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To Maisie, Elliott, Genevieve, and Colton, keeping the flame alive



— INTRODUCTION —

The Mystery of William McKinley

President William McKinley arrived in Buffalo, New York, on the evening of September 4, 1901, intent on deflecting history with a speech. The Ohio politician’s shiny and luxurious presidential train crawled into the city’s Terrace Station at six-thirty that evening, and the presidential party moved quickly toward waiting carriages near the north gate of the Pan-American Exposition, an attention-grabbing extravaganza that opened its doors on May 20. It featured exhibits, spectacles, musical performances, athletic events, and more—most notably, displays of the latest technological wonders, including an X-ray machine and the startling advent of alternating current, allowing the efficient transmission of electricity through long-distance power lines. This promising advance brought enough power to Buffalo from Niagara Falls turbines, twenty-five miles away, to illuminate the entire exposition grounds in a nighttime display of electrical wizardry.

This was just the kind of marvel to capture the imagination of a nation on the move, pushing into the twentieth century as it had pushed westward across North America during the previous hundred years—with resolve, confidence, and disregard for accompanying hazards. Now, under McKinley, America was developing and harnessing technology like no other nation, generating unparalleled industrial expansion and wealth, moving beyond its continental confines and into the world. It wasn’t surprising that Americans would flock to the Buffalo exposition—an estimated eight million or more over six months—to bask in their country’s promise, or that Exposition leaders would designate a special day to honor the president. Neither was it surprising that McKinley would choose that day to summon support for a major policy departure for America—and for himself. The Pan-American Exposition represented a fitting convergence of the man, the event, and the era.

No development defined the era more clearly than the rise of America as a global power. This came about mostly through the brief, momentous war with imperial Spain two years earlier—“a splendid little war,” as historian and diplomat John Hay called it. When it was over, Spain no longer possessed a colonial empire of any consequence, and America had planted its flag upon the soil of Cuba (as a temporary protectorate) and upon Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines (as permanent possessions). For good measure, the country acquired Hawaii, one of the most strategic points on the globe, a kind of Gibraltar of the Pacific. In addition, the country was building a navy to rival the great navies of the world and demonstrating a capacity to deploy troops quickly and effectively to far-flung lands.

American economic and diplomatic power also surged. U.S. goods, both manufacturing and agricultural, were being gobbled up in overseas markets, and this burgeoning export trade promised ongoing U.S. prosperity. President McKinley was discovering, moreover, that this new military and economic might had rendered America a nation to be reckoned with. Just the year before the country had nudged the major European powers and Japan toward a collective policy in China—favorable to U.S. interests and conducive to regional stability—that most of those countries didn’t particularly like.

As for the event, the Pan-American Exposition sought ostensibly to foster and celebrate a kind of diplomatic and economic brotherhood among the nations of the Americas. Indeed, when John Hay, as secretary of state, visited the Exposition the previous June, he titled his remarks “Brotherhood of the Nations of the Western World.” But, as the New York Times noted, America’s relations with its Western Hemisphere neighbors often reflected “unconcealed haughtiness mingled with something not unlike greed.” And Hay’s remarks, notwithstanding his title, seemed less a celebration of any kind of brotherhood than of American grandeur, reflected in his paean to “this grand and beautiful spectacle, never to be forgotten, a delight to the eyes, a comfort to every patriotic heart that during the coming Summer shall make the joyous pilgrimage to this enchanted scene.”

Then there was the man, fifty-eight years old at the time of the Buffalo Exposition, now five months into his second presidential term. To his detractors, William McKinley seemed an unlikely figure to be presiding over the transformation of America. In this view, the affable, stolid, seemingly plodding McKinley hadn’t really led America through the momentous developments of his presidency but rather had himself been manipulated by events beyond his control. And yet nobody could dispute his political popularity. His 1900 reelection margin exceeded the margin of all recent presidential victories. And even getting reelected at all marked a notable political achievement in an era with few two-term presidencies. Many in McKinley’s day argued that his commanding position atop the country’s political firmament testified indisputably to his political effectiveness and brilliance. But others dismissed that view as fanciful. They insisted on judging him as unequal to his deeds.

That was the mystery of William McKinley, which baffled many contemporaries as it would intrigue subsequent generations of historians and biographers. The wife of a prominent Ohio politician—alternately a McKinley ally and rival—referred to “the masks that he wore.” A later historian of the period called him “a tantalizing enigma.” The enigma was this: How did such a man manage to preside over such a national transformation? Or did he?

Short of stature, with broad shoulders and a large, expressive face, McKinley peered at the world through deep-socketed gray eyes that seemed almost luminescent. Kindly and sweet-tempered, he once invited into his closed carriage, during a downpour, a hostile reporter who had been attacking him in print throughout a congressional reelection campaign.

“Here, you put on this overcoat and get into that carriage,” he told the rain-soaked journalist.

“I guess you don’t know who I am,” replied the surprised scribe. “I have been with you the whole campaign, giving it to you every time you spoke and I am going over to-night to rip you to pieces if I can.”

“I know,” said the congressman, “but you put on this coat and get inside so you can do a better job.”

Such self-effacing solicitude, so natural in McKinley and rare in most high-powered men, led some to conclude this congenial politician lacked the cold instinct for audacious and functional leadership. Further, his intellect did not display an imaginative turn of mind given to bold thinking or creative vision. Rather, McKinley possessed an administrative cast of mind, focused on immediate decision-making imperatives. He was cautious, methodical, a master of incrementalism. Such traits contributed to the McKinley mystery. He never moved in a straight line, seldom declared where he wanted to take the country, somehow moved people and events from the shadows. He rarely twisted arms in efforts at political persuasion, never raised his voice in political cajolery, didn’t visibly seek revenge. And yet he seemed always to outmaneuver his rivals and get his way. How did this happen?

It happened through some powerful yet opaque McKinley traits, most notably his ability to comprehend the intricacies of events as they unfolded and mesh them conceptually into effective decision making that moved the country in significant new directions. He had learned through a lifetime of politics that his quiet ways somehow translated into a commanding presence; his was a heavy quiet that could be exploited stealthily. Throughout his early days in the military, as a lawyer, and in politics, he could see that men responded to him and looked to him for leadership. Further, though a man of deep convictions, he developed a flexibility of mind that prevented dogma from thwarting opportunity. He struggled manfully to avoid the war with Spain, for example, but when that proved impossible he prosecuted it with a vigorous resolve to crush the Spanish Empire and kick it out of the Caribbean. Following the Spanish defeat, he hesitated on what to do with the Philippines but eventually concluded the only realistic course was acquisition of the entire archipelago. So he took it and never looked back.

And though a lifelong protectionist on trade matters—indeed, the country’s leading advocate of high tariffs—he now saw that America’s thrust into the world and its growing overseas trade rendered obsolete his old philosophical commitment to “ultra-protectionism.” That was what he came to Buffalo to say, in terms so muscular and eloquent that nobody could miss the full import of his conversion.

As the presidential train pulled to a stop at Terrace Station, artillerymen from nearby Fort Porter set off a twenty-one-cannon salute so thunderous that it shattered several train windows and jolted nearly everyone in the vicinity, most particularly Ida McKinley. She swooned briefly from the sudden fright. Later, as McKinley led her to a waiting carriage, she experienced a “sensory overload” as the crowd roared, bells rang out, train whistles blasted, and bands struck up martial music. The solicitous husband placed a shawl over her shoulders, ushered her into the carriage, and spread a lap robe over her legs as four handsome bays pulled the vehicle toward the fairground.

McKinley remained always attentive to every nuance of Ida’s health and mood. In fact, his constant attention to her was a hallmark of his public image. The press described her routinely as an “invalid,” though her condition was more complicated than that word conveyed. She suffered from a series of interconnected maladies that at times restricted her mobility and left her psychologically brittle. On this occasion she revived quickly from the disorientation caused by all the noise and “smiled happily” from the carriage window as she passed onlookers. Hardly did it seem possible from her sprightly demeanor that just a few weeks before she had been hovering near death in San Francisco, fighting off an infection that had begun with a cut finger and spread through her blood. The nation had watched in rapt alarm as she nearly died, then finally entered a slow recovery. The president remained at her side through most of the ordeal, leaving her only when his presidential duties absolutely required it. He canceled the rest of what had been planned as an extensive Western tour and postponed his scheduled Buffalo visit from June to September. Thus was he now at the Pan-American Exposition.

After touring the 350-acre fairground, with its big red and yellow pavilions and 389-foot-high Electric Tower, the presidential entourage alighted at the nearby green-brick mansion of John Milburn, a broad-faced and clean-shaven Buffalo lawyer who served as Exposition chairman. The congenial Milburn, an English immigrant, had offered the hospitality of his home during the presidential party’s Buffalo stay.

The next morning, the president and Ida left the Milburn residence at around ten, escorted by twenty mounted police and twenty members of the U.S. signal corps. They headed by carriage to the Exposition structure called the Esplanade, where they were greeted by “probably the greatest crowd ever assembled there,” as the New York Times speculated. Indeed, a record attendance of nearly 116,000 people flocked to the Exposition on this day. It wasn’t surprising that the president’s appearance would generate this kind of excitement. Intellectuals, commentators, and editorial writers may have argued over McKinley’s civic contributions or his role in the events of his presidency, but among voters the president enjoyed a hearty sentiment of approval. To ordinary Americans, he seemed solid, competent, a product of Midwestern values absorbed during his Ohio youth and while representing his Ohio district in Congress and the entire state as governor. Voters took note of his exploits during the Civil War, when he entered the army as an eighteen-year-old private and ended the war as a brevet major, most of his promotions coming after feats of battlefield valor. They liked his unadorned political rhetoric heralding traditional mores and simple verities.

As he ascended the stand and reached the speaking podium, the president pulled from his coat pocket a speech produced by his own hand but with substantial research assistance from his loyal and highly competent secretary, George Cortelyou. As always, however, he had solicited advice from friends and colleagues on the fine points of expression. His theme, as so often in the past, was the upward trajectory of the human experience—and the imperative of maintaining it through unfettered economic energy. Expositions helped in that regard, he said, because they were “the timekeepers of progress. They record the world’s advancement.” And this particular Exposition, he added, illustrated “the progress of the human family in the Western Hemisphere.”

The president then moved quickly to the state of global commerce, America’s role in it, and the lessons to be learned from big advances in cross-border trade. The significance of these observations extended beyond McKinley’s words and concepts. Since its inception, the Republican Party, McKinley’s party, had been the party of protectionism: high tariffs not just for revenue but also to protect domestic enterprise from foreign competitors. This had been the philosophy also of the Republicans’ antecedent party, the Whigs, and, before them, the Federalists. Thus did high-tariff principles go back to the beginning of the Republic—indeed, all the way to its first treasury secretary, Alexander Hamilton. And throughout the intervening decades no politician personified this outlook more solemnly than William McKinley. As chairman of the House Ways and Means Committee, he had shepherded through Congress in 1890 a high-tariff bill named after him. Upon becoming president, he promptly pushed through a new protectionism measure to overturn the more free-trade policies of Democratic president Grover Cleveland. But now he set out to move his party and his country in a new direction, more in keeping with America’s new global position.

“Isolation is no longer possible or desirable,” said the president, noting the powerful advances in the movement of goods, people, and information across wide distances. That had brought the world closer together, fostering more and more international trade. America, with its vast productive capacity, stood positioned to exploit this development like no other country. But this could happen only if Americans embraced a policy he called reciprocity: mutual trade agreements designed to reduce tariffs and enhance trade. “Reciprocity,” he said, “is the natural outgrowth of our wonderful industrial development under the domestic policy now firmly established.” Echoing a fundamental free-trade tenet, he added, “We must not repose in fancied security that we can forever sell everything and buy little or nothing.” In other words, if the country wanted markets for its burgeoning products, it also would have to buy products from abroad. “The period of exclusiveness is past,” said the president. “Reciprocity treaties are in harmony with the spirit of the times; measures of retaliation are not.”

