the fame of the state [and] to preserve the integrity of the Union.” These were not the words of a man inclined to count every penny.6

Another part of the message advised the legislature to reform the state’s judicial and administrative systems. Seward raised questions about the Court of Chancery and its head the chancellor, arguing that the court’s powers were “too vast, and its patronage too great, to be vested in a single individual.” He recommended that judges should not have any powers of appointment, for this involved them in politics. As to other offices, he proposed that state officials should be compensated through fixed salaries rather than through perquisites such as the fees charged by various clerks, commissioners, and inspectors. The state, in Seward’s view, should pay its employees “the amount necessary to secure the requisite skill, industry, and ability”—and nothing more.7

Seward’s message was printed not just in every newspaper in New York but in many other papers around the country. Reactions varied. Weed, who had seen the message several times in draft form, now commended it in his Evening Journal as “earnest, energetic—clear, and strong.” The state’s leading Democratic paper, the Albany Argus, derided it as “the effusion rather of the sophomore than of the statesman.” The Daily National Intelligencer in Washington called it a “sensible and manly document,” with “liberal and enlarged views.” Seward himself wrote that he was satisfied the message “disgraces neither me nor my friends.”8

Seward’s next task was to select state officials. There were a handful of positions that he could fill on his own, such as his personal secretary. There were also cabinet positions, such as secretary of state, appointed by the combined vote of the assembly and senate; because of their majority in the more numerous assembly, the Whigs could fill these posts without Democratic interference. Seward let Weed make the cabinet decisions, explaining to a friend that he believed it was his duty “to receive, not to make, a cabinet.” There was a vast third group of positions, however, to be nominated by the governor and confirmed by the state senate. This category included hundreds of mayors, county clerks, judges, and inspectors for various products.9

It was initially unclear how the senate, still under the control of the Democrats, would handle nominations from Seward. Each eager Whig candidate for office assumed that—however the senate might treat any other candidate—his own nomination would be approved, so they besieged Seward with requests. He reviewed hundreds of applications and made nominations, but the senate by and large ignored them. Weed complained in the Albany Evening Journal that the senate was rejecting even neutral or Democratic nominations, but the senate persisted. Relatively few Whigs were confirmed during Seward’s first year in office, leading many to look forward to the fall election because they hoped to be appointed to state offices in the new year. One paper described these Whigs as being “as badly off as [the mythological] thirsty Tantalus, up to his chin in the water” but unable to drink.10

The main debate in the legislature in 1839 was over Seward’s internal improvement proposals. The Democratic papers believed that his plan to extend canals and roads “through every valley and over every hill” would lead to a debt of tens of millions of dollars and ultimately to “oppressive taxation.” The Whig assembly passed several improvement bills, but they were all “strangled” (in Weed’s word) in the Democratic senate. Weed argued in the Evening Journal that this set up a clear issue for voters in the fall elections: if they wanted further internal improvements, they needed to vote for Whigs. More generally, if voters wanted to give Seward a chance to implement his vision of a strong, progressive state government, they needed to give the Whigs control of both houses of the legislature.11

Although Seward did not explicitly campaign, he traveled extensively and spoke frequently in this critical political year. In May, at the annual meeting of the American Bible Society, he remarked that “the existing government of this country could never have had its existence but for the Bible.” After a few weeks in Auburn, during which his third son, William, was born, Seward was back in New York City, where he addressed thousands of Sunday School teachers and students, wishing them “God speed in your benevolent and patriotic labors.” Both speeches were widely reprinted in evangelical newspapers. But evangelicals were not the only religious voters whom Seward courted; he also wrote a letter to the sheriff of Lewis County, directing him to allow a Catholic priest to visit a condemned Catholic prisoner. Niles’ National Register, the leading national paper, printed the letter and commended the governor for avoiding the anti-Catholic bigotry so common among Whigs.12

