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PART 1 A Utopia of Lust









1 THE SECRET HISTORY


ONEIDA, NEW YORK 1869

It was heaven on earth—and, some whispered, the devil’s garden. Thousands came by trains and carriages to see this infernal Eden, carved from hundreds of acres of wild woodland. They marveled at orchards bursting with fruit, thick herds of Ayrshire cattle and Cotswold sheep, whizzing mills, and outlandish machinery. They picnicked on spreading lawns, drowsy from plates piled with strawberries and cream and the sweet, soothing voices of singing children.

And they gaped at the people who lived in this place—especially the women, with their queer cropped hair and shamelessly short skirts. The men and women of this strange outpost worked and slept together—without sin, they claimed.

Dozens of committees ran their farms, stables, silk and trap works, childcare, and education. Their babies were raised in a communal Children’s House until they were adolescents. Special bonds—between parents and children and men and women—were banned. Every man was married to every woman, and sex, in the Oneida Community, was a holy practice, the key to spiritual perfection.

The tourists, in broad bustles and derby hats, had heard hushed rumors about these exotic customs. They were eager to see this eccentric society for themselves. In an era so prudish that underclothes were “inexpressibles,” more than fifty thousand visitors swarmed the Oneida Community in the 1860s, from church groups and journalists to social reformer Susan B. Anthony and President Abraham Lincoln’s secretary of state, William Seward.

The residents greeted sightseers with genteel decorum. Friendly and proper in the public eye, they were seen by locals as generous, industrious, and honest neighbors. Nathan Meeker, a writer for the New York Tribune, spent three days in the compound, reporting on its “riches, adornment and every comfort.” When he questioned residents about their sexual secrets, they were surprisingly frank and free in their responses. “They seemed pleased that I was shocked,” he wrote, “or that the world would be.” Oneidans flaunted their practices in newspapers they sent to subscribers across the country. Their aim was to convert the world, they said, through the explosive power of the press, and their founder, John Humphrey Noyes, documented every detail of his sexual theories.

Tall and bearded with a halo of red hair, Noyes was the center of this strange universe. He was a magnetic leader—“a born prophet, a missionary in the bone,” writer Aldous Huxley later observed. He claimed divine authority over disciples—deciding who would bear children, with whom they would mate, and how. Lovemaking in Oneida was a refined skill that would take its place among the fine arts, he predicted, ranking above music, painting, and sculpture. Like every art, sexual mastery required training. At Oneida, it was the duty of the oldest, most trusted members to teach the youngest. Men as old as sixty instructed the young girls, and boys were intimately tutored by women past menopause.

Sex, according to Noyes, was a sacrament, the most exquisite method of communing with God and Christ. Group marriage, he preached, was commanded by Jesus and the apostles. It was a radical theology. Many called it depraved, but Noyes, with his charisma and sexual power, fostered, for more than three decades, the most successful utopian experiment in American history.

Still, Oneida’s erotic attractions drove hundreds of rogues and misfits to apply for membership. Decades later, some claimed that it planted the seeds of a crime that shook the country to its foundations.






2 A REVOLUTION OF THE SENSES


John Humphrey Noyes, in his youth, was so painfully shy that he could barely endure the company of women. “I could face a battery of cannon with less trepidation,” he wrote in his diary, than “a room full of ladies with whom I was unacquainted.” Born in 1811 on the Vermont frontier, he was the fourth of nine children of John Noyes Sr., a former congressman, and flame-haired Polly Hayes, whose nephew—the feeble, emaciated Rutherford B. Hayes—would grow up to become the nation’s nineteenth president.

John Humphrey was a precocious student, and he enrolled in Dartmouth College at fifteen. He went on to study law, but his shyness was so paralyzing that he stammered and stuttered through his first court appearance. Crushingly self-conscious, he felt daunted by life’s uncertainties—until the fall of 1831.

Religious revivals were inflaming New England that year. Farmers, backwoodsmen, and frontier families flocked to these frenzied emotional festivals—wailing, jumping, barking, and speaking in tongues in ecstatic expressions of salvation. John Humphrey had little interest in these displays, but after attending a four-day meeting, he felt transformed. Dedicating himself to God, he left the law and entered the Andover Theological Seminary in Massachusetts. He soon found it too hidebound for his religious zeal, so he transferred to Yale Divinity School. A liberal theologian there, Nathaniel Taylor, urged him to seek his own truth, even “if it carries you over Niagara Falls.”

Through study and revelation, Noyes found and announced his truth—that he was a perfect human, incapable of sin. God, he said, gave him special protection. But his fellow students declared him crazy, and Yale nearly expelled him. He was stripped of his license to preach, but Noyes began traveling to promote his gospel. In the winter of 1835, the twenty-three-year-old set out to win converts in Massachusetts. When he arrived in Brimfield with a fellow preacher named Simon Lovett, the free-thinking, religiously inflamed townspeople welcomed them with rare enthusiasm. One young woman, inspired by Noyes’s shining gray eyes and expressive manner, kissed him seductively when he said goodnight. Panicked by her advances, Noyes, still blushingly shy, fled Brimfield that night, telling no one, and trudged sixty miles, through snow and temperatures below zero, to his family’s homestead in Putney, Vermont.

Lovett, meanwhile, remained in Brimfield. One night, two young townswomen—Mary Lincoln and Maria Brown—slipped into that preacher’s bed to test the power of their faith. They aimed to prove their religious zeal by showing that the spirit could always win out over physical passion. Predictably, however, Noyes later recounted, “flesh triumphed over spirit.” The sexual scandal that resulted—infamously known as the “Brimfield Bundling”—was so explosive that Mary Lincoln fled to a mountainside, stripped off her clothes, and pleaded with God not to set Brimfield afire. The whole sordid episode was blamed on Noyes, although he had no part in it, having fled the town.