McKinley ended his speech by advocating a number of initiatives that together demonstrated a coherent view of how multiple elements of an expansionist program should be commingled. He wanted to bolster the U.S. Merchant Marine. “Next in advantage to having the thing to sell,” he said, “is to have the conveyance to carry it to the buyer.” He hailed the U.S. ambition to build a canal through the Central American isthmus, something he had been promoting with his usual quiet determination throughout his presidency. And he averred that the “construction of a Pacific cable cannot be longer postponed.”

McKinley may not have been a man of vision in the vein of his contemporaries Theodore Roosevelt, Henry Cabot Lodge, and Alfred Thayer Mahan, all of whom perceived and promoted the American ascendancy long before events brought it into focus for others. But he was a man of perception who, once that focus emerged, knew how to formulate the vision and execute it. Under this concept, as applied by McKinley, America would push out on many related fronts: expanding global commerce and reducing barriers to it, augmenting naval power, controlling strategic points in the nearby Caribbean and far-off Asia, building a merchant marine, constructing and controlling an isthmian canal, enhancing cable communications around the world. As the London Standard would write of the Buffalo speech, “It is the utterance of a man who feels that he is at the head of a great nation, with vast ambitions and a new-born consciousness of strength.”

McKinley’s audience responded with particularly hearty applause to his call for reciprocity treaties, his advocacy of a Central American canal and a transpacific cable, and his warm words about Pan-American cooperation. After the speech, a number of people broke through the lines surrounding the podium to gather around the president, who avidly conducted an impromptu conversation with them for some fifteen minutes. This was a Secret Service nightmare: the president in close proximity to significant numbers of people who had not been properly scrutinized beforehand. As former attorney general John Griggs explained later, “I warned him against this very thing time and time again.” But the president, he added, “insisted that the American people were too intelligent and too loyal to their country to do any harm to their Chief Executive.” The next morning the president would sneak past his Secret Service detail to enjoy a solitary walk along Buffalo’s leafy Delaware Avenue. And he repeatedly rebuffed suggestions from Cortelyou and others that he cancel a reception-line event at the Exposition’s Temple of Music the day after the trade speech. “Why should I?” he responded. “No one would wish to hurt me.” The president loved shaking hands with fellow citizens and developed a system of moving people along so efficiently that he could shake as many as fifty hands a minute.

Following the impromptu session with citizens, Mr. and Mrs. McKinley embarked upon a whirlwind of tightly orchestrated events and tours, including a review of U.S. troops at the Exposition stadium, a tour of horticultural exhibits, and visits to various national buildings representing such countries as Honduras, Mexico, Ecuador—and Puerto Rico, which McKinley had made a U.S. possession. The afternoon included a luncheon at the New York Pavilion, a brief rest opportunity, and then a reception at the Government Building, where the president shook hands for twenty minutes. The evening schedule included a fireworks display that occupied the president’s attention until around nine. The next day’s events included a boat tour below Niagara Falls and then the Temple of Music reception that Cortelyou had warned against.

Lurking in the shadows throughout the presidential visit and planning to join the receiving line at the Temple of Music was an obscure anarchist named Leon Czolgosz. While McKinley had made history through a lifetime of conscientious political toil, Czolgosz planned to make history through a single destructive act.



— 1 —

Ohio Roots

THE STAMP OF A BURGEONING STATE

The prominent Massachusetts minister and physician Manasseh Cutler captured the optimism of Americans at the dawn of their republic when he described the territory between Lake Erie and the Ohio River as “the garden of the world, the seat of wealth, and the centre of a great Empire.” In these lands, he mused, “the arts and sciences [will] be planted; the seeds of virtue, happiness, and glory be firmly rooted and grow up to full maturity.” It’s worth noting that, when he wasn’t ministering to his New England flock or tending to his patients, Cutler speculated in Western lands and dreamed of wealth, and no doubt there was some marketing hyperbole in his lyrical description of territory so far from American civilization. Indeed, that expanse struck most Easterners at the time as hopelessly inaccessible—on the far side of the merciless Appalachian Mountains, bordered on the north by British Canada and the south by Spanish Louisiana, peopled by hostile natives bent on protecting their homeland through whatever savage methods they could devise.

But Cutler understood the new republic’s expansionist impulse. When he died in Massachusetts in 1823, those lands of his vision, now roughly the state of Ohio, boasted the country’s fifth-largest population, with 581,434 residents. These were young and hearty folk—64 percent of them under the age of twenty-five—and by 1830 they had subdued nearly all the state’s land suitable for cultivation. By midcentury Ohio led the nation in the production of corn, much of it transformed into whiskey and hogs for easy transport, and a decade later the state’s population of 2,339,502 trailed only those of New York and Pennsylvania. As a later historian put it, “Ohio recapitulated the history of colonial encounter, conquest, and postcolonial development with breathtaking speed.”

Ohio also developed its own political culture. One of the first imperatives of the new nation was to surmount that Appalachian barrier, push the Indians westward, and expand the country’s territorial birthright to include those lands that had so beguiled the Reverend Mr. Cutler. Thus did Ohio’s rise coincide with the rise of the nation. Unencumbered by entrenched interests and protected folkways, the pioneers of Ohio could shape their own brand of democracy. As the country entered the political struggle between Andrew Jackson’s populist Democrats, committed to low taxes and limited government, and the governmental dynamism of Henry Clay’s Whigs, Ohioans embraced elements of both.

Like the Jacksonians, they placed enormous faith in the collective wisdom of the people—“fully competent to govern themselves,” as a prominent lawyer named Michael Baldwin put it in 1802, a year before statehood. He declared that the citizens constituted “the only proper judges of their own interest and their own concerns.” Also like the Jacksonians, Ohioans insisted upon an equality of esteem for all citizens of whatever social or economic station. An early Methodist minister named John Sale expressed his appreciation for living “in a Country where there is so much of an Equallity & a Man is not thought to be great here because he possesses a little more of this Worlds rubbish than his Neighbor.” But Ohioans also embraced elements of Clay’s “American System” of public works and civic projects. A powerful commitment to commercial success took root, along with a devotion to both public and private endeavors designed to foster progress—canals, roads, bridges, schools, libraries, universities, newspapers.

Further, Ohio’s central location and topography ensured that it became a magnet for various distinct population groups. Americans moved west generally in geographical bands that preserved the mores, folkways, and speech patterns of those in each migration. But in Ohio, Southerners flooded into the river valleys of the state’s southern reaches, while New England Yankees settled the northeast corner and the lower Muskingum Valley. Settlers from Pennsylvania, New York, and New Jersey, mostly Scottish and Scotch Irish, clustered in the eastern and central portions of the state and the Miami Valley. Each group brought its own characteristics—dialect, outlook, politics, even barn architecture. Soon these cultural elements melded into a complex pastiche of politics reflecting multiple sensibilities of the broader country, contributing to Ohio as microcosm state.

It is noteworthy that, as the slavery issue gripped the nation, Ohio produced one of the country’s most fervent warriors against human bondage in Joshua Giddings, and in Clement Vallandigham, one of its most fearless opponents of the North’s eventual aggression against the wayward South. The state emerged as an outpost of antislavery sentiment and a pathway for runaway slaves seeking freedom via the famous Underground Railroad; but it also proved inhospitable to freed blacks desiring to settle there. When war broke out, however, Ohio’s abhorrence of slavery and devotion to union won out. It sent more recruits per capita into the Northern army than any other state, placing 320,000 men into blue uniforms for the struggle.

One of those was William McKinley Jr., then barely eighteen, who worked as a schoolteacher and summertime postal clerk in Poland, a compact hamlet in Ohio’s iron-manufacturing northeast. He was a winsome lad, short of stature but broad of shoulder, with a ready affability mixed with an earnest bearing. He traced his New World roots to David McKinley, “David the Weaver,” who arrived in America early in the eighteenth century and settled in York, Pennsylvania, to ply his trade and seek his fortune. David McKinley’s heritage extended back to a Scottish chieftain named Fionn laoch, translated as “fair-haired chief” and pronounced Fin-lay. With the “Mac” later added to denote “son of Fin-lay,” the family name became McKinlay, subsequently changed to McKinley. Descendants of this early Fionn laoch migrated from Scotland to Ulster, Ireland, most likely in the seventeenth century, and became tenant farmers. From there they ventured across the Atlantic to America.

The American McKinleys eventually intermarried with folks of English ancestry and set out to exploit New World opportunities as best they could, subject to the vicissitudes of fate. David the Weaver purchased 316 acres of farmland along Pennsylvania’s Susquehanna River, and one of his sons built upon his robust inheritance through extensive business activity. A second David McKinley, grandson of David the Weaver, fought in the American Revolution as a militia private and participated in a number of skirmishes. His son James, lacking even a meager education, gravitated to the foundry business and managed blast furnaces in the steel regions around New Lisbon (later Lisbon), Ohio. His son, William, born in 1807, carried on the trade at various Ohio locations.

This first William McKinley personified Ohio’s devotion to hard toil, civic pride, and family fecundity. He was a broad-faced man with a square jaw, stern lips, and a taciturn demeanor. Though lacking even a modest formal education, he read when he could and kept three books constantly within reach: the Bible, Shakespeare, and Dante. But reading time was scarce. Foundry work required a strong back, multiple skills, and constant attention. To produce pig iron, he mined the ore, chopped and stacked the wood for the charcoal furnaces, burned the charcoal, manned the hot forges, and procured the finished product. Around 1830, with a partner, he rented a furnace at Niles and later joined a brother-in-law in leasing and purchasing furnaces at various times at Fairfield, New Wilmington, New Lisbon, and Niles, all Ohio towns.

In 1829 William McKinley married Nancy Allison, a solemn but caring woman who personified Ohio’s commitment to simple verities and the Christian values of thrift, optimism, modesty, and hard work. She possessed abundant energy, organizational acumen, and a strong disposition to serve her community, particularly her Methodist church. The product of Scottish immigrants who settled initially in Pennsylvania, she was “a born gentlewoman,” as a later biographer described her. This was reflected in a widely told story about her in later life, when she traveled to Columbus, Ohio, by train to visit her son, the governor of Ohio. A woman next to her struck up a conversation.

“Are you going to Columbus?”

“Yes.”

“Do you have family there?”

“I have a son there.”

She pushed her children to academic diligence and plenished the little family library with such volumes as Hume’s History of England, Gibbon’s Decline and Fall, and various Dickens novels. She subscribed to Horace Greeley’s influential Weekly Tribune, which reinforced the family’s aversion to slavery and embrace of Northern sentiments.

According to a report of the day, Niles contained “3 churches, 3 stores, 1 blast furnace, rolling mill and nail factory, 1 forge and grist mill and about 300 inhabitants.” As William Sr. later recalled, “There wasn’t much of a town there then. . . . No railroads, no canals, and terribly poor, wild country roads.” William’s income barely covered the necessities of the large family that soon emerged. The couple produced nine children, eight of whom survived into adulthood, and brought them up in a spacious but simple frame house on the town’s main street, with part of the first floor set aside as a grocery store.

William Jr., born January 29, 1843, was the seventh child. He grew up in small-town isolation, the only regular outside communication coming via the stagecoach that traversed the dusty, rutted road to and from Pittsburgh. But young William’s parents insisted that he and his siblings take full advantage of the local school, run by a teacher named Alva Sanford. The children were spiffed up each week for services and Sunday school at the local Methodist Episcopal church, where circuit-riding preachers cast their rugged eloquence and stern piety over the congregants. Along with religious instruction, they imparted a strong sense of duty, patriotism, and rectitude in human endeavors. Young William McKinley embraced all of it. Even as a small boy he accepted the challenging task of driving the family cows to and from pasture, a duty that in winter left his feet miserably cold. Decades later he remembered warding off the cold by pressing his feet into the soil where the cows had lain and enjoying the “pure luxury” of their leftover warmth.