Seward spent two weeks in August touring northern New York, explaining that he did so in order “to learn the resources, the interests, and the exigencies of this portion of the state.” After only a few days in Auburn, he was off for another long trip, this time to the western part of the state. He was received with so much enthusiasm at Buffalo, including five hundred men in a torchlight parade, that he wrote to Weed it “flattered my vanity exceedingly.” After checking on the land office in Chautauqua, he returned to Auburn by way of the southern tier of counties. In late October, on the eve of the election, he hosted a large reception in Albany. Frances, who was in Albany on one of her rare visits, complained to her sister that their house was filled with people “who came here to drink Champagne and cover the carpet with mud tobacco spit and lamp oil.” These, she said, were the “beauties of Democracy.”13

There is a story about Seward’s travels during this period, probably apocryphal, but so appropriate that he would later tell it on himself. He was traveling by stagecoach, sitting on the box and talking with the driver, who did not recognize him and could not guess his occupation. Seward told him that he was the governor. The driver would not believe it; it was impossible that one so young, so unpretentious, should be governor. Seward suggested that they ask the innkeeper at the next stop, but there the innkeeper said that the driver was right, that the passenger was not the governor. “Well then who,” Seward demanded, “is the governor?” “Why,” came the response, “Thurlow Weed.” The popular image of Seward as a puppet of Weed was not in fact correct. The two men worked together closely, with Weed taking the lead on questions of patronage and Seward on policy questions. Both recognized, however, that in the end Seward was governor and Weed just a friend and adviser. They occasionally disagreed, but on the whole it is remarkable how well they worked together during Seward’s years as governor.14

Seward was not the only politician traveling New York for political purposes in the summer of 1839. President Martin Van Buren, hoping to retain Democratic control of the state senate, and looking forward to his own re-election campaign the following year, spent much of the summer in his home state. Seward was invited to a dinner to honor the president, but declined in a long letter, reprinted in the newspapers, explaining that although he honored the office of the presidency, he disagreed with all the policies of its current incumbent. Henry Clay, the Whig senator from Kentucky, was running again for president and spent several weeks touring New York that summer. When Seward and Clay met by chance on a ferryboat on Lake Champlain, Seward tried to hint at the difficulties Clay would face in New York among evangelical Whigs. Clay ignored the warning and pressed Seward to visit him in Saratoga Springs, but Seward declined, anxious to remain neutral among the various Whig presidential candidates.15

One would never have guessed, from the way in which Seward had responded to the abolitionist campaign questions, or from his passing mention of blacks in his first message, that Governor Seward would become an advocate for New York’s black citizens. Yet in the summer of 1839, he took the first steps in this direction. In late July, the governor received an official request from Virginia to hand over three free black seamen who had helped a slave escape from Norfolk. Seward did not grant the request, responding informally through his secretary that he thought the three men, who were in jail in New York City, should have a chance to be heard in court. A month later, after city officials had released all three, Seward received another letter from Virginia, asking him for an official answer. Seward cited the technical defects in the Virginia papers, and also argued that “there is no law of this State which recognizes slavery, no statute which admits that one man can be the property of another, or that one man can be stolen from another.” This elicited an angry attack from Virginia, which led to another letter from Seward, in which he defended his state’s right to make its own decisions on extradition requests. But although he wrote these letters during the election campaign, he did not publish them, because he did not want to anger southern sympathizers in New York. The letters did not emerge until after election day, when they were published in Virginia.16

Both parties were prepared to use questionable tactics in this election. On the Sunday before election day, several of Seward’s friends in New York City raised funds, chartered a steamboat, traveled upriver to Albany, and handed Weed a handkerchief containing $8,000. Weed later recalled that he did not use all of this cash, but did distribute it generously, especially in the crucial senate district in and around Albany. Weed’s account strongly suggests that Seward was aware of these events, and there is also a letter from Seward’s friend, the New York lawyer and financier Richard Blatchford, just after the election, pressing Seward to do a political favor for one of those who had helped raise the funds. It took a while for the votes to be counted—Frances reported home that nothing was discussed in Albany for a week other than election results—but by mid-November it was clear that the Whigs would have majorities in both houses of the next legislature.17