But Noyes chose to embrace that notoriety and soothed his own sexual jealousy over the next two years by professing a maverick theology. After a young woman he loved married another, Noyes—filled with anguish and envy—declared that, when God’s will was done, marriage and sexual exclusiveness, guilt, and jealousy would no longer exist on earth. “In a holy community,” he wrote to a friend, “there is no more reason why sexual intercourse shall be restrained by law than why eating and drinking should be, and there is as little occasion for shame in the one case as in the other.” His declaration was published in 1837, to widespread outrage, but Noyes threatened to shout his new theology from the rooftops. “I cared nothing for reputation,” he said, and vowed never to join any religion again “unless I was the acknowledged leader.”

He was only twenty-six and still a bashful virgin. But in 1838, he married a practical, plain disciple named Harriet Holton. Their marriage, he told her, would be open and unsentimental. They would each be entirely free to love other people. But Harriet, an heiress, would be able to finance his passion for publishing his religious doctrines. The newlyweds spent their honeymoon in Albany, New York, purchasing a printing press.

Newspapers were a thriving business in the 1830s. There were twice as many of them in America as there had been in 1810. Alexis de Tocqueville, a French aristocrat who traveled the young country in 1831, was amazed at the number of periodicals. Every village, he reported, had a newspaper, and the power of the press was impressive. Noyes—God’s self-anointed messenger—planned to launch a religious newspaper that would serve as the pulpit of the world.

As early as 1834, he had published a monthly in New Haven called The Perfectionist. It quickly attracted more than five hundred subscribers. Three years later, he launched a new paper, The Witness, in upstate New York, but he distributed only a few issues. Now, back in Putney, he and Harriet planned to ignite a new religious revival through the printed word. Noyes recruited three of his eight siblings to help with the publication and attracted a small coterie. Within five years, he had more than thirty disciples, who drafted and signed a “Statement of Principles”: “John H. Noyes,” they pledged, “is the father and overseer whom the Holy Ghost has set over the family thus constituted. To John H. Noyes… we submit ourselves in all things”—including carnal relations.

Two followers, Mary and George Cragin, agreed to join John and Harriet Noyes in a group marriage. Other converts soon followed their lead. Although the arrangements were an open secret, townspeople in Putney were outraged after Mary Cragin gave birth to Noyes’s twins—Victor and Victoria—and authorities learned about the group’s conjugal customs. In October 1847, Noyes was arrested and charged with adultery and fornication. Fearing mob violence, he fled the village.

Weeks later, he found refuge in central New York, with a follower named Jonathan Burt. The owner of a sawmill on Oneida Creek, Burt had read about and passionately embraced Noyes’s theology. He invited the Putney group to settle on land adjoining his forty acres of fields and woodland. The property, once owned by the Oneida Tribe, had a barn and a primitive cabin on twenty-three rolling acres. Noyes purchased the land for five hundred dollars and summoned his devoted band.

On an icy March day in 1848, his wife, Harriet, and Mary and George Cragin arrived by train at the Oneida depot. Blasted by the biting wind, the three disciples gazed out at a bleak landscape of barren snowdrifts and bare trees. Soon, bundled into open sleighs, they made their way across frozen fields, where they would transplant the seeds of their new religion.

They were not the first to find fertile prospects in upstate New York. It was a hotbed of eccentric theology. In 1776, an Englishwoman named Ann Lee had settled near Albany with a few followers. She claimed she was the female embodiment of a bisexual God, and her disciples committed to complete celibacy. The sect, known as the Shakers, grew from nine original members to six thousand by the 1840s.

In 1823, in Palmyra, New York, a teenage treasure hunter named Joseph Smith claimed he had found golden plates inscribed with the true gospel. He later alleged that he had translated their hieroglyphics into The Book of Mormon and founded a new religion based on local New York legends about a pre-Indian race and the radical practice of polygamy.

Rochester, New York, was the hub of a massive movement founded by William Miller. In 1831, Miller, a Baptist preacher, declared that the world would end in 1843, a prediction widely promoted in a newspaper called Signs of the Times. Thanks to an aggressive publicity campaign, as many as a million Americans were waiting for the ecstatic moment when the wicked would burn up and God’s children would fly into the sky to meet the Lord. Believers were said to abandon their crops, shut their businesses, and wait for the rapture in white ascension robes. The frenzy of anticipation was so great that the New York Tribune published a special issue refuting Miller’s predictions. The American Journal of Insanity warned that thousands of American citizens had become deranged.

After 1843 came and went without the rapture, Miller revised his calculations and declared that the world would end, instead, on October 22, 1844. On October 21, disciples climbed trees and hills to be closer to heaven, but they were still earthbound on the twenty-third. The celestial flop, known as “The Great Disappointment,” was reported in papers around the country. Believers had been “up a few nights watching and making noises like serenading tom cats,” wrote the Cleveland Plain Dealer, before they gloomily gave up and went to bed.

The region was so aflame with religious fever that it was later called the Burned-Over District. But social and religious experiments had bloomed across the country after the War for Independence. The revolution had shattered institutions and traditions. Charismatic leaders filled the void with new, imaginative social structures. In America’s new democracy, any man could do pretty much as he pleased, declared the New York Tribune’s founder, Horace Greeley. The individual was the world, said philosopher Ralph Waldo Emerson, and almost every reading man had “a draft of a new community” in his pocket. Inspired by faith in freedom and divine revelation, Americans launched more than seventy utopian experiments between 1800 and 1860.

Some, like New Harmony, Indiana, were secular communities. Founded by a Welshman named Robert Owen in 1825, New Harmony was formed “to promote the happiness of the world” through communal benefits and cooperation. In its first weeks, eight hundred people joined the community, but by 1828, New Harmony was divided into fighting factions and dissolved in discord. Other utopias, like the Kingdom of Matthias, promised disciples divine salvation. Its founder, Matthias, was a carpenter named Robert Matthews. In the early 1830s, he announced that he was God the Father and Jesus Christ. He strolled Manhattan in a coat embroidered with silver stars, carrying a great key to the gates of paradise. Matthias soon moved into a follower’s mansion in Westchester, New York, where he attracted a community of devoted converts. In a ritual called the “Fountain of Eden,” members of his kingdom would surround him, naked, in a circle while Matthias sluiced them with a sponge and declared them virgins.