When the lad was nine, his parents moved the family to Poland, in Mahoning County to the south. The father’s business remained at Niles, some twenty miles away, which necessitated extended absences from his wife and children and long weekend commutes on horseback. But the new town offered greater educational opportunities, and young William enrolled in the Poland Seminary, founded in 1849 by an Allegheny College graduate named B. F. Lee. Through relentless fundraising, largely among civic-minded local Methodists, Lee managed to erect a three-story brick school and assemble a small staff of teachers and administrators. For William, the most important of these was an instructor named Miss E. M. Blakelee, who offered abundant encouragement to those willing to submit to her rigid authoritarianism.

At school and on nearby playgrounds, young William emerged as a popular lad, friendly in manner, who delighted in the various games and sports that occupied the town’s boys. Neighborhood friends recalled that he excelled in competitive activities, and one noted, “Will is good at anything he goes at.” But he insisted on fulfilling his studies before play on the theory that leisure time was more enjoyable without school obligations hanging over him. He maintained a neat appearance and always displayed gentlemanly manners, though he didn’t look down on the rougher set. While he never indulged in swear words, he showed no disdain for those who did.

Within his family, he responded avidly to his strong-minded mother’s moral entreaties and religious sensibilities. He demonstrated his piety at one of the stirring religious revivals that occasionally materialized on the outskirts of town, under huge tents erected for the occasion. People arrived in great numbers from surrounding environs to take in the “torrents of eloquence” flowing from the lips of the revival orators. At one camp meeting, a minister urged those wishing to “profess conversion” to step forward to the “mourner’s bench” and unite with the church. Young William McKinley, just ten at the time and unprompted by family members, marched up to accept his savior. Nancy McKinley immediately concluded that the ministry would be an ideal calling for her son.

At school he thrived owing to a dutiful commitment to his studies and a natural intelligence. “It was seldom that his head was not in a book,” one childhood acquaintance recalled. But there was a simplicity to his sturdy intellect. He could quickly get to the heart of a matter and distill it for ready comprehension, but seldom did he manifest flourishes of thought or flights of imagination. His was a literal and linear cast of mind. This served him well in the school discipline he most enjoyed: elocution. When it came time for “speaking pieces,” as oratory was called, he stood ramrod straight and delivered his speeches with efficiency and pride.

He helped create a student group called the Everett Literary and Debating Society, a collection of young scholars who enjoyed public speaking and maintained a room at the academy set aside for the activity. The group raised money to buy a fancy carpet, a collection of classic literature and history books, and a large picture of Massachusetts senator Edward Everett, widely considered one of the greatest orators of the day. To protect the carpet, the boys left their muddy boots at the door and wore slippers purchased with society funds and kept on site for the purpose. Will McKinley was elected the society’s first president.

As the slavery issue captured the national consciousness, generating intense political passions, there never was any doubt where the McKinley family stood. Mrs. McKinley told a biographer, “the McKinleys were very strong abolitionists, and William early imbibed very radical views regarding the enslavement of the colored race.” The young man liked to linger and discuss politics with the rough-hewn men, many of them Democrats, who worked at the local tannery, and often the subject would be slavery. Though disagreements often were stark, young McKinley developed a style of argumentation that avoided animosity.

At seventeen, he completed his Poland Academy studies and entered Allegheny College in Meadville, Pennsylvania, about seventy-five miles to the northeast, to continue the education his parents considered vital to his future. His mother and sister Sarah loaned him money from their savings to pay for tuition and living expenses. At college he combined his characteristic bookishness with a zest for campus social life and also displayed his growing political agitation at Southern belligerency on the slavery issue. When a fellow student raised a glass to Jefferson Davis of Mississippi, an emerging leader of the Southern cause, McKinley replied that Davis was venturing toward treason, and he would gladly fight treason upon Southern soil if necessary. But he expressed himself in measured tones that minimized personal friction. Increasingly, his peers respected him for his social grace even in hearty debate.

About a year into his college experience, McKinley contracted an illness, never fully identified, that sent him back to Poland for recuperation. Even with his health restored, though, a return to college proved impractical. An economic recession had curtailed his father’s business and necessitated an income flow from all family members. McKinley settled into the town, pursued old friendships, and rekindled his close association with his devoted cousin, William McKinley Osborne, then working in a rolling mill. He landed jobs as postal clerk and teacher in the nearby Kerr school district. The school was some three miles from the McKinley home, and most days, when he wasn’t “boarding around” (living temporarily with various families near the school), the young teacher walked the distance each morning and evening, scrambling over fences and scampering through neighbors’ fields to save time. Years later he conceded, “Six miles would be a long walk for me now, I suppose, but it did not seem like much then.” His teacher’s salary was $25 a month.

Although this simple Poland life hardly matched the young man’s ambitions, it seemed the only responsible course at the time. But it wasn’t clear where his life was leading. Then fate intervened. With Abraham Lincoln’s election in November 1860, the nation entered an ominous period of political agitation as Southern secession raised war tensions to a fevered pitch. One day at William Osborne’s rolling mill, an elderly man rushed in and yelled, “They’ve fired on her! They’ve fired on her!” Upon hearing news of the Southern assault on the U.S. Army’s Fort Sumter in South Carolina’s Charleston Harbor, Osborne and his cousin knew instantly that the war speculation was over; actual war had arrived.

But the cousins weren’t inclined to get caught up in the fervor that soon descended upon little Poland, even when they witnessed the scene that materialized at the Sparrow House tavern one June day shortly after the attack on Fort Sumter. People congregated from points near and far to raise a rousing call for the preservation of the Union and stir local lads into action. Flags and bunting festooned the boulevard, which was lined with teary-eyed women intently fluttering their fans and men and boys worked up into patriotic excitement. Rousing cheers rolled over the assemblage until the town’s leading lawyer, Charles Glidden, ascended the front steps and called for silence, preparatory to an impassioned plea for Poland volunteers to join the regiments that Ohio soon would send into battle.

One by one the lads stepped up and signed on for what quickly became known as the Ohio Guards. Young women moved forward to pin red, white, and blue badges upon their chests, and in a few days, after drill practice at Poland, the young men were marched in formation to nearby Youngstown, where they would be mustered in and thence sent to Columbus for basic training. McKinley and Osborne, resisting the civic fever of the moment, resolved to think the matter over carefully, weighing family obligations against national imperatives. They watched the military drills at a nearby church green and followed the troops to Youngstown in a buggy to check out the situation and witness the unit’s departure for Columbus. On the return trip, it became clear that there was only one course of action they could live with.

“Bill,” said McKinley to his cousin, “we can’t stay out of this war. We must get in.” Osborne agreed and suggested they go immediately to inform their families. Nancy McKinley didn’t protest. “Well, boys,” she said, “if you think it is your duty to fight for your country, I think you ought to go.” She was willing, she said, to place her son “into the hands of the good Lord.” It turned out that when an angry Will McKinley had told his Southern college classmate that he would fight treason on Southern soil if necessary, he had meant it. The young man took pride in both his decision and his manner of arriving at it. “I came to a deliberative conclusion,” he recalled, “and have never been sorry for it.”



— 2 —

The Forge of War

TEST OF INTELLECT, LEADERSHIP, AND COURAGE

When young Will McKinley entered the U.S. military in June 1861, he harbored no expectation that it would transform his life. Like nearly all the provincial lads he encountered on his way to war, he didn’t anticipate significant promotion, or any remuneration beyond the “paltry pittance of pay” that was the lot of the soldier, or any particular glory. Like them, he joined up simply to save the Union. And like them, he adjusted as best he could to the new military life and sought to come to terms with the mortal dangers he likely would soon encounter. The aim was to get on with it and return as soon as possible to the lives they knew before the war.

Upon making their decision to join up, McKinley and his cousin Bill Osborne set out for Camp Jackson (later Camp Chase) near Columbus. There Osborne learned a physical impairment precluded his service, and he returned home. McKinley was sworn into the army as a private on June 11. He had intended to sign on for three months, but those enlistments had been filled and only three-year commitments were available. When camp officers explained the situation, all would-be recruits save one opted for the longer service. The lone holdout was a divinity student eager to embrace his calling, but he later thought better of the matter and reversed his decision.

Military records described young McKinley thus: height five feet, seven inches; hair brown; eyes gray; complexion light. His occupation was listed as “student.” He ended up in Company E of the Twenty-third Ohio Volunteer Infantry Regiment, led by an impressive array of officers pulled from Ohio’s dynamic civilian society. Colonel William S. Rosecrans, a West Point graduate who had thrived as a businessman and inventor, soon would move on to an impressive wartime career as a general. Lieutenant Colonel Stanley Matthews would become a U.S. senator from Ohio after the war and serve on the U.S. Supreme Court. Major Rutherford B. Hayes would serve courageously during the war, sustain five war wounds, get promoted to general, and later become governor of Ohio and then U.S. president.

McKinley viewed Hayes particularly as a man to respect and emulate. He appreciated the officer’s solemn reading of the Declaration of Independence to his recruits at camp, and he liked the way the major handled an episode in which some chagrined soldiers, including McKinley, resisted the weapons placed in their hands—clunky old muskets dating back to the War of 1812, converted to percussion caps from flints. They deserved better, protested the troops, and wouldn’t accept these outmoded relics. The officers were aghast at such defiance, particularly since General John C. Frémont, the great pathfinder and former presidential candidate, was scheduled shortly to review the troops. At the entreaty of their officers, the troops agreed to accept the rifles, but only for the inspection.

McKinley later reported being awed by Frémont, “a great man to me” based on “the story of his wonderful adventures in the west.” The private was thrilled during the review when the great man “pounded my chest and looked square into my eyes, and finally pronounced me fit to be a soldier.”

But upon Frémont’s departure, the matter of the rifles reemerged, and the standoff began to look ominous. Lieutenant Colonel Matthews warned his troops that the penalty for refusing to accept the old muskets would be a firing squad; he added firmly, “Depend on it.” But Hayes took a different tack. Far from taking umbrage at the troops’ defiance, he opted for persuasion over coercion. He explained with considerable patience that this was merely a training expedient and that proper weapons would be available soon. He was persuasive. “From that very moment he had our respect and admiration,” McKinley recalled years later.

Camp life quickly became a series of dull routines—3,000 troops sleeping on boards in 300 tents, regimented training, rotational guard duty, occasional passes for trips to Columbus to let off steam, frequent prayer meetings for those interested in religious renewal. McKinley regularly attended prayer sessions. “[They have] a good effect upon our brother soldiers, and are exerting a salutary influence,” he explained in a letter to a Poland newspaper. To home he wrote, “It seems to be the determination of most, if not all, of our company, to preserve the good morals they brought with them, by avoiding the many temptations which necessarily surround them in Camp.” This sentence doesn’t seem credible. Perhaps the priggish young private didn’t want his straitlaced family to know about the kinds of activities that inevitably emerged among young colts preparing for war, or perhaps the straitlaced lad himself had remained oblivious to what was going on around him. As for himself, the strongest drink he imbibed was lemonade, though he did develop a fondness for cigars. He spent much of his free time reading and following developments in the war and in politics, but he did receive visitors from home occasionally. He indulged his youthful romantic spirit by reading poems by Lord Byron.

He found that he took well to the hardships of military life. “I enjoyed sleeping on a rough board much better than I expected, with nought but an overcoat and a blanket to cover me,” he wrote in a diary he maintained during this time. He was thoroughly imbued with the idealism of the cause, which he likened to the legacy of “our Revolutionary fathers.” In a letter home he embraced the imperative “to hand down to posterity this government as free, as pure, and as spotless as our sires transmitted it to us.”