Before the new legislature met, however, Seward faced a tenant crisis in the region around Albany, somewhat like the tenant crisis he had faced as land agent in Chautauqua. The roots of the crisis were in the feudal agreements between the Van Rensselaer landlords and their tenants, under which the tenants were required to make annual rent payments, to provide the landlord with services, and also to pay a substantial fee upon any sale of their land. Any breach of any covenant in these agreements would entitle the landlord to repossess not only the land but also any improvements attached to the land—houses, barns, and crops. In the fall of 1839, tenants made it difficult to enforce the leases by obstructing sheriffs as they tried to serve court writs. In early December the sheriff of Albany County, accompanied by a crowd of several hundred serving as his “deputies,” encountered an even larger crowd of tenants who refused to let the sheriff pass or to serve his writs. The sheriff asked Seward for military force. Seward was reluctant—he did not want to anger those who had just voted for the Whigs—but when an armed posse met similar resistance a few days later, his hand was forced. After an all-night cabinet meeting, Seward summoned troops and declared that anyone who resisted would be severely punished. Informally, the governor suggested that he would find a way, with the new legislature, to weaken the tenant agreements. Seward’s actions pacified the tenants for a while, but in the end he was not able to solve the complex problems created by these ancient leases.18

——

While Seward was busy in Albany with this tenant rebellion, Weed was busy in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, at the first national convention of the Whig Party. As the convention gathered in December, there were three leading candidates for the presidential nomination: Henry Clay, the great Kentucky senator; General Winfield Scott, originally from Virginia but now known nationwide for his military service, first in the War of 1812 and later in Indian wars; and William Henry Harrison, hero of the battle against the Indians at Tippecanoe and more recently senator from Ohio. Seward was neutral among the candidates, not wanting to alienate the friends of any of them as he looked forward to his own 1840 re-election campaign. Weed, however, was far from neutral, strongly favoring Scott and then, when it became clear that Scott could not prevail, throwing his support and that of the New York delegation behind Harrison. The convention nominated Harrison for president and John Tyler of Virginia for vice president, leading to the slogan “Tippecanoe and Tyler too.” Clay and his supporters were understandably upset; a friend reported to Seward that Clay was “fully satisfied that he has been driven off by a few individuals in New York.” The hostility of the Clay men against Seward may have been unfair, since it was Weed, not Seward, who was at the convention. But fair or unfair, their anger was intense and persistent. As one Clay partisan wrote seven years later, he was determined to see the “punishment of Seward & Co. for defrauding the country of Mr. Clay in 1840.”19

Once again, in the latter part of December, Seward devoted every waking hour to the preparation of his message, due at the outset of the legislative session in early January 1840. Frances reported to Henry’s father that “there were ten nights that [Seward] never went to bed. All the sleep he had was obtained by throwing himself upon the sofa in the room where he wrote.” Seward was well aware of the importance of this message, not just for the state but for the nation. Harrison and Tyler would form a strong Whig ticket, but Van Buren, known with reason as the “Little Magician,” would run a strong race for the Democrats. The election in New York would be close and crucial, since the state had about one out of every six electoral votes for president. So Seward in his message had to think not just about New York and his own re-election but the nation, and the election of the first Whig president.20

Although he did not mention Harrison or Van Buren by name in his message, Seward did include strong criticism of the Van Buren administration, calling its economic policies “impracticable,” “unjust,” and “unmitigated evil.” He also attacked the way in which, first under Jackson and now Van Buren, “the power and influence of the executive department of the federal government are greatly increased,” and he suggested that the federal Constitution be amended to “limit the tenure of the presidential office to a single term.” He did not need to say that the simplest way to limit Van Buren to one term would be to elect Harrison.21