The spirit of the age was singularity. As Emerson urged, “A man must be a nonconformist.” Life in America in the early nineteenth century was a grand experiment in which every man, he wrote, could build his own world.



In 1848, John Noyes’s world on Oneida Creek was bleak and frigid. After they arrived by sled at his crude homestead, Harriet and the Cragins moved into the log hut, with its single room, but soon built shelters for families who followed from New York, Vermont, and Massachusetts. By the end of the year, there were eighty-seven men, women, and children in the new community. Together, they constructed a three-story mansion, with sleeping quarters for a hundred people. The bedrooms were still unfinished in December, so the whole community moved into a thirty-by-thirty-five-foot room on the second floor. They divided the space into twelve compartments, flimsily separated by hanging sheets.

Neighbors whispered about the group sleeping chamber, and scandalous tales multiplied when Noyes published his First Annual Report. The document chronicled the assets, members, and history of the Oneida Community. As a branch of the Kingdom of Heaven, Noyes wrote, the society banned private property, monogamy, and sexual shame. Physical union, he maintained, was as holy as the Garden of Eden and God in heaven. And perfecting it as a form of worship, Noyes insisted, required what he called “male continence”—the suppression of ejaculation. Members mastered this technique through careful practice. As Noyes explained, a boatman, approaching a waterfall, would reach “a point on the verge of the fall where he has no control over his course.” But if he was willing to learn, “experience will teach him” how to remain, devoutly, in “the region of easy rowing.”

Noyes was eager to send his report to a wide audience, including the governor of New York and Horace Greeley at the Tribune. He was sure that Oneida’s publications would draw legions of new followers. From his printing office at Oneida, he mailed his weekly newspaper, The Free Church Circular, to everyone who wanted it, with no charge. He was certain of the power of religious journalism and aimed to create a theocratic daily modeled on Greeley’s popular New York Tribune.

So when a fire destroyed his press in early 1849, Noyes seized the opportunity to move his publishing office to New York City, where he could reach people of importance and influence. By April of that year, he had set up a satellite branch of the Oneida Community in Brooklyn, on Willow Place—with a brand-new printing press, a staff of reporters, and easy access to railroads, telegraphs, and steamboats. He soon managed to give copies of his First Annual Report to Greeley and to Henry James—an eccentric intellectual who was the father of Henry James, the novelist, and William James, the psychologist and philosopher. The senior James was a frequent visitor at Willow Place and encouraged Noyes to share his ideas and theology as widely as possible.



Upstate, too, the Oneida Community won many friends, despite their exotic practices. Members considered themselves a family, and its head was indisputably John Noyes. His power over his followers was so complete that even his own mother called him “teacher and father.” He controlled his subjects through a process called “mutual criticism,” in which members appeared before a committee that frequently humiliated them with brutal critiques of their personalities and actions. Noyes alone was exempt from criticism—but a challenge soon came from Oneida County’s district attorney.

In 1850, New York’s governor had appointed a pompous twenty-year-old named Roscoe Conkling to the post. A towering presence at six-foot-three, with cold blue eyes and strawberry blond hair, Conkling had just passed the bar and was still, by a year, too young to vote, but he brilliantly prosecuted cases with great success. Although Conkling lost the next election, his successor, Samuel Garvin, was equally forceful. When he learned of Oneida’s sexual habits in 1851, he summoned nine of its members to testify before the grand jury and answer salacious questions. The Community defended itself with a petition signed by many of its neighbors:


…we, the undersigned, citizens of the towns of Vernon and Lenox, are well acquainted with the general character of the Oneida Community, and… regard them as honorable businessmen, good neighbors, and quiet, peaceable citizens. We believe them to be lovers of justice and good order, men who mind their own business, and in no way interfere with the rights of their neighbors. We regard them, so far as we know, as persons of good moral character, and we have no sympathy with the recent attempts to disturb their peace.



The New York Observer, however, soon attacked the Community for a theology “so loathsome in its details, so shocking to all the sensibilities even of the coarsest of decent people that we cannot defile… our paper with their recital.” Inflamed by this public denunciation, Garvin launched an aggressive new prosecution. But when leading citizens attested to the value of Oneida’s industry, he again relented.

By September 1852, Noyes no longer faced legal threat. Now, with local support, he had complete license to pursue his vision. He coined a revolutionary new term—“free love”—and announced that it was an essential principle of the Oneida Community. Noyes’s concept of free love, however, was hardly free—as he explained in a talk he gave that month to Oneida members:


	
The Sexes should sleep apart. Their coming together should not be to sleep but to edify and enjoy….

	Proposals for love interviews are best made… through a third party…. It allows of refusals without embarrassment…. The third party will also be helpful in arrangements. This method… makes love a Community affair.

	…Lovers should come together for an hour or two, and should separate to sleep. If they part before over-excitement, they will think of each other with pleasure afterwards. It is an excellent rule to leave the table while the appetite is still good.

	[Do not] spend much time in talk…. I imagine that the impotence, which some men complain of, may be connected with over-activity of the tongue.



The third parties in Oneida lovemaking were Noyes and his closest confidantes. They held spiritual, and often physical, power over other members of the Community. Oneidans were encouraged to have sexual relations with their superiors, who were often much older than they were. And men and women in the top tier of the fellowship had the unique privilege of initiating young members at puberty. This structured practice of free love reflected the balance between order and ardor, work and play, that energized Oneida.

Men and women worked in groups—on agriculture, manufacturing, housekeeping, and other tasks that changed frequently. And individuals rotated through different jobs, enabling them to discover special talents and sources of inspiration. Each morning at precisely ten, a bell would ring, summoning members for morning coffee, gingerbread, and ten minutes of dancing to fiddle music before returning to their assigned tasks. Noyes—strong and lanky, with a broad, pale forehead and steely eyes—often labored beside them as a blacksmith, mason, tanner, cook, printer, and silk-winder, saying that the devil knew where to find people who fell into ruts.

And he encouraged followers to exploit their unique skills. In 1849, a local hunter and trapper named Sewell Newhouse had joined the Oneida Community. Newhouse was already famous in the region for inventing a superior animal trap. In 1854, Noyes encouraged him to develop trap-making into a mainstay of Oneida’s business—first in a small trap shop, then in a large factory fitted with inventive machines. Oneida shipped thousands of Newhouse traps each year, at considerable profit.