In late July the training phase ended, and the Twenty-third Ohio trekked to Virginia to root out any guerrilla forces operating in the area. Traveling largely on foot, the troops bedded down at night upon the rough, cold ground and soon found themselves in unfamiliar mountainous terrain, far different from the flatlands of Ohio—“hills, high, such as I never witnessed before,” as McKinley wrote in his diary. As the march drew the troops closer to guerrilla territory, McKinley’s thoughts turned to the dangers of combat. “Tomorrow morning’s sun,” he confided to his diary, “will undoubtedly find me on a march. It may be I will never see the light of another day.” Displaying his youthful earnestness and religious conviction, he went on:

Should this be my fate I fall in a good cause and hope to fall in the arms of my blessed redeemer. This record I want to be left behind, that I not only fell as a soldier for my Country, but also as a Soldier of Jesus. . . . In this emergency let . . . my parents, brothers and sisters, and friends have their anxiety removed by the thought that I am in the discharge of my duty, that I am doing nothing but [that which] my revolutionary fathers before me have done, and also let them be consoled with the solacing thought that if we never meet again on earth, we will meet around God’s throne in Heaven.

The Twenty-third Ohio finally made camp at Glenville, Virginia (later West Virginia), where no guerrilla activities were in evidence. The unit settled into a deadening routine of make-work activities, false alarms about enemy sightings, and sagging morale. McKinley retained his sense of humor in a letter home, writing about a sequence of events after a night patrol returned to camp with an exciting report that the enemy had been heard crossing a nearby bridge, their sabers clattering in the dark. The next night a young lieutenant led four men, including McKinley, into the wild to intercept the rebels. Hearing a noise in a dense thicket, the neophyte lieutenant thrust his bayonet into the brush—and apparently pierced a skunk, manifest in the “venomous smell [that] instantly issued from the bushes.” Later, reaching the designated bridge, the troops secreted themselves in a nearby cornfield, their muskets cocked at the ready, and waited for the rebels. By dawn they had spied a lost calf and an itinerant hog. “We returned in the morning,” wrote McKinley, “sleepy, tired, and not as full of romance as the night before.”

Within a few weeks, however, both sides had amassed enough troops in the area that a set-piece battle seemed inevitable. It occurred on September 10, when Confederate general John Floyd crossed the Gauley River and positioned his sizable contingent on a plateau, not far from a place called Carnifex Ferry. The Twenty-third Ohio was given the job of attacking part of Floyd’s force and driving it back south of the Gauley. The Union troops didn’t manage to dislodge the intruders before nightfall, and McKinley’s unit found itself at a river crossing it couldn’t navigate because of devastating enemy fire. The men ended up crouching in water and mud as enemy bullets and cannonballs whizzed by overhead. When darkness came, they cautiously wended their way back to safety but found little comfort in their new surroundings. “With no blankets for a covering, no food to satisfy our almost starved bodies, we succeeded in procuring some straw which we laid upon,” McKinley wrote in his diary.

In the meantime, Floyd realized the vulnerability of his position and got his troops back across the Gauley under cover of night. It wasn’t much of a battle, but McKinley perceived value in the experience of facing enemy fire for the first time. “It gave us confidence in ourselves and faith in our commander,” he wrote. “We learned that we could fight and whip the rebels on their own ground.”

It wasn’t until the next year, after the Twenty-third Ohio huddled in winter quarters for several months, that the regiment saw real action. In spring 1862 it was sent to Washington to help General George McClellan protect the national capital from Robert E. Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia. This became particularly crucial after Northern defeats in August at Cedar Mountain and Second Manassas left both McClellan’s force and Washington vulnerable to Confederate attack. McClellan quickly moved his army into a defensive position in Maryland to parry Lee’s anticipated thrust into the North.

By this time, McKinley’s military career had taken a significant upward turn, spurred by his superiors’ perception that he possessed rare managerial skills. This got him assigned to the quartermaster corps, charged with distributing all nonweapon supplies, including food, clothing, blankets, and fodder for horses. And in April he was promoted to commissary sergeant. Hayes, now commander of the Twenty-third Ohio, took note of the young man who seemed able to keep things moving smoothly and quickly. The commander later recalled, “We soon found that in business, in executive ability, young McKinley was a man of rare capacity, of unusual and unsurpassed capacity, especially for a boy of his age.”

He displayed more than executive ability on September 17, the single bloodiest day in American military history, when Lee’s and McClellan’s armies came together at Antietam Creek near Sharpsburg, Maryland. During the preceding days McClellan had enjoyed partial success in a number of smaller engagements, and now he launched an attack designed to cut off Lee’s escape route. The battle began at dawn, described by McKinley later as “a lovely September day—an ideal Sunday morning.” The fighting raged all day and into the night. Early that morning, the brigade of Colonel Eliakim Parker Scammon, including the Twenty-third Ohio, had taken an important bridge across Antietam Creek but later found itself pinned down on the far side of the creek. Worse, the men had begun the battle without breakfast and had had no access to food or water throughout the day. Famished and thirsty by midafternoon, the troops found their fighting ability waning ominously.

When Commissary Sergeant McKinley, posted two miles behind the lines, heard of the brigade’s plight, he resolved to get sustenance to the beleaguered unit. He recruited a number of battle stragglers to help him load a wagon with provisions, including cooked meats, pork and beans, hardtack crackers, and barrels of water and coffee. He hitched the wagon to two horses and then asked for volunteers to help him get the wagon to Scammon’s brigade. He got one affirmative response, from a young man named John Harvey. The two set off on a narrow road through a thick stretch of forest and into a dangerous clearing in the woods. Twice they encountered Union officers who ordered them back, one saying the enemy position was too well fortified to afford any chance of passage. But after the officers left, McKinley ignored their orders and kept going. When Scammon’s regiment was almost in sight, Harvey remembered, McKinley “made one more appeal to me to run the blockade; he himself risking his life in taking the lead . . . and the horses going at full speed past the blockade.” The back of the wagon was shot away by a cannonball, but within a few minutes they found themselves “safe in the midst of the half-famished regiment.”

A cheer went up among the men, and one battlefield veteran exclaimed, “God bless the lad.” Major James Comley, commanding the Twenty-third Ohio in the absence of Hayes (who was recuperating from a battlefield wound), promptly wrote a note to Hayes describing McKinley’s action and recommending that he be promoted to second lieutenant. McKinley himself shared the sentiment and issued an appeal to the regimental surgeon, Dr. Joseph Webb, who happened to be Hayes’s brother-in-law. Demonstrating a high self-regard and robust ambition beneath his modest demeanor, McKinley asked Webb to intervene with Hayes in his behalf. Webb readily complied, writing to Hayes, “Our young friend, William McKinley, commissary sergeant, would be pleased of promotion, and would not object to your recommendation for same. Without wishing to interfere in this matter, it strikes me he is about the brightest chap spoken of for the place.”

Hayes agreed. Convalescing in Ohio from his battlefield injury, he brought the matter up with Governor David Tod, who initiated actions to cite the resourceful sergeant for military valor and give him a battlefield promotion to second lieutenant. The newly minted officer got word of his elevation during a visit to Ohio on furlough and to perform some military recruiting duties. Visiting Hayes in Columbus on his way to Poland, he was given his letter of promotion. Years later he wrote to Hayes that that was “the proudest and happiest moment of my life.”

He stopped off in Cleveland to visit a friend named Russell Hastings, a talented young captain also on recruiting duty. Hastings quickly learned that McKinley had sufficient funds to get home but not enough to get himself outfitted in a new officer’s uniform.

“McKinley,” said Hastings, “how would you like to go home to your mother in your second lieutenant’s uniform, with your sword by your side? You ought to and you shall. Stay with me two or three days, and I will fit you out.” Hastings later reported that the young man’s eyes sparkled at the prospect. “What a proud boy he was when he donned his uniform,” recalled Hastings. McKinley’s sister Sarah reported that, later in Poland, her brother was “bubbling over with enthusiasm” at his new status. At a stopover at Gallipolis, Ohio, the young lieutenant had a photograph made of himself in his new uniform, standing erect, holding his military cap at his side. It presents the picture of a serious young man, hardly more than a boy, who appears self-possessed and ready for responsibility. Upon McKinley’s return to his unit, Hayes wrote in his diary, “Our new second lieutenant, McKinley, returned to-day—an exceedingly bright, intelligent, and gentlemanly young officer. He promises to be one of the best.” He speculated in a letter to his wife that the young officer could become one of the “generals of the next war.”

Antietam changed McKinley’s perception of the war, and war in general, but didn’t seem to blunt his idealistic view of the conflict. Years later he spoke publicly of the “carnage” he witnessed, of “fallen comrades” and “our stricken comrades.” He decried the losses, far greater in number and as a percentage of battlefield soldiers than anyone had anticipated—and certainly greater than other armies of recent European wars had suffered. But such reminiscences always came with references to the hallowed cause at the heart of the killing and the idealism of those who died to save the Union. Though sickened by numbingly routine scenes of death, he steeled himself for more of the same by concentrating on the tasks before him. He didn’t seem to think much about his own mortality.

But McKinley’s mother was developing stark fears about her son’s wartime fate.

“William, I shall never see you again,” she protested through tears, her arms around her boy as he prepared to leave Poland.

“Mother,” he replied, “you will see me again. I shall come back to you alive and well.”

Though ready for his new role, McKinley was glad he had served in the ranks and lamented in some ways the separation from his old comrades. He later viewed his first wartime year as “a formative period of my life, during which I learned much of men and facts.” He added, “I have always been glad that I entered the service as a private, and served those months in that capacity.”

About this time Hayes was given command of the First Brigade of the Second Kanawha Division, and one of his first actions was to appoint McKinley to the job of acting brigade quartermaster, with responsibility for supplying all brigade needs except weapons. McKinley served this role through most of the inactive winter months, during which the brigade camped at the falls of the great Kanawha River in what later became West Virginia. It was an opportunity to settle into his new officer’s role, read up on war news and political developments, get to know his new commissioned comrades, develop his skills as a horseman, and grow a beard and mustache that turned out to be so thin and scraggly that they added hardly any years to his youthful appearance.

He also had more time for letters home. There wasn’t much news to impart, as each day unfolded rather like the one before. “There is nothing new in camp, all being quiet,” he wrote in spring 1863. “This is Sunday, and consequently have more time than usual, as I suspend all unnecessary business on that day.” He reported a “fine dinner” earlier in the day: “Roast Chicken, Mashed Potatoes, Custard Pudding, Green Apple and Cherry pies, Bread and Butter, &c.” He signed off, “My health is good and spirits fine. Love to all.”

Serious combat activity resumed in late spring of 1863 when Hayes’s unit was sent into Ohio to thwart the guerrilla cavalry exploits of the dashing rebel John Hunt Morgan. After successfully fulfilling that mission, Hayes’s troops joined General George Crook’s forces, charged with neutralizing rebel guerrilla activity between Richmond and the Virginia southwest. This was grueling work in harsh terrain infested with angry rebels. “We penetrated a country where guerrillas were abundant,” McKinley recalled, “and where it was not an unusual thing for our men to be shot from underbrush—murdered in cold blood.” A major battle ensued at Cloyd Mountain, where Union troops routed a Confederate contingent, though casualties were high. Afterward it was back to the grind of forced marches, incessant guerrilla fighting, deprivation of food and sleep. “Out of grub. . . . Live off the countryside,” Hayes wrote in his diary. He described life in the field in stark language: “Stopped and ate, marched and ate, camped about dark and ate all night. We had marched almost continuously for about two months, fighting often, with little food and sleep, crossing three ranges of the Alleghenies four times, the ranges of the Blue Ridge twice, and marching several times all day and all night without sleeping.” McKinley encountered difficulty fulfilling his quartermaster duties on available supplies.