It was more difficult this year to argue for an aggressive internal improvement program because the estimated costs of some projects had proved far too low, and because economic conditions made it difficult and expensive to borrow. Indeed, several American states were on the verge of default, making investors doubtful about any state debt. Seward was not discouraged. The revolutionary generation, he said in his message, had obtained independence “not for one generation only, nor for a narrow cycle of years, nor for any period, but for all generations, and for all time.” The current generation should proceed in the same spirit, for internal improvements would be “everywhere salutary in encouraging emigration and the settlement and improvement of new lands, in augmenting national wealth, in promoting agriculture, commerce, manufactures, and the diffusion of knowledge, and in strengthening the bonds of our national Union.” Democrats scoffed that Seward was simply proposing more spending in order to buy votes in the upcoming election. But the Whig legislators agreed with him and voted to expand the Erie Canal and undertake several other key projects.22

For many New York City Whigs, the most urgent issue for the state legislature was electoral reform; they wanted to keep Democrats from stealing elections through the use of illegal voters, generally those of immigrants who were not yet citizens. Seward agreed, up to a point. “It is of vital importance to the security of our institutions,” he said in this message, “not only that our elections should be conducted with impartiality . . . but that there should be entire and universal confidence in their purity.” He made it clear, however, that he was not willing to use electoral reform as an excuse to render it more difficult for immigrants to become citizens or for those who were citizens to vote.23

Seward also returned, in this message, to the related topic of the education of the children of immigrants, especially the thousands of Irish Catholics in New York City. At this time the “public” schools in the city were run by a Protestant group, the Public School Society (PSS), and used the King James Bible and other Protestant texts. Very few Catholic children attended PSS schools, and although there were a handful of Catholic schools, their resources were far from adequate. Seward recommended “the establishment of schools in which [immigrant children] may be instructed by teachers speaking the same language with themselves and professing the same faith.” What he was really suggesting was that the Catholic schools should receive a share of public school funding, as religious schools in the city had done until 1825 and as such schools elsewhere still did.24

The legislature ignored the governor’s education proposals but passed a voter registration law. The law applied only to New York City and required every voter there to register with three commissioners, vesting almost unchecked powers in these commissioners. Seward, who viewed the law as unwise and unconstitutional, drafted a veto message. The text of his draft was not made public, but the fact that he was drafting a veto was reported, and many Whigs were outraged that their governor was questioning a measure they viewed as so vital. One legislator reportedly told Seward that “the party would not permit such an indignity as a refusal,” and that if he persisted, the legislature would adjourn, without passing any necessary bills. Seward finally yielded and signed the registry bill. He wrote to a friend that he did so “against every sentiment of his heart.”25

The status of slaves was another issue in this legislative year. Although Seward’s message did not include any formal proposals, he worked informally with Whig legislators who were keen to do something about the “diabolical man-catchers” employed to capture alleged fugitive slaves in New York. One law passed in 1840 implemented Seward’s position that any person accused of being a fugitive slave should have the right to a jury trial. This law also required the state’s district attorneys to intervene on behalf of anyone accused of being a fugitive, an important protection for blacks who often did not have the funds to pay for private lawyers. A second law, passed and signed soon thereafter, authorized the governor to appoint agents to go to slave states to negotiate the rescue of free blacks captured and sold into slavery.26

After he presented his message, Seward devoted many weeks to appointments. He heard from hundreds of applicants and their friends, from people as diverse as Washington Irving (who hoped to find a position for a nephew) and General Winfield Scott (who did not want to trouble Seward but then did trouble him with three separate requests). The governor read letters and interviewed candidates from morning till night; he later estimated that he “conversed with fifty persons every day.” Seward was well aware that patronage was a double-edged sword, that in rewarding some he was disappointing others, and in many cases exacerbating local political tensions. After this wave of appointments was over, he wrote a friend that “if the Whig party is not ruined by the results of the appointments it is because, as I believe in fact, it is incapable of ruin. I have already appointed 1,200 persons and disappointed five times that number.” To another friend he wrote that he made only one claim about his appointments: “that no interest, passion, prejudice, or partiality of my own has controlled any decision I have made.” There were inevitably some mistakes, but historians generally agree that Seward made good appointments.27