By 1861, the Community was so prosperous that it started construction of a new brick Mansion House. It was also drawing hordes of visitors, especially in strawberry season, when members graciously dished out berries and cream to hundreds of drop-in guests. On the Fourth of July that year, nearly a thousand tourists arrived to stroll the grounds, enjoy musical concerts, and feast on copious helpings of strawberries, ice cream, beer, and lemonade. Oneida became such a popular public destination that it was forced to post rules banning graffiti, snooping in private rooms, trampling the flowers, and stealing fruit.

It was also receiving hundreds of requests from people who wanted to become members. Most, Oneidans complained, were “infidels, spiritualists, irresponsible free lovers,” and assorted riffraff. Many of them, like William Mills, were attracted by the fantasy of a willing harem at their disposal. Mills joined the Community in the early 1860s with his wife and their three children. After all of Oneida’s women rejected his advances, he soon set his sights on its young girls, luring them to his room with candies, sugarplums, wine, and perfume. Community leaders finally had enough of his antics and, one winter night, abruptly heaved Mills and his belongings out an open window of the Mansion House into a snowbank.

With some success, the Community tried to screen candidates by insisting that they show, through active correspondence, their readiness for the labors of communal life. In 1860, Oneidans received a series of letters from a nineteen-year-old applicant named Charles Julius Guiteau. His father, Luther Guiteau, hailed from Utica, New York, and was an ardent admirer of John Noyes. He had moved his family to the Midwest, but he still dreamed of someday joining the Oneida Community. Now his son, Charles—unhappy and failing at his studies in Ann Arbor, Michigan—claimed he was attracted to Oneida “by an irresistible power.”

In February 1860, he declared to a Community member, rather arrogantly, his desire to be a medium “by which the truths that have been revealed to me by God, through Mr. Noyes, may be known to all the world.” Four months later, after further correspondence, the slight, pale, ginger-haired disciple left Ann Arbor and joined the Oneida Community.

Life under Noyes, however, proved harsher and more taxing than Guiteau expected. While working in the trap shop and kitchen, he startled some co-workers with his odd behavior—he was excitable, with a quick temper, and would mutter mysteriously and gesture wildly when he was angry. Sometimes, he would sit in a corner for hours, alone and silent. Guiteau objected to labor on the grounds that it was degrading and stressful. “Why do you put business responsibilities on me when you know it oppresses me?” he complained to Noyes. He protested that he “felt like a slave… bound hand and foot.”

Most frustrating to Guiteau was his rejection by Oneida’s women, who referred to him, mockingly, as “Git Out.” And he felt “crucified” when subjected to mutual criticism. There was much to criticize, according to Noyes—Guiteau, he remarked, was “moody, self-conceited, unmanageable,” and “addicted to self-abuse.” But Guiteau was sure he was destined for great things. One co-worker heard him say that he “aspired to the position of Mr. Noyes and the other leaders, by gradual promotion.” He also had political ambitions. “I should be President of the United States,” he declared. He esteemed “Mr. Lincoln and Mr. Greeley,” and like them, Guiteau was certain, he was going to be “famous in this world.”

By 1863, he had increasing doubts about his commitment to the Community. His real vocation, he suspected, was to become a great newspaper editor like Horace Greeley—although “I have scarcely written an article thus far,” he conceded, because “Oneida… [was] very uncongenial to my literary ambitions and paralyzing to my brain.” In 1865, Guiteau finally announced his plan to leave the Community. “They wanted to make a hard-working businessman of me,” he said, “but I could not consent to that, and therefore deemed it expedient to withdraw.” Oneidans were only too happy to help him out the door with generous presents of books and a new wardrobe.

Guiteau announced his intention to live thriftily in New York City—on dried beef, carrots, crackers, and lemonade—while he founded a daily religious newspaper called The Theocrat. The paper would be, he predicted, “the organ of the deity in this world,” supplanting “churches and Christian associations.” He had a grand opportunity, he declared, “to do a big thing” for God, humanity, and himself. Although John Humphrey Noyes had been aiming to publish a religious daily for at least a decade, there was room for more than one great theocratic paper, Guiteau reckoned.

He was destined to succeed, he announced, because “I am in the employ of Jesus Christ & Co.: the very ablest and strongest firm in the universe.” He was only twenty-three, with no experience whatsoever as a writer or editor, but “under the power of God’s inspiration,” he reasoned, he might be able to successfully publish a daily paper. Since others had done it, “why may not I?” After all, he noted, “over thirty years ago, Horace Greeley arrived in New York homeless, friendless, and destitute; but now consider his influence on this nation.”

Convinced of his fine prospects, Guiteau left the Community on April 3, stealing away after dark to escape another blistering session of criticism. He left a farewell note, hoping that the world would quietly let him follow his inspiration—although a man with such big ideas, he conceded, is “usually deemed insane.”







PART 2 THE EDITOR AND THE ASSASSIN









3 H. GREELEY & CO.


NEW YORK CITY

Under a bleak gray sky, on the raw, icy morning of April 10, 1841, thirty-year-old Horace Greeley hunched at his desk over columns of type as the first copies of his new daily newspaper, the New York Tribune, thundered off the press. With his pallid skin, ivory hair, and old white coat, he looked like a rumpled ghost in the dawn light of his attic office at 30 Ann Street.

Greeley was nearly bankrupt, but he had staked everything—his meager capital and a thousand dollars from a friend—on the launch of a “new morning journal of politics, literature, and general intelligence.” Hawked by newsboys for a penny a copy, it debuted, unhappily, on the same day as New York’s funeral parade for America’s ninth president, William Henry Harrison, who had died, suddenly, just six days earlier.

The dyspeptic sixty-eight-year-old Harrison had been president for just a month. On March 26, only three weeks after his inauguration, he had come down with a bad cold. Despite heroic treatments—including opium, heated suction cups, and a Native American cure using live snakes—Harrison expired on April 4, exactly thirty days after he was sworn in. He was the first American president to die in office. His body was interred in Washington’s Congressional Cemetery. And now, in New York City, flags flapped at half mast and a solemn funeral parade made its way down Broadway to City Hall, to the grim tolling of church and fire bells on a cold, wet, wintry day.