No respite seemed likely when the Twenty-third Ohio was assigned to Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley to counter the exploits of Confederate General Jubal Early, who was using the valley to stage raids into Maryland and Pennsylvania. Through faulty reconnaissance, General Crook’s force found itself surrounded by Early’s troops near Winchester. The commander ordered a withdrawal, with Hayes’s brigade providing cover from behind a stone wall. As Hayes began his own retreat, he suddenly remembered that no one had delivered word to Colonel William Brown, whose regiment had been positioned in reserve in a nearby orchard. The colonel and his regiment faced almost certain annihilation by advancing enemy troops if he didn’t quickly join the retreat.

Looking for someone to deliver a retreat order, Hayes spotted McKinley. Pointing to the stranded regiment, he asked the young lieutenant to carry the order to Brown. Scarcely had he completed his request before McKinley wheeled his bobtailed horse around and headed toward Brown’s unit at a gallop. Even as he made his request, Hayes figured the messenger’s chances of survival were negligible. Nearby officers shared that perception. “None of us expected to see him again,” recalled Russell Hastings. McKinley spurred his chestnut mare through a harrowing patch of land with bullets flying and shells exploding everywhere. He galloped through open fields, over fences, through ditches. Once an exploding shell generated so much dust and smoke that the young horseman disappeared from sight. But the mists cleared, and there he was, approaching his destination.

McKinley drew up to Brown and delivered the order to retreat, then added, “I suppose you would have gone to the rear without orders.”

“I was concluding I would retire without waiting any longer for orders,” replied Brown. “I am now ready to go wherever you shall lead, but, Lieutenant, I ‘pintedly’ believe I ought to give those fellows a volley or two before I go.”

“Then up and at them as quickly as possible.”

Brown’s regiment administered a punishing volley, followed by rattling musket fire, then slowly worked its way back to safety, with McKinley helping guide the beleaguered brigade along the way. When he reached Hayes to report his mission accomplished, the commander exclaimed with wonder mixed with affection, “I never expected to see you in life again.”

Later that day the retreating troops, pursuing safety from Early’s formidable force, passed through Winchester, where many Union sympathizers watched in solemn silence. One pro-Union Quaker woman known to the troops stood at her doorway with tears streaming down her cheeks. The passing troops didn’t want to console her for fear of agitating her Confederate neighbors, but McKinley offered soothing words in a low voice: “Don’t worry, my dear madam, we are not hurt as much as it seems, and we shall be back here again in a few days.”

At nightfall, as the troops passed a battery of artillery left behind by retreating soldiers, McKinley asked Hayes for permission to retrieve the armaments. When the skeptical commander replied that it would take too much exertion and time, McKinley suggested the Twenty-third Ohio would provide sufficient manpower to get the job done.

“Well, McKinley,” replied Hayes, “ask them.” McKinley promptly went to his old E Company compatriots and collected enough volunteers to haul the guns back to the artillery captain who had left them behind in the haste of retreat. According to one witness, the captain “cried like a baby.”

A week after the battle, McKinley was promoted to captain (some eighteen months after his promotion to first lieutenant), and General Crook sought to get the efficient young officer into his command. Hayes didn’t want to lose him but could hardly refuse the general’s request, and so William McKinley, at age twenty-one, became acting adjutant general of Crook’s army, the unit’s leading administrative officer.

By this time things began to change in the Shenandoah, where the wily and relentless General Phil Sheridan was put in charge of all nearby troops and ordered to destroy Early’s force, as well as the Shenandoah Valley itself as a source of supplies for Confederate forces. General Early still had plenty of fight in him, though, and with a superior force he accosted Crook’s army in early September near Berryville, Virginia. But Crook and Hayes maneuvered themselves adroitly. “We whipped them,” Hayes recalled. McKinley’s job as a general’s staff officer during the encounter was to act as a high-grade messenger, darting through the battlefield carrying new or revised orders. It was hazardous work; McKinley once had his horse shot from under him.

Two weeks later the two armies clashed at Opequon Creek, and Sheridan logged his first big Shenandoah triumph, though the early indications didn’t look good for the Union men. At one point, McKinley was ordered to ride toward a contingent of troops on a distant hillside to determine if they were blue or gray. Russell Hastings remembered, “Away went McKinley, accompanied by his orderly, down the hill, through a cornfield, over an open field, getting closer and closer to this body of cavalry. Soon he was seen to halt, hesitate a moment and then turn and ride rapidly away, toward his command. Now there was no need to question who these troopers were, as a heavy carbine fire was opened upon McKinley, and his orderly was seen to reel and fall from his saddle.”

Also during this battle, McKinley was sent to deliver verbal orders to General Isaac Duval to move his Second Division to the right of Sheridan’s main force. Duval promptly asked, “By what route shall I move my command?”

McKinley had not been told what orders to convey on Duval’s route. Hesitating, he looked around and replied, “I would go up this creek.” Duval grew queasy in the absence of specific orders; he didn’t want to make a faulty decision and later take the blame.

“I will not budge without definite orders,” he insisted. McKinley knew there was no time for any such explicit instructions. He quickly concluded he must ignore rank.

“This is a case of great emergency, General,” he declared. “I order you, by command of General Crook, to move your command up this ravine to a position on the right of the army.”

The general complied.

The young captain’s judgment was confirmed when the First Division commander, choosing his own route to the same point on the battlefield, arrived a half hour after Duval’s unit was firmly in place. But McKinley could have been in serious trouble if things had gone awry after he issued his demand in the name of General Crook but without any specific instruction from the general.

Sheridan spent October—“brown October,” as it became known—devastating the entire Shenandoah Valley, burning barns, fields, crops, and many farmhouses. “This valley will feed and forage no more rebel armies,” declared Hayes in a letter to his wife. But Jubal Early hadn’t given up, and on October 19 he unleashed a surprise attack at Cedar Creek that nearly overran the Union forces before they could be rallied by Sheridan, who had returned from a Washington conference the day before and was now twenty miles away in Winchester. As soon as he gleaned the seriousness of the situation, Sheridan rushed to the battlefront in one of the most storied rides of the Civil War, covering the last twelve miles at full gallop atop his legendary black stallion, Rienzi.

As he neared the battlefield, he ran into young McKinley, returning from an assignment to move an artillery battery to a more advantageous position. The captain took the general to Crook’s headquarters, and the top officers promptly repaired to a nearby red barn, where Sheridan gave orders for a major charge. McKinley later recalled, “Then it was suggested that Sheridan should ride down the lines of the disheartened troops.” His overcoat was pulled off, his epaulettes placed upon his shoulders, and he set out to rally his army. The subsequent charge reversed the battlefield fortunes and destroyed Early’s army and his ability to wage war in the Shenandoah. By destroying the primary supply source for most of Lee’s army, Sheridan’s victory put a squeeze on the entire Southern military effort.

This dramatic turnaround bolstered President Lincoln’s political standing and contributed to his solid reelection victory two weeks later. The officers and men of General Crook’s army cast their votes in the field and had them collected by election judges going wagon to wagon as the column was on the march. An ambulance served as an election booth, and ballots were tossed into an empty candle box. By this time McKinley had been promoted to brevet major for “gallant and meritorious service in West Virginia and the Shenandoah Valley.”

With Early’s army neutralized and the Shenandoah subdued, Sheridan’s valley campaign ended, and Crook’s army went quietly into winter quarters near Winchester. It was a cold winter, “colder than any huckleberry pudding I know of,” as Hayes put it. But warm clothing arrived soon, and turkeys were issued on Thanksgiving Day “at the rate of a pound to a man.” By the time spring arrived, it was clear that the North would be victorious and that the officers and men of the Shenandoah would face no more harrowing exploits to test the fates.



THE CIVIL WAR transformed young William McKinley much as his father’s white-hot forges transformed crude iron ore into ingots of pig iron ready for more sophisticated uses. He went to war as an unseasoned teenager with only a vague sense of who he was or what he would do with his life. He left the army an adult who had been severely tested in questions of intellect, administrative ability, leadership, and courage. He had passed these tests and demonstrated that men gravitated naturally to his side—and that many older men were drawn into roles of solicitous mentorship. As Hayes said of the young man, “I did literally and in fact know him like a book and love him like a brother.” For McKinley, the questions that bedevil many young men seeking a start in life—What is my worth? What can I accomplish? How far can I go?—had now been answered. There didn’t seem to be any need to place limits on his ambitions or plans.

Yet this new confidence and sense of self settled upon him softly, without ostentation or bravado. It meshed with a simplicity of temperament to produce a demeanor of heavy quiet. He learned the power of mystique, of leaving unsaid that which didn’t need explicit expression, of keeping people guessing as to his intentions or motives. If this led some to underestimate his intellect or resolve, he didn’t seem bothered by it. Thus emerged some of the enigmatic elements of his persona—a congenial and easygoing demeanor shrouding an increasingly restless ambition.

Upon entering the army, he received valuable counsel from an old veteran who took the young recruit under his wing. “Now, William,” he had said, “. . . you can easily make yourself so valuable to your superior that he cannot get along without you. Do little things not exactly under your supervision. Be conscientious in all your duties, and be faithful, and it will not be long until your superior officer will consider you an indispensable assistant.” McKinley embraced that advice, and it fueled a military rise that would help define him in later life. In discussing the war afterward, he seldom talked about his own experiences and never about his exploits of bravery. His focus was the meaning of the war, the sanctity of the Union, the evil of slavery, sometimes the joys of camaraderie. Yet everyone knew, even as he rose in American politics and gained national recognition, that the rank he attained in the war remained a point of pride. Asked once, after he had become U.S. president-elect following stints as a successful lawyer, a prominent congressman, and a big-state governor, how he wished to be addressed, he replied, “Call me Major. I earned that. I am not so sure of the rest.”



— 3 —

Life and Work

PROFESSIONAL SUCCESS, PERSONAL ANGUISH

On August 28, 1865, barely a month after leaving the military, Will McKinley sat down at his parents’ home in Poland, Ohio, and crafted a letter to his army friend Russell Hastings. In a pensive but lighthearted mood, McKinley wrote, “How are my old fellows this blessed morning? I imagine I see you in a large rocking chair at home nursing your feet.” His imagination had free rein also with regard to himself. “I dream of lands, tenements and hereditaments,” he wrote, “and wake up [to] think I am an heir. Isn’t that strange?” He revealed that he was “getting along much better than I expected. Poland is very tame, but I have banished myself.” He had become “once more a ‘rustic youth,’ wrapped in the mysteries of law. ‘The solemnities of the marriage contract’ [and] the old customs of the Saxons & Danes are continually flitting through my brain.”

Having survived war’s carnage, McKinley set his sights on a legal career. By year’s end he had entered a training regimen in the firm of Charles E. Glidden, the same lawyer who had led the rousing rally at Poland back in June 1861 to get young men into the Union army. McKinley studied under Glidden’s tutelage for a year. Then, at the urging of his sister Anna, he enrolled in the Albany Law School in New York. An old friend from his Poland Seminary days, Robert L. Walker, loaned him money for the academic pursuit.

At Albany McKinley shared rooms with another aspiring lawyer, George Arrel, who later described his roommate as a dogged fellow given to studying until one or two in the morning. He showed no interest in athletics or physical activity but enjoyed the theater and good company. He was a “jolly” companion, “always good-natured and looked at the bright side of everything.” He “despised vulgarity” but avoided quarrels and evinced a quiet determination that commanded respect. He made no secret of his ambition: to become a member of Congress like his wartime mentor, Rutherford Hayes, who had captured a House seat for Ohio in 1864.