He gained one important ally in his education efforts in July, when the Catholic leader and bishop John Hughes returned to New York City after a year in Europe. Hughes immediately threw himself into the struggle against the Public School Society and its monopoly on public school funding in the city. In August 1840, he forwarded to Seward a copy of one of his speeches, with a letter commending the governor’s “high, liberal, and true American views” on education. Seward responded with equal warmth: “I need not assure you of my sympathy in regard to the ultimate object of your efforts, the education of the poor. I content myself therefore with saying that it will afford me great pleasure to consult with you freely on the subject.” The two would become fast friends.28

That same August, the Whig state convention wholeheartedly nominated Seward to serve a second term. His Democratic opponent was William Bouck, a former state legislator. In keeping with the custom, Seward did not campaign, but he still managed to get his views before the voters. On the Fourth of July, for example, in a speech in Otsego County, he declared that republican government could “only be maintained in a community where education is universally enjoyed, and where internal improvements bind together the various portions of a country in a community of interest and affection.” In August, in a letter declining an invitation to speak, he commented on the “glorious spectacle” of the current campaign, saying he expected the people would correct the error they had made in electing Van Buren. In another such letter, Seward praised the log cabin, the symbol of the Harrison-Tyler campaign, saying that he had always found a warmer welcome among the log cabins of the poor than the marble palaces of the rich. All of these letters were printed in various newspapers, including the Log Cabin, the highly successful Whig campaign paper edited by Seward’s friend Horace Greeley.29

Seward knew how to get himself into the newspapers, but he also knew how to stay out of them. Throughout the summer of 1840, the governor of Virginia, Thomas Gilmer, pressed Seward to respond to his renewed request for the three men who had helped the Virginia slave escape. Seward kept putting Gilmer off with excuses. He did not send Gilmer his answer, in which he reiterated and expanded his position, until a few days after the election, thus ensuring that the Virginia correspondence was not an issue in the New York campaign.30

Other aspects of his work as governor, however, were issues in the state campaign. The Democrats charged that Seward was spending and borrowing carelessly, which would ultimately lead to higher taxes; that he had needlessly called out the militia from Albany during the anti-rent crisis; that he was still a land agent for the Holland Land Company, and thus a puppet of the banks rather than a servant of the people; and that he had used the pardon power for political purposes. Seward responded to this last allegation in a long public letter, listing and explaining every pardon he had given to date, and showing with statistics that he was granting fewer pardons than his predecessors. At the end of the campaign, the Democratic papers printed charges that James Glentworth, a Whig operative, had imported illegal voters from Philadelphia to New York in 1838. The papers could not prove that Seward himself was involved in this operation, but they showed that his close friends were, and that after the election Seward had rewarded Glentworth with the prime position of inspector of tobacco for New York City. The Whig papers parried these Democratic attacks as best they could.31

In November, after the campaign was over and the votes were counted, William Henry Harrison was elected president and Seward was re-elected governor. Harrison prevailed in New York over Van Buren by a comfortable margin of about 14,000 votes. Seward, on the other hand, had only a narrow margin of 5,000 votes over his opponent Bouck. Many observers believed that the difference was primarily due to what one paper called Seward’s “attempts to conciliate the Catholics,” and some friends pressed him to reverse what they viewed as his pro-Catholic policies. Seward angrily refused. “This right hand drops off,” he wrote to Benjamin Silliman, a Whig supporter in New York City, “before I do one act with the Whig or any other party in opposition to any portion of my fellow citizens, on the ground of the difference of their nativity or of their religion.” Seward also rejected as “untrue” and “unworthy” the charge that “Bishop Hughes and his clergy have excited the Catholics against us.” Seward shared this correspondence with Hughes, who wrote back to thank him and to lament how his “poor people” seemed to be “at the disposition of reckless and unprincipled leaders.”32
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