The inaugural issue of the New York Tribune, mournfully bordered in black, attracted few buyers. Greeley had to give away thousands of copies, at a painful loss. But by the end of that week, he had two thousand paid subscribers, and ten thousand within a year.

It was an enterprise that Greeley was born for. From early childhood, he had adored newspapers and could read any book, even when it was upside down or sideways. Born in 1811 in the backwoods of New Hampshire, he was the third child of Zaccheus and Mary Greeley, impoverished farmers who barely scratched a living from the stony soil. Their first two children had died as infants. Horace himself was a feeble youngster but an expert speller, with a formidable memory. Those talents had little use on his family’s farm, where he would wake at dawn to plow corn, potatoes, and hops in thin clothing and bare feet. When their home was impounded for debts, his destitute family moved to Westhaven, Vermont, to a farm on Flea Knoll, with poor land and poisonous water. Greeley fled the farm when he was fifteen, walking some twenty miles to the town of East Poultney to apply for a printing job. The editor of the village newspaper, The Northern Spectator, saw his intelligence and took him on, teaching him the art and mechanics of the printing trade.

Greeley read almost every book in the town library and was soon known as a local encyclopedia. He was a champion debater, too, in spite of his high-pitched voice and awkward appearance. Nearly six feet tall and spindly, with a shuffling gait, he wore short pants that flapped around his thin, bare legs and a bucket-shaped cap on a head that seemed too big for his body. But Greeley was a natural at printing and setting type, and he published some issues almost single-handedly.

But in 1830, The Northern Spectator failed financially and shut down. After rejoining his family—now living in a crude log cabin in Pennsylvania—he decided, with only ten dollars to his name and the clothes he was wearing, to make his way east to New York City.



On August 18, 1831, Greeley stepped off the boat onto a Manhattan dock. The sun was just coming up over the small metropolis. With two hundred thousand residents, New York was already the nation’s financial capital, but it was squalid and filthy. Wild hogs rooted freely in the heaps of garbage and manure that lined the streets. The stench of tanneries, slaughterhouses, glue works, and bone boilers added to the miasma, made even more noxious by the lack of city sewers and indoor plumbing.

Still, New York was teeming with opportunity and newcomers from rural villages and overseas. Jobs were plentiful, if you had connections. Greeley, however, had no friends or letters of introduction. So he found a cheap bed in a boardinghouse for $2.50 a week and went door to door, looking for work. After two days, he got a job setting type for new versions of the Book of Genesis and the New Testament. His co-workers called him “The Ghost,” because of his pallor and white hair. But he was the best hand in the office—until its business fell off in late fall, and he lost his job.

Greeley scrambled for work the next year, through the hellish “cholera summer” of 1832. “The season was sultry,” he remembered, “the city filthy,” and the water was pestilential. New York, he wrote, had “worse water than any other city of its size on earth.” Every day, privies dropped a hundred tons of human waste into its sandy soil. It seeped into the water table and poisoned the city’s wells. By early July, thousands of New Yorkers were fleeing a cholera outbreak. Roads were clogged, according to a reporter, with “stage coaches, livery coaches, private vehicles and equestrians, all panic struck, fleeing from the city,” while “oceans of pedestrians trudged outward with packs on backs” and steamboats carried refugees up the Hudson. Only half the city’s population remained, and of those, thirty-five hundred perished. There were more corpses than coffins, and bodies lay unburied in the streets.

Trade was dead, too, Greeley wrote, “and industry languished during that fatal summer.” But inventive New Yorkers were soon back in business. One of them, a young medical student named Horatio Sheppard, wanted to invest in publishing. He had inherited money and intended to launch, for the first time, a daily newspaper that was cheap enough for ordinary consumers. At the time, only prosperous New Yorkers could afford dailies, at ten dollars for a year’s subscription to dry shipping, financial, and political news. But mass literacy was on the rise, and it was time, Sheppard reckoned, for a paper as cheap as the oranges, apples, and oysters that street vendors peddled for a penny a piece.

That fall, Greeley and another young printer named Francis Story decided to start their own company and publish Sheppard’s daily newspaper. Called The Morning Post, it would be hawked on the streets, like candy, by a pioneering new sales force—a cheeky band of children called “newsboys”—for two cents a copy. The first issue was published on New Year’s Day 1833. It was a disastrous start. A furious blizzard froze the city and the army of shivering newsboys, who made few sales. Greeley and Story then dropped their price to a penny, but the venture failed. So they stopped the presses, ending the brief run of America’s first penny paper, and Sheppard returned to the practice of medicine.

There was more bad news that year. Story went boating in the East River and drowned. But their printing business carried on, now called H. Greeley & Co. Twenty-two-year-old Greeley had big ambitions. American journalism was changing fast. The Morning Post had lasted just a month, but in September, another young printer named Benjamin Day launched America’s second penny newspaper, called The New York Sun. It was a huge success. The Sun’s colorful news and slogan—“It Shines for All”—captivated the general public. The Sun covered ordinary New Yorkers, divorces, suicides, amusements, and grisly murders. Within a year, it had more readers than any daily newspaper in the world.

So Greeley decided to launch his own popular weekly publication. Unlike The Sun, he took pains to point out, it would not be “the Largest Paper Ever Published” or the “Cheapest Periodical in the World.” Instead, Greeley’s weekly, called The New Yorker, would feature in-depth political news, literary articles, and essays he would write on subjects from farming to capital punishment. Greeley printed the first issue in March 1834. It sold only a hundred copies, but readership jumped to twenty-five hundred in six months. It was “incomparably,” an observer judged, “the best newspaper of its kind that had ever been published in this country.”

Greeley was its busy editor and scribbler in chief, penning a torrent of essays, editorials, and poetry above the initials “H.G.” One typesetter found him “sitting at a small table at one side of the little composing room, writing furiously,” with “barely time to look up.” Greeley had little time or talent for business, either, and the magazine never became profitable.