While at Albany McKinley sent Hayes a letter revealing his interest in the law. The congressman, remembering McKinley’s organizational talents, replied that he would have recommended a career in railroading or some other industrial enterprise. “A man in any of our western towns with half your wit ought to be independent at forty in business,” wrote Hayes. “As a lawyer, a man sacrifices independence to ambition which is a bad bargain at the best.” He added, “However, you have decided for the present your profession, so I must hush.” McKinley carefully preserved the letter but discarded the advice.

After a year at Albany, McKinley returned to Ohio and passed his bar examination in March 1867. He settled in Canton, seat of Stark County, where his sister Anna had become a schoolteacher. Located about sixty miles south of Cleveland, Canton boasted a growing population that had hit 5,000 by war’s end. It was surrounded by rich agricultural lands and enjoyed close proximity to coal mines that fueled industrial expansion in the area. McKinley saw abundant prospects for financial betterment, and besides it was a charming and congenial place to live.

He rented office space in a building just off Market Street, the main city thoroughfare, and hung out his shingle as attorney at law. Soon his personal solidity and winning temperament gained attention and a smattering of clients. George Belden, a prominent lawyer and former judge whose office was in the same building, reacted with interest when McKinley inquired about joining Belden’s firm. “Do you know a young man by the name of McKinley (brother of our Miss McKinley), recently admitted to the Bar?” Belden asked his law partner, Joseph Frease. “Inquire as to this man McKinley, so that you can let me know all about him.”

Shortly thereafter Belden sauntered into McKinley’s office late one afternoon and dropped upon his desk a sheaf of papers. He wasn’t feeling well, he said, and likely wouldn’t be able to undertake a case scheduled for trial the next morning. He wanted McKinley to take over. The young man protested that he didn’t have sufficient experience for such an assignment and couldn’t possibly prepare in the short time before trial.

“If you don’t try this case, it won’t be tried,” said Belden, and walked out.

McKinley pored over the material throughout the night and appeared in court the next morning. He won the case—but was taken aback to see Belden watching the proceeding from a seat under the balcony at the rear of the courtroom. A few days later Belden entered McKinley’s office and handed him twenty-five dollars for his efforts.

“I can’t take so much,” protested the conscientious young lawyer. “What I did wasn’t worth it, and, besides, I only took the case because you insisted.”

“It’s all right, Mac,” replied Belden airily, “I got a hundred.” Then he added, “Now, the fact of the matter is, Frease has just been elected to the bench and I’m looking for another partner.” McKinley accepted on the spot, and his career took off.

Avoiding courtroom flamboyance, McKinley employed plain language and sturdy logic that cut through the complexities of his cases and deciphered their essential elements. William Day, another Canton lawyer and later a judge, said McKinley possessed “the same power of epigrammatic expression” that served him later in politics. Displaying courtesy and fairness, combined with his consistently thorough preparation, he impressed both judges and juries. Charles Fairbanks, a senator from Indiana and later vice president, once said McKinley’s impressive bearing, always powerfully erect and self-assured, gave him the look of a statesman.

To cement himself to the community, he plunged into civic and fraternal activities—and always seemed to rise to leadership positions in whatever realm he entered. Taking an active part in veterans’ organizations, he displayed proudly the bronze badge of the Grand Army of the Republic and the red, white, and blue ribbon of the Loyal Legion. He joined the Knights of Pythias and the local Masonic lodge, eventually becoming a Masonic Knight Templar. He became active in the local YMCA, rising to president. He joined the First Methodist Church and became superintendent of its Sunday school. He aligned himself with the county Republican committee and rose to its chairmanship. Through such activities he acquired a warm following of adherents who saw him as a town pillar and referred to him fondly as “the Major.”

When Rutherford Hayes ran for governor the year of McKinley’s Canton arrival, the Major campaigned vigorously for his erstwhile commander and helped him carry Stark County on his way to a narrow statewide victory. In the process McKinley earned a reputation as an effective campaigner and also gained an ear in the governor’s office on patronage matters of interest to Canton’s political elite. The next year he energetically supported the presidential campaign of General Ulysses Grant, organizing Grant clubs, spearheading rallies, and earnestly praising his candidate at demonstrations. He cheered Grant’s 1868 presidential victory and enjoyed the attention his political activities brought. The local paper, the Evening Repository, adopted him as a political favorite.

The following year McKinley received the Republican nomination for county prosecuting attorney, an honor widely considered merely ceremonial since the office had been a Democratic fiefdom for years. But the Repository endorsed him as “a good lawyer and a fine orator,” and the Major’s relentless campaigning carried the day against a complacent opponent who hadn’t perceived the force of McKinley’s political persona. As prosecutor, McKinley went after illicit liquor sales, particularly in the town of Alliance, where saloons routinely served alcohol to underage boys from nearby Mount Union College. When McKinley sought reelection in 1871, his Democratic opponent avoided complacency and won—by just 143 votes.

McKinley’s law practice flourished under Belden and expanded further when the senior partner retired shortly after the Major entered the partnership. This opened the way for him to take on some of the county’s most important and lucrative cases, and by the mid-1870s he was earning a solid income of nearly $10,000 a year. He bought a small frame house near the city center and socked away savings equal to his annual income. William Sr. was impressed. “I am pleased to hear that your business is good,” he wrote to his son.

In just four years young McKinley had carved out an impressive station for himself—not rich but financially secure, highly respected as a community leader, blessed with abundant friends, recognized as a man of notable political talents. His short, bulky frame cut an imposing figure, and people responded avidly to his personal traits—a broad, handsome face featuring candescent gray eyes (he long since had lost the scraggly beard); a deep, resonating voice; a ready smile and hearty laugh that betokened warmth and confidence; moral rectitude devoid of sanctimony. Townsfolk perceived another characteristic that stirred confidence: a natural caution leading him to ruminate on a problem before action. In Ohio’s rough-hewn nineteenth-century society, a favorite word describing impressive figures was “manly,” meaning a willingness to confront tough decisions and take the consequences. McKinley was manly but never rash.

He also never tried to be what he wasn’t. He joined others in laughing at himself after a slightly embarrassing social episode during his law school days when, upon tasting ice-cream for the first time, he expressed concern that his hostess had somehow allowed the custard to freeze. “You know,” he said later in recounting the incident, “I was a simple country boy.” In Canton, the simple country boy was gaining a degree of sophistication, which he always managed, however, to keep encased in a demeanor of good humor and naturalness. Behind that pleasant exterior was a sturdy ambition, invisible except to his closest and most discerning friends.

Canton proved so hospitable to Will and Anna McKinley that soon other family members were moving there also. Anna refurbished her brother’s frame house for the subsequent arrival of their parents, and brother Abner settled there around the same time with his new bride. The senior McKinley, a relentless foe of idleness, bought a blast furnace in Michigan to satisfy his appetite for hard work, while Nancy devoted herself to the Methodist Church. Her irrepressible nature, organizational efficiency, and pleasant manner soon captured attention, and townsfolk began referring to her affectionately as “Mother McKinley.” The family arrival cemented Will’s satisfaction with his Canton life. The only thing missing was a wife and family.

Enter Ida Saxton, the belle of Canton and leading light of one of the town’s premier families. Her grandfather, a Pennsylvania printer named John Saxton, arrived soon after service in the War of 1812 and quickly perceived an opportunity in local newspapering. He transported a printing press from the East by oxen and in 1815 established the Ohio Repository as a weekly paper. He gave it a strong liberal voice—abolitionist, champion of the underdog—and recruited the best talent he could find. One reporter was Joseph Medill, later co-owner and editor of the Chicago Tribune; a close family friend was Horace Greeley of the New York Tribune.

Although the newspaper thrived and remained in the family for decades, Ida’s father, James Saxton, ventured into other pursuits—merchandising, banking, mining—and built considerably upon the family fortune. Ida, the first of three children, grew up in luxury and ease in the town’s largest home, with three live-in servants. She took avidly to education, which her father ensured was as good as could be obtained, including a local private school, boarding schools in New York and Cleveland, and the Brooke Hall Female Seminary at Media, Pennsylvania. Believing that women could perform in business as effectively as men, James Saxton insisted that his daughter’s education be “more practical than ornamental,” as he put it in a letter to a school mistress. As Ida got older he had her working in his Stark County Bank, first as teller and eventually as manager when he was away tending to his other enterprises. She thrived in all roles assigned to her.

At Brooke Hall, she embraced the school’s emphasis on developing physical strength through strenuous hikes and multiple-mile walks. Unlike others in Ohio society (including the elder McKinleys), she saw no harm in dancing or card games, and she loved shopping, opera, theater, and concerts. Accomplished at the piano and the leading student in any class, she also was a natural leader of other young women, sometimes leading them in what one contemporary called “mischievous” directions. But she never directed her sharp wit against her peers or lapsed from her natural congeniality.

Ida presented a figure and persona that turned heads: petite, fit, self-assured, full of wholesome laughter, with rosy cheeks, large deep-blue eyes, and abundant chestnut-colored hair. As a local reporter put it, whether she was engaging in political conversation, playing cards, walking briskly through town, or questioning prominent speakers on lecture tours, Ida Saxton “left the stamp of her personality.” She certainly left her mark at her father’s bank, where her increasing responsibilities caused some in town to cast a jaundiced eye. But one local reporter wrote, “Through all the flutter that her presence caused . . . Miss Saxton preserved a businesslike calm. She worked diligently and learned the business thoroughly.”

Beset by many suitors jockeying for sessions in the Saxton parlor, she learned to combine coquettish banter with a certain dexterous reserve. Eventually she set her sights on a young lawyer from Maryland named John Wright. When it was revealed that he had fought on the Confederate side during the war, James Saxton manifested considerable chagrin, but it didn’t bother Ida. Soon the two were seen together frequently at picnics and dances, and it was generally assumed that they would marry upon her return from a scheduled European tour during the latter half of 1869. Shortly before her departure, she and Wright were enjoying the signature dish of a nearby lakeside inn, creamed chicken on waffles, when Anna McKinley approached to introduce her brother, the lawyer. The encounter didn’t seem to leave much of an impression on Ida, but Will McKinley was struck by what he saw—first, her somewhat unladylike zest in devouring her chicken on waffles; then, her beauty, charm, and piquant personality. He lodged every detail in his memory, to be recalled later at the slightest provocation.

Ida’s European trip unfolded as so many others of the time: rising at around six each morning to devour guidebooks on the day’s tour; tensions with the chaperone; getting her ears pierced and drinking wine for the first time; shock at the hardships of peasant life on the Continent; new musings on the meaning of life. But arriving at Geneva on September 25, she learned that her life would not be what she had anticipated. A letter from home informed her that John Wright had died—of meningitis, she later learned. Her sister Mary, known as Pina, who was traveling with her, wrote home the next morning, “Ida looked pale and feels very badly. She did not eat any breakfast. . . . It was a fearful shock to her.” Struggling to ward off depression, she continued with the tour but without much enthusiasm. “How different things [will] look when I get home,” she wrote shortly before sailing for New York on December 9.

Back in Canton, she threw herself into bank responsibilities and renewed her position as leading lady of the town’s eligible young set. She encountered McKinley again when he entered the bank to complete some business with James Saxton, and she discerned that her father favored this serious young man. She found herself warming to him too. He impressed her particularly as the local YMCA president when he eloquently introduced Horace Greeley at an event sponsored by the organization. Soon they were seen together around town and at the famous dance parties frequently held in the third-floor ballroom of what became known as “Saxton House.”

By fall 1870 he had overcome his fear of rejection and proposed marriage during a buggy ride outside Canton. She accepted. When he sought James Saxton’s blessing, the father exclaimed with misty eyes, “You are the only man I have ever known to whom I would entrust my daughter.” Others, though, considered it an unlikely match. On one side was a sober, excessively polite, somewhat prudish lawyer who kept his emotions always in check. On the other was an impulsive, witty, flirtatious young woman with an appetite for adventure and rollicking times. But he was thoroughly captivated by her lively wholesomeness, expansive intellect, and underlying sound judgment, and she appreciated his rectitude, kind regard for others, and smoldering ambition. Physically, they combined into a lovely couple that gained notice when they walked into a room.

“It is now settled that Miss Saxton and I will unite our fortunes,” McKinley wrote to Hayes and his wife, Lucy, expressing hopes they would attend the wedding. “I think I am doing a good thing. Miss S— is everything I could hope for.” The wedding took place on January 25 in the newly constructed Stone Presbyterian Church. Nearly 1,000 guests witnessed Ida stroll down the aisle in an ivory satin gown, with bridesmaids wearing dresses described by the Repository as “faultless in taste and exceedingly rich and beautiful.” McKinley stretched his finances to give her a ring of California gold, with diamonds around a ruby. After the ceremony and lavish reception at Saxton House, the couple boarded a ten o’clock eastbound train for a three-week honeymoon in New York and other major cities. Upon hearing McKinley talk extensively of his political plans, Ida became convinced her husband would someday become president of the United States.

Will and Ida settled into a wood-frame house, just twelve blocks from Saxton House, purchased for them by James Saxton for $7,800. There they began an idyllic life. On Christmas Day Ida gave birth to a baby girl they named Catherine, after Ida’s mother. They called her Katie. In fall 1872 it seemed the fates continued to smile upon the seemingly favored couple: Ida learned she was once again pregnant.

Then the fates stopped smiling. A series of developments—some related, some not—cast a pall upon Will and Ida. First, Ida learned that her mother, probably her closest friend, was dying of a mysterious and painful disease (probably cancer) that would claim her before the birth of Ida’s second child. Wracked by anxiety, Ida struggled through her pregnancy. Her sister noted that her “nervous system was nearly wrecked.” She apparently also suffered a blow to her immune system. It is impossible to know if these developments affected the health of the second child, but little Ida, born April 1, 1873, was “sickly” from birth and died of cholera within five months. This dealt another powerful blow to the psychological health of the mother.

It seems that around this time Ida also suffered a serious accident, possibly a fall from a carriage, that damaged her lower spine and affected her ability to walk. For months she was frequently bedridden, and McKinley often had to carry her to a waiting carriage for any trips they wished to undertake. She subsequently gained some mobility but never was able to walk long distances or carry on any serious exercise routines of the kind she had so loved in earlier times. On top of this, she began experiencing neurological fits described as “paroxysms” or “convulsions.” Her doctors knew what family members steadfastly kept shrouded in secrecy: she had epilepsy, considered at the time a psychiatric disorder, a form of insanity. Many epileptics of the day were shunted away in horrendous institutions, but McKinley had no intention of letting that be his wife’s fate. He resolved to nurture her through life and through the matrix of maladies that had descended upon her with such menace.

Saxton invited Will and Ida, with daughter Katie, to move in with him at Saxton House, and six months of rest there brought about a welcome recuperation for Ida—although, as her sister later noted, she “never entirely recovered.” Saxton also assisted McKinley financially by retaining him for legal work and referring friends to him. He invited McKinley into Canton commercial real estate ventures that provided a modest but steady supplemental income.

Slowly the young family returned to something approaching a normal life, although punctured by Ida’s intermittent seizures and other physical and psychological difficulties. By spring 1874 Ida was able to venture out to social events around town, and Will once again accepted out-of-town legal cases and pursued his political activities. But Ida was riddled with fears that daughter Katie remained vulnerable, as little Ida had been. Abner McKinley told a friend, “She would sit for hours in a darkened room, holding Katie on her lap, weeping in silence.” She seldom let Katie out of her sight.

Then in June 1875 the fates delivered another blow. Katie developed scarlet fever and died on June 25. Ida nearly died herself of a broken heart. An early McKinley biographer learned from sister Pina that “the black pall of grief” led to another nervous breakdown. She refused to eat and slipped into ennui and despair. “Ida would have died,” a friend said later, “. . . but William would just not let her go.” The husband never let up on his solicitousness toward his troubled wife and never showed impatience or frustration. Slowly, he coaxed her out of her despair and fostered in her a renewed “interest in existence.” He even offered to discard his political ambitions.

“If you would suffer by the circumstances surrounding me in a competition for public station,” he wrote to her, “I will devote my ambition to success in private life.” She summarily rejected such a course with the idea of devoting her nurturing impulses now to his budding political career. “I have no fear that your choice in life will leave you as you are in the things that make you dear to me,” she replied. Thus, while he continued to devote himself to her health and comfort, he also salved his own grief through political activity, with the idea of getting elected to Congress the following year, the same year Hayes planned to run for president.

McKinley’s reputation in his district centered on his personal qualities far more than on his political views. When the avidly pro-McKinley Alliance Record listed nine reasons why he should get the Republican nomination for Congress in 1876, none focused on issues. Rather, the paper extolled his “spotless record,” his “good service for the party,” and his Civil War exploits—and argued that Stark County deserved the seat because, after all, it hadn’t sent a man to Congress in eighteen years. To the extent that McKinley’s views were considered, he was known as a party loyalist who would never stray from fundamental Republican doctrines, particularly high tariffs to protect U.S. manufacturers from foreign competition.

Further, while hospitable to the interests of business, he also was known as a friend of labor, a reputation buttressed by a celebrated court case early in the campaign year. Coal miners in the Tuscarawas Valley went on strike in March, and when mine owners sought to bring in strikebreaking outside labor, violence erupted near the Stark County town of Massillon. The result was substantial property damage and many injuries. One mine operator was beaten nearly to death. The local sheriff appealed for help to Governor Hayes, who sent in a unit of militia to quell the violence. Twenty-three miners were arrested.

When local public opinion went heavily against the miners and no lawyers in the area would represent them in criminal court, McKinley volunteered for the job. Going against two of the area’s most celebrated barristers, he won acquittals for all the defendants save one. When the miners got up a collection to pay the legal fee, McKinley waived it in recognition of the financial hardship they had sustained during the strike. It was a brilliant political stroke in a district evenly divided between Democrats and Republicans. First, the much-publicized trial brought him recognition throughout the Seventeenth District. Second, he managed to assuage antiminer sentiment with the argument that all citizens deserve fair representation at trial while also generating widespread support from miners and the broader contingent of the district’s working classes. That contributed to his victory margin in November of some 3,300 votes.

Hayes also triumphed in the presidential race, but not before the election threw the country into a constitutional crisis of serious proportions. Democrat Samuel J. Tilden captured 51 percent of the popular vote to 48 percent for Hayes. Tilden also outpolled Hayes in the Electoral College, 184 to 165, putting him just one vote shy of the presidency. But Republicans alleged that Democratic officials in three Southern states—Florida, Louisiana, and South Carolina—had suppressed the black vote through intimidation. They challenged the Democratic victories in those states (as well as a single electoral vote in Oregon for different reasons). If those challenges could be upheld, Hayes would squeeze out a one-vote Electoral College triumph. This spawned a deadlock that continued for weeks, until congressional leaders created a fifteen-man commission of legislators and Supreme Court justices to settle the matter. It did, in Hayes’s favor. Congress ultimately validated that outcome on the basis of a deal in which Hayes agreed to withdraw remaining federal troops from the South and effectively end Reconstruction in exchange for the votes of Southern Democrats.

The 1876 outcome, viewed by many at the time and later as a stolen election, turned out to be a turning point suffused with irony. Republicans had used antiblack discrimination as a basis for challenging presidential vote totals in the South and then sealed the deal by ending Reconstruction and turning back to the South much greater leeway in managing the region’s race relations. This inevitably meant more widespread antiblack discrimination. For a dozen years, lingering Civil War passions had dominated national politics, reflected in the penchant among Northern politicians to “wave the bloody shirt,” emphasizing what many Northerners considered the South’s profound civic transgressions leading to and during the war. Southern politicians responded with equal asperity, and there didn’t seem to be much hope for any lessening in interregional acrimony.

Then McKinley’s mentor, in a move born of political necessity, sacrificed the protection of Southern blacks in favor of fostering greater prospects for healing the wounds of war among the nation’s whites. As far as is known, McKinley never commented on this fearsome trade-off, either publicly or in private letters or conversation. While he took pride in his lifelong antislavery convictions and his wartime part in saving the Union and emancipating black Americans, he seemed to accept widespread racial prejudice as an inevitable fact of life that would direct the course of national politics long into the future. The result was a kind of patronizing attitude toward African Americans—lamenting their tragic fate and cheering them on as they struggled against it but offering little in the way of political action aimed at ameliorating their condition.

And of course the young congressman-elect was elated to have his friend and mentor entering the White House, however he got there, just as he himself was taking his place in Washington. The friendship of the two men deepened as McKinley stood ready in Congress to assist the president in every way possible. Hayes reciprocated by avidly accepting McKinley’s patronage suggestions and inviting him frequently to the White House for casual dinners and official occasions.

Ida played no serious role in her husband’s congressional campaign, appearing at only one political event. When William settled in at Washington’s Ebbitt House, just two blocks from the White House, Ida was in Philadelphia, under the care of a leading neurologist of the day, Silas Weir Mitchell. During her stay, she proudly revealed to a friend, her husband wrote her three letters a day. By the end of 1877 Ida’s condition had improved sufficiently that she could join her husband in Washington during congressional sessions and take on a modest, but highly guarded, social routine. She loved going to the White House, and Rutherford and Lucy Hayes developed a special fondness for her.

As a congressional back-bencher, McKinley concentrated on consolidating his political standing in his Seventeenth District. His political persona wasn’t much different from the image he had projected as a litigation lawyer. Covering a McKinley appearance shortly after his election, the Warren Chronicle said he was “one of the best political stumpers in the state”: “His manner of presenting the matter in discussion is clear, logical and forcible.”

But keeping the seat proved challenging. Whenever Democrats gained dominance in the state legislature, they sought political advantage by recasting congressional districts to throw Republican incumbents on the defensive. Thus, when McKinley faced the voters again in 1878, three of his district counties had been replaced by other counties more heavily populated by Democrats. He still won, though his victory margin declined to just 1,234 votes. “The Victory in the District, was a very gratifying one to me personally,” he wrote to Hayes, “and besides it was a grand triumph for just principles.”

The old district was restored in time for the next election, but McKinley encountered serious political adversity when he sought a fourth term in 1882. Three problems converged into a daunting challenge. First, Columbiana County argued that Stark County had held the seat long enough, and it was time now for Columbiana to carry the district banner to Washington. Then a local judge named Peter A. Laubie, from Columbiana, alleged that McKinley, in seeking a clear path to the 1880 nomination, had promised that he wouldn’t run in 1882, thus making way for Laubie and Columbiana County. Finally, 1882 turned out to be a big Democratic year. In Ohio, Democratic voters outnumbered Republicans by 19,000 votes in congressional elections. Nationally, the Democratic wave was even more stark; the party gained seventy House seats that year.

The Laubie allegation proved particularly nettlesome, as it undermined McKinley’s reputation for rectitude and bolstered those in the party who wished to get him out of the way to further their own ambitions. An example was an anonymous party man from Mahoning County quoted in the New York Times. “The trouble with McKinley,” he said, “is that he has not grown as we believed he would, and has not made the mark nor won the influence in Congress that was promised in the start. . . . He has not attempted to go toward the front, but seems to have been overshadowed by younger members and men with less natural promise.” Recognizing the delicacy of the Laubie challenge, McKinley crafted a counterstrategy with carefully timed responses, first from his friends, then from his own pen, and finally an orchestrated riposte from all the district newspapers that favored his reelection.