So he took other jobs. He had been passionate about politics since he was a child and supported the anti-Jacksonian Whig Party, which rejected slavery and supported many social reforms. Scores of newspapers at the time were published by political campaigns, and Greeley wrote for a daily Whig journal in New York State. The Whig Party was an upstart, formed in 1834 to oppose President Andrew Jackson’s policies. As America’s seventh president, elected in 1829, Jackson, a Democrat, supported slavery and the displacement of Native Americans. He also defied the elites and sought to strengthen popular democracy. He had served as a governor, general, and member of Congress and was a national hero after the 1815 Battle of New Orleans. Gaunt and scarred by sword and bullet wounds, Jackson, called “Old Hickory,” was worshipped by his Democratic supporters. But opponents hated him so much for expanding presidential power that they called him King Andrew I. One demented critic fired two pistols at him, point-blank. Jackson survived only because the guns misfired, in the first attempt to assassinate a US president.

In 1832, Jackson won a second term. His vice president, Martin Van Buren, was a diminutive dandy known as the “Little Magician” and “Sly Fox” for his mastery of political intrigue. Van Buren, the son of a tavern keeper, had served as senator and secretary of state. He was a cunning tactician and a smooth operator. With his bright blond hair, orange cravat, and yellow gloves, he cut a dashing figure in the capital and soon became the president’s right-hand man.

When Jackson was reaching the end of his second term, he chose Van Buren as his successor. The Little Magician was elected president in 1836 and inaugurated in March 1837, promising to follow in Jackson’s colossal footsteps. He expected to be as popular as his predecessor. But thirteen days later, America’s economy collapsed.

After two years of economic expansion, the price of cotton fell sharply, due to increased supply and falling demand. Cotton sales at the time were a cornerstone of America’s economy, and the cascading effects of the cotton crash led to a financial panic. Factories shut down, ships idled in port, banks and companies failed, and a third of all workers in eastern cities were unemployed. “The country was in a wretched condition,” Greeley reported, and that winter, New York City was the capital of beggary and destitution. Families huddled in cellars and stables. “I saw three widows,” he wrote, “with as many children, living in an attic on the profits of an apple-stand.” They earned less than three dollars a week, and the landlord pocketed a third of that. Poverty was “a hard master anywhere,” he added, but nowhere else saw such suffering and desperation.

It was a “year of ruin,” and Greeley barely kept his company afloat. But his prospects were salvaged by a power broker named Thurlow Weed. Affable and energetic, Weed was an Albany editor and shrewd politico who was plotting to expand the power and reach of the Whig Party. The depression had turned the tide against Van Buren’s Democrats, who refused to support government relief. For the first time, voters in New York City, enraged by economic conditions, elected a Whig mayor. To build on that success, Weed asked Greeley to edit a new campaign weekly to help elect Whig candidates statewide. The paper was called The Jeffersonian, since Whigs claimed to be true followers of Thomas Jefferson’s ideals.

At twenty-seven, Greeley was already stooping and nearsighted, but he took on the backbreaking challenge of editing two different weeklies in two locations—The Jeffersonian in Albany and The New Yorker in New York City. In 1838, there were no trains to connect the towns, nearly 150 miles apart, so Greeley shuttled between them by sleigh, carriage, and overnight steamboat. He spent Saturday nights battling bedbugs on the Albany boat, printed The Jeffersonian on Tuesday, then steamed back to Manhattan and printed The New Yorker on Friday. The next night, he steamed for Albany again. It was a frantic schedule. But The Jeffersonian was successful, with a circulation of fifteen thousand, and it helped elect William Seward as the first Whig governor of New York.

Whig officials were so pleased that, after the election, they asked Greeley to edit a new weekly for the 1840 presidential campaign. Van Buren was running for a second term and expected to win handily, despite continuing hard times. At fifty-seven years old, he was secretive, shrewd, and impeccably dressed. The Whigs scoffed that he was an effeminate dandy cinched up in corsets, but the Whig candidate, William Henry Harrison, had his own flaws.

Former president John Adams called Harrison indiscreet and vain, with a shallow mind. He was long past his greatest days, but he had a distinguished background. His father was a signer of the Declaration of Independence, and Harrison was raised on a grand Virginia plantation. He joined the army in 1791 and won fame in 1811 at the Battle of Tippecanoe. As governor of the Indiana Territory, Harrison had built a twenty-six-room mansion on three hundred acres. But in 1812, when President James Madison named him brigadier general and commander of the Army of the Northwest—a territory that included parts of today’s Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, Wisconsin, and Minnesota—Harrison moved to Ohio, where he owned a farm that had a mansion as well as a log cabin. He went on to serve as a congressman and diplomat before retiring from public life. After years of living in high style, Harrison had accumulated many debts, so he took a job as the clerk of courts for Hamilton County, Ohio. He was hardly a pauper, though. His county clerkship earned him six thousand dollars a year—more than the salary of America’s vice president. In 1836, he had run, unsuccessfully, as one of four Whig candidates for president against Van Buren.

This time, in Harrison’s second race for the White House, Van Buren’s campaign mocked him as a demented granny who would be happy with a barrel of hard cider in his log cabin. It was a harsh attack, but the Whigs turned it to their own advantage. Harrison may have been the plainest of men, with no great or shining talents, but he was modest, retiring, and a man of the people. Whigs lashed Van Buren, by contrast, as a man who ate with a golden spoon at the expense of taxpayers. Many voters feared that the country would be controlled by a ruling class if Van Buren won a second term, and the Whigs played on that anxiety. They promoted Harrison as the people’s candidate, proudly symbolized by the image of a log cabin and a barrel of hard cider.

Greeley’s new campaign weekly, called the Log Cabin, debuted in May 1840. At two cents a copy, it was an instant hit, with a national distribution of nearly fifty thousand subscribers. By July, it had sixty thousand, and it reached a peak of nearly ninety thousand before the election. Its publisher—H. Greeley & Co.—could barely keep up with demand as it fueled one of the great political insurgencies in American history.

In 1840, more Americans than ever were entitled to cast a ballot. For the first time, nearly all white men were eligible to vote, as long as they paid their taxes or served in the militia. Property ownership requirements had been abolished. As a result, thousands of new, lower-income voters swelled the rolls. To win them over, Greeley helped launch the nation’s first grassroots political campaign.

Before 1840, campaigns were restrained affairs aimed at elite
    voters. But the Whigs set out to orchestrate massive political events in communities across the country, funded, in part, by wealthy merchants connected to Thurlow Weed. Supporters erected log cabins in hundreds of towns and cities, including a mammoth structure in Manhattan that could hold nearly five hundred people. They also created huge balls made of paper and tin—some of them more than ten feet wide, covered with political slogans—and rolled them from town to town, symbolizing Harrison’s growing momentum and adding the phrase “keep the ball rolling” to the American idiom. In Maryland, a hundred thousand people packed a Harrison rally, and in upstate New York, a nine-mile-long Harrison parade featured a hundred men on horseback and more than four hundred wagons. Floats, flags, banners, bonfires, barbecues, live bears, and human curiosities like Big Jim Porter—who, at seven foot eight, was known as the world’s tallest man—attracted enormous crowds, who were thrilled by the spectacle and gargantuan quantities of free food. In Wheeling, then located in Virginia, one rally dished out three hundred hams, fifteen hundred pounds of beef, a thousand pounds of cheese, and more than four thousand pies. Drink flowed freely, too, at many events, with hard cider and whiskey supplied by a distiller named E. C. Booz.

Almost every town in the country had a Harrison glee club, singing songs that Greeley wrote and published on the back page of the Log Cabin. Harrison’s running mate was former Virginia governor John Tyler, and “Tippecanoe and Tyler Too!” was one of the hit tunes of the campaign. Greeley, in awkward excitement, often led crowds in singing Harrison anthems—his white coat flapping, his white hat pushed back on his pale head, and both arms and one leg beating time in a clumsy musical display. The Harrison/Tyler campaign also pioneered political swag, giving away Tippecanoe soap, flags, medals, tobacco, handkerchiefs, ribbons, and neckties.

More voters turned out in 1840 than for any previous election. Harrison won with 53 percent of the popular vote and over three-quarters of the electoral college. More than any other campaigner, Greeley helped the Whigs capture the presidency and control of Congress—although “I doubt,” he noted, that “Harrison ever heard my name.” Still, his success with the Log Cabin and the election gave Greeley national fame and his own platform as a powerful writer, editor, publisher, and politico.



With the campaign papers behind him, Greeley was poised for his next venture. Newspaper readership in America had tripled since 1830. Penny papers were now published across the country, turning ordinary Americans into avid consumers of national and local news. In New York, a journalist noted, almost every driver and porter had a newspaper in his hands when he wasn’t working. Newsboys were everywhere in the city, now the fastest-growing metropolis, with more than three hundred thousand residents. Newspapers competed aggressively for their attention, but the New York Herald dwarfed them all, with fifty-five thousand readers. Launched in 1835 by a spirited Scotsman named James Gordon Bennett, the Herald targeted “the great masses of the community—the merchant, mechanic… the private family as well as the public hotel—the journeyman and his employer.” The Herald attracted readers of every class and station with shocking stories, police reports, and gossip about the doings of the social set. But none of the New York papers, Greeley observed, sought to elevate readers with thoughtful opinion and quality, independent reporting of national news.

So, on April 3, 1841, he announced his plan for a sophisticated new daily, the New York Tribune, promoting the public’s moral, social, and political well-being. Only one day later, Harrison was dead, and John Tyler, “His Accidency,” became president. It was a shattering blow to Greeley, who had toiled to put Harrison in the White House. The president’s sudden death, he despaired, cast a gloom over the whole country. But the New York Tribune survived, and a weekly version, mailed to subscribers across America, was an instant hit. “Fame is a vapor,” Greeley reflected, but his own renown was spreading fast across the nation.

His workload was punishing. It was usually midnight before Greeley left his office and walked a few blocks to the house he shared with his wife of five years, Mary Cheney. She was a teacher from Connecticut, and they had met in 1834. Both were living, at the time, in a New York boardinghouse devoted to the principles of Sylvester Graham. A Presbyterian minister, Graham counseled his followers to abandon coffee, tea, tobacco, meat, alcohol, condiments, and spices. Known as the “prophet of bran bread and pumpkins,” Graham inspired the graham cracker and prescribed an austere diet of fruits, vegetables, cold water, and coarse bread. Such dietary discipline, combined with hard mattresses and cold showers, he preached, would inhibit sexual urges and their hideous effects, including dangerous inflammation of the viscera and sudden death. Married people, he advised, should have sex just once a month, and self-abuse, he warned, was the most deadly form of gratification, leading to insanity, bad breath, and a broken body covered with blisters and running sores.

Twenty-year-old Mary Cheney, according to a friend, was “crazy for knowledge” and a devoted follower. Greeley, too, was strangely attracted to Graham’s regimen. He had long avoided coffee, tea, and alcohol, but he never gave up meat, and his appetite was famously excessive. Greeley “ate furiously, and fast, and much,” according to observers, devouring everything in front of him. One evening, a hostess handed him a big platter of doughnuts, and Greeley absentmindedly ate every one of them instead of passing them to the other guests. Still, he was drawn to Graham’s theories and in love with Mary Cheney. When she moved to North Carolina to teach in 1836, he followed her there and married her that July.

The Greeleys immediately went back to Manhattan, where Mary taught and kept a Graham table, with spartan meals of beans, potatoes, boiled rice, and bread and butter. The couple dined frequently with a young preacher named Thomas Sawyer, whose Universalist congregation supported reason, social reform, and communal good. Greeley, a Universalist, attended Sawyer’s Bible class and went to church on Sundays, although he often slept through the entire sermon.

In 1841, he met another devoted Universalist—a young man, one year older, named Phineas Taylor Barnum. Born in Connecticut, Barnum had been named for his grandfather, a practical joker, and he had published a Universalist newspaper in his home state. In 1832, Barnum had been convicted of libeling a deacon in his editorial screeds, and he spent two months in the Danbury jail. He soon moved to New York City, where he sold Bibles, ran a grocery store, managed a boardinghouse, and wrote advertising copy. Emphatic and energetic, with brown curls framing his cherubic features, P. T. Barnum became close friends with Greeley, whom he described as a “gangling, wispy-haired, pasty-cheeked man with the face of somebody’s favorite grandmother.”

In 1841, however, Barnum was facing hard times. “My recent enterprises,” he confessed, “had not… been productive.” It was time for him to make a decisive move. So he purchased a collection of curiosities housed in a five-story building, a stone’s throw from Greeley’s office. The huge edifice, at the corner of Ann Street and Broadway, exhibited stuffed birds and reptiles, wax figures, a live sloth, and a card-playing dog named Apollo. The musty museum had been losing money, but Barnum applied his prodigious marketing talents.

He changed the attraction’s name to “Barnum’s American Museum” and added mechanical figures, automatons, jugglers, ventriloquists, living statuary, tableaux, dioramas, panoramas, knitting machines, glassblowers, and live snakes, primates, and grizzly bears. He even had a taxidermy shop, where customers could drop off their dead pets and pick them up, a few hours later, stuffed and mounted. His museum opened on New Year’s Day 1842, and one of his first major exhibits was a “Great Model of Niagara Falls, with Real Water!” Hundreds of honeymooners and others who could not afford to travel to Niagara flocked to the attraction, only to discover that the model was just eighteen inches tall. “I felt considerably sheepish about it,” Barnum admitted, but “they had the whole museum to fall back on for twenty-five cents.”

His patrons could also ogle unusual human beings, such as Charles Stratton, a four-year-old prodigy who had only grown one inch since he was six months old. Stratton was just over two feet tall and weighed fifteen pounds, and Barnum first introduced him—as “General Tom Thumb”—on Thanksgiving Day 1842. He mendaciously said that the tot was eleven years old, and the tiny, precocious performer charmed customers with his singing, acting, and comic timing. He was so small that Barnum could easily hold him in the palm of his hand or hide him in his coat pocket. “It was a great act,” Stratton later recalled, and the crowds loved it.

Barnum was a master at capturing public attention. He draped the museum with billowing banners and stationed powerful floodlights on the roof. On a third-floor balcony, overlooking the street, he seated a brass band—the worst musicians he could find—to raucously serenade the crowds and drive them, out of earshot, into the building. Inside, they would enter a great hall filled with grotesque creatures and relics, including moldy panoramas and small, dilapidated models of the world’s great cities. When they reached the roof, which Barnum advertised as a restful garden, they would find a couple of stunted cedar trees and some wilted flowers.

Barnum was the first to admit that he was a con man, a prince of trickery and deceit, but the public applauded his shameless hoaxes. The novelist Henry James and thousands of other New Yorkers loved losing themselves for hours on end in his garish, bewitching “dusty halls of humbug.”



In 1842, Greeley also crossed paths with Ralph Waldo Emerson, an essayist, philosopher, and Boston intellectual. Emerson was famous as a “startlingly original thinker,” with “a thunderstorm” of eloquent ideas. Tall, blue-eyed, and romantically handsome, he was eight years older than Greeley, but they shared a strong commitment to reforming and reinventing society. The awful winter of 1837—when impoverished New Yorkers starved or froze to death—had made a haunting impression on Greeley. Was suffering like that inevitable? he wondered. Was there a remedy? He believed there was. The answer, Greeley decided, was social reorganization—cooperative ownership, collective labor, and communal living.

Emerson’s cousin—a Unitarian minister named George Ripley—was also deeply affected by the hellish winter of 1837. A social reformer like Greeley, he took action in 1841 by forming a collective utopian community in West Roxbury, Massachusetts. Called Brook Farm, it embodied bold visions of work, education, and leisure, combining “the thinker and the worker, as far as possible,” in each individual. The rural retreat attracted a small group of intellectual and artistic residents. It was, Emerson noted, one of “numberless projects of social reform” and new radical communities around the country. But Brook Farm, John Humphrey Noyes later judged, was the model and “chief of all the experiments.” Its founders, he wrote, were “bewitched with the idea… that it is possible to combine many families into one great home…. The nucleus was small in number and well knit together by mutual acquaintance and spiritual sympathy.”

Its residents, visitors, and supporters included Emerson, Ripley, Henry David Thoreau, Nathaniel Hawthorne, and the pioneering feminist Margaret Fuller—possessed of a “rich and brilliant genius,” according to Emerson. They joined an assorted “knot of dreamers” composed of Harvard graduates, poets, musicians, philosophers, and reformers. Together, they all farmed and shared meals, lectures, and leisure hours filled with games, readings, costume parties, sledding, skating, and theatricals. Each resident bought a lifelong share in the community for five hundred dollars or equivalent labor. After that, a member explained, “the Greek and Latin, the aesthetic philosophy” and “the singing and dancing were thrown in.”

Life at Brook Farm, Emerson wrote, was a constant picnic and miniature French Revolution. Greeley followed its progress very closely. Each week, he sent the residents copies of the New York Tribune, and in July 1842, he wrote to Ripley, asking if his wife, Mary, could spend some time in the community. In six years of marriage, she had lost two children and suffered two painful miscarriages, including a “cruel surgical delivery” that had left her bedridden for six months. Now, Mary was anxious, angry, depressed, and losing her sight. She was recuperating in Watertown, near Boston, where she was “quite solitary” and lonesome. A few weeks at Brook Farm, he was certain, would give her the companionship and mental stimulation she needed for the “sure and rapid” recovery of her health and vision.

Soon, Greeley himself paid a visit to Brook Farm, where he gave a lecture. He looked like a phantom, one resident said—with hair “so light that it was almost white” and a face that “was entirely colorless, even the eyes.” Greeley was grateful to Brook Farmers for hosting Mary, and he admired their idealistic experiment. But he worried about the community’s future. Brook Farm’s utopia “is adapted,” Greeley wrote, “only to angelic natures,” and the “entrance of one serpent,” he feared, might be fatal.
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