Through it all, McKinley sought to maintain a statesmanlike pose, avoiding angry expressions or harsh counterattacks. He revealed to his brother Abner that in responding to a letter from Laubie demanding to know if he denied making the promise, “I was disposed to be a little caustic, but my better judgment advised me against it.”

In the end he captured the nomination without difficulty, but the general election proved more troublesome. The initial vote count gave him a victory of just eight votes, and he headed to Washington as an incumbent. But well into his new term, a review panel dominated by Democrats awarded the seat to his opponent. So he returned to Canton a defeated politician. On top of that, the Democratic legislature once again reconstituted his district, giving Democrats an estimated registration advantage of some 900 votes.

McKinley’s natural optimism asserted itself as he reviewed the new district, encompassing counties that he barely knew and where his reputation was only dimly known. “I believe we can carry it,” he wrote to his former law partner and close friend, Allan Carnes. To another friend, John Pollock, he wrote that he didn’t anticipate the kind of difficulty he had encountered in 1882. “There will be nothing in the canvass to revive it, except as my enemies may desire to do it, and if they do, there can be no better time than the present for my friends to show their strength.” He carried the new district by 2,000 votes and obtained a new lease on his congressional seat.



DURING HIS YEARS as a congressman, McKinley had gained strength as a politician. Elected initially on the basis of his personal qualities and his record as civic leader, he now also possessed abundant skills in the arts of political maneuver and campaign management, reflected in the Laubie episode. Though tough-minded and unsentimental as a political tactician, he managed to keep these traits shrouded behind his image as a man of character who remained above the fray and apart from the petty machinations of politics.

Meanwhile, he faced the challenge of balancing his career with the demands and needs of his wife, whose health and mental equilibrium seemed to be in a state of constant fluctuation. As he wrote to Abner in January 1882, “Ida is growing stronger and better. She was five days without any fainting attacks and they have been less frequent on other days. I am very busy.” He showered her with loving letters whenever they were apart, with salutations such as “My own precious darling,” “My precious love,” and “My precious wife.” In Canton, he worked from an office in their third-floor living quarters at Saxton House, with Ida never far away. His attentiveness never slackened. Now, at the start of his fourth full House term, he could indeed conclude that he had fashioned a balance that could meld his marriage and his political career. The lingering question was where that career would take him.



— 4 —

The Ohio Republicans

A CLASH OF TEMPERAMENT AND AMBITION

In early 1885 an aspiring Ohio politician and Civil War veteran named Robert Kennedy heard rumors that Congressman McKinley opposed his candidacy for the Republican gubernatorial nomination in favor of rival Joseph Foraker. When Kennedy wrote to McKinley seeking clarification, McKinley responded immediately. But it was a delicate business. While he genuinely intended to remain neutral, he didn’t want to strike a disingenuous pose. “I am neither ‘an active friend of Judge Foraker,’ nor bitterly opposed to you,” wrote McKinley. “I never permit an occasion to pass without speaking well of you and expressing my admiration for your services in war and your zeal and services for the party.” Thus, should Kennedy get the nomination, “you will have no more faithful ally in your campaign and one who will do more proportionate to his ability than I will.”

But here McKinley felt a need to interject a note of realism about Foraker, who had run for governor two years earlier and acquitted himself well despite an ultimate general election defeat: “I had thought that if Foraker wanted the nomination he would likely get it by reason of his splendid campaign.” True, he lost the election, “but I have never heard it charged to him and there is a good feeling for him in this election, while here you also have many friends.”

McKinley’s carefully calibrated diplomacy reflected his political persona, always intent on avoiding unnecessary animosities and willing to work with anyone on any political matter so long as their interests aligned. But there was a deeper imperative in McKinley’s determination to keep intraparty relations as smooth as possible. Ohio politics resided on a knife’s edge of parity between Republicans and Democrats, with political sentiment so closely divided that neither party could afford to let slip its cohesion or unity of purpose.

This party parity stemmed from intertwined economic and demographic developments. After becoming an agricultural powerhouse in the first half of the nineteenth century, Ohio turned its attention to the industrial challenge. With Great Lakes access to the north, the robust Ohio River east and south, and multiple other rivers and canals, Ohio enjoyed a transportation bonanza. Further, its central location rendered it a natural crossroads for burgeoning railroad lines, both east-west and north-south. All this, coupled with the development of vast seams of coal in thirty-two eastern and southern counties, spurred a manufacturing explosion. By 1872 Ohio produced five million tons of coal annually; within fourteen years production doubled. This led to the development of coal-fired open-hearth furnaces for steel production, and by 1892 Ohio ranked second among all states, behind Pennsylvania, in the manufacture of steel. Inevitably, new manufacturing uses for the steel soon emerged.

In Cincinnati Cyrus McCormick invented the reaper and Obed Hussey developed the farm mower. Cleveland became an industrial behemoth as well as an oil hub. Columbus became the “Buggy Capital of the World,” while the National Cash Register Company turned Dayton into a center of new technology. By century’s end, Ohio had plunged into chemicals, automobile and rubber manufacturing, soap products, and pharmaceuticals.

All this required labor, and laborers poured in from overseas. In the twenty years beginning in 1870, Ohio’s population grew by a million people, to 3,672,329. The greatest influx was from Germany, and by 1870 half of all foreign-born Ohioans were Germans. But the wave included growing numbers of Irish and immigrants from southern and eastern Europe—Italians, Slavs, Croats, Poles—who were mostly Catholic and less inclined than the Germans to assimilate smoothly into the prevailing Anglo-Saxon culture. Before long these immigrants represented significant population segments in the industrial cities of Cleveland, Youngstown, Akron, Dayton, and Toledo.

McKinley’s Republican Party largely represented native-born Ohioans, mostly British and German in provenance, Protestant, middle class, residents of small country towns. As the party that had destroyed slavery, the GOP projected a reformist ethos focused on improving the American character through material and moral progress. The greatest vehicle of material progress, in the Republican view, was the protective tariff. Moral betterment was promoted through the temperance movement against alcohol consumption, the promotion of public education, and (to a limited extent, given the political realities of the day) a concern about civil rights for black Americans.

The Ohio Republican Party, in short, was the party of middle-class respectability, crisply represented by Rutherford and Lucy Hayes, from the small Ohio town of Fremont. Lucy’s refusal to serve alcohol in the White House got her the nickname “Lemonade Lucy.” Her zeal for missionary and reform movements got her recruited to the presidency of the influential Woman’s Home Missionary Society. These were quintessential Ohio Republicans. Novelist Brand Whitlock noted that among such people it was “inconceivable that any self-respecting person should be a Democrat.”

But many Ohioans were, including large numbers of the new immigrants as well as rural populists with Southern roots and sensibilities. More laissez-faire on cultural matters and suspicious of reform movements, they also favored inflationary economic policies (free silver coinage or greenback issuance) and opposed government intervention into the lives of citizens. They certainly didn’t want anyone to take away their alcohol.

Ohio’s political parity rendered it imperative that each party consolidate its base, meaning minority segments with splinter-issue passions had to be accommodated. Republicans needed to assuage the temperance movement so it wouldn’t split off into a one-issue protest party and undermine Republican prospects. But that meant few Democrats could be lured to the GOP in close elections. Democrats had to conciliate populist dissidents demanding soft-money policies to aid debtors and slam elites. That meant, likewise, that few Republicans would rally to the Democrats. The result was a precarious political environment for politicians of both parties. McKinley’s mercurial Seventeenth District was a case in point.

Thus it wasn’t surprising that both parties cherished internal harmony. Yet Ohio Republicans were headed toward a rift that would roil party councils for years. It would be a schism not of ideology but of personal temperament and political ambition involving primarily four large figures: three rising politicians with finely honed political skills and an old salt of a pol who had navigated the shoals of history for more than three decades and who now, in his declining years, held fast to his political station and ultimate ambition.

The old salt was John Sherman, a lanky, rustic-looking man with a closely cropped beard and fiery pale-blue eyes. Though widely known as the brother of Civil War General William Tecumseh Sherman, he was a man of mark in his own right. Born in 1823, he cast his first presidential vote for that political titan of the misty past, Henry Clay, founder of the Whig Party. From a family of prominent landowners and jurists in Connecticut and Ohio, Sherman grew up in privilege but showed a rebellious streak. As a boy he habitually got into fights and was expelled from school for punching a teacher. Still in his teens, he set out on his own and became a lawyer at twenty-one.

He thrived, though the rebellious impulse never fully dissipated. Outraged by the slaveholder grip on 1850s America, he ran for Congress and won. He served six years in the House, then sixteen in the Senate. Beginning in 1877 he served four years as Treasury secretary under Hayes, then returned to the Senate. He played pivotal roles in the slavery issue before the war, in the government’s efforts to finance the war, in Reconstruction after the war, in currency issues, civil service reform, tariff policy. He served as chairman of the House Ways and Means Committee, the Senate Finance Committee, and the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. Throughout these assignments and endeavors, his organizational skill and leadership capacity propelled him to the forefront of American politics.

Now he hungered for the presidency. The Republican nominating conventions of 1880 and 1884 had seen squibs of support for him, but these bids had fizzled. He would be sixty-five in 1888, so that had to be his year. But Sherman had liabilities. He lacked magnetism and rhetorical flair. Worse, he displayed a distant, unfriendly manner. They called him “the Ohio icicle” based upon a frosty persona visible in his thin, unsmiling lips and abrupt nature. Increasingly self-absorbed, he returned to the Senate, after his stint at Treasury, insisting that the body waive its traditional rules and restore him to his previous seniority, including his Finance Committee chairmanship. When his successor as chairman, Justin Morrill of Vermont, refused to yield, Sherman responded in “bad grace,” as one journalist put it. Colleagues respected him but didn’t much like him, and voters greeted his standoffishness with wariness.

Then there was Joseph Benson Foraker, known as Ben, born three years after McKinley, the son of an Ohio farmer and miller. His early life paralleled McKinley’s: brought up in the Methodist Episcopal Church; manifested what one teacher called an “aptitude for declamation”; early and fervent adherent of the fledgling Republican Party; army sergeant at sixteen and brevet captain by war’s end. He saw extensive action at Chickamauga and Missionary Ridge, then marched with General Sherman through Georgia.

After the war he received a bachelor’s degree from Cornell University, moved to Cincinnati, married a congressman’s daughter, and entered the law. In his thirties he enjoyed legal and social prominence fueled in part by his imposing persona; he was tall, well-proportioned, with a large, droopy mustache, and “a voice like a fire-alarm,” as the Washington Post described it. He also seemed at times somewhat imperious, and some felt he displayed his ambition a bit too nakedly.

He craved political success, but when he captured his party’s nomination for a local judgeship, he lost the general election to a Democratic rival. Two years later, nominated for county solicitor, he lost again. But in 1879 he was elected to the Cincinnati Superior Court, and then a big break arrived in 1883 when the state’s two-term Republican governor, Charles Foster, designated him to be the party’s next gubernatorial candidate. Foster needed a stand-in in a year when a Republican split—a result of Foster’s controversial effort to regulate liquor distribution—undermined party prospects. “The Republicans are demoralized,” the Democratic Cincinnati Enquirer crowed, adding that the party’s leaders “determined to sacrifice as little as possible so they sacrificed Foraker.” But his exemplary campaign gave Foraker a statewide profile and much goodwill among prominent Republicans, reflected in McKinley’s carefully phrased letter to Robert Kennedy. In a letter to Foraker after the election, McKinley wrote, “No candidate for Governor ever made a more brilliant canvas, and the friends you made will stick to you through life.”

That sentiment was shared by Ohio’s third major GOP figure, Marcus Alonzo Hanna of Cleveland, one of the state’s most successful industrialists. His grandfather established himself as a New Lisbon farmer and grocer in 1814, and Mark’s father, Leonard, expanded the business into a broad network of merchandising enterprises. Young Mark grew up in considerable luxury. “The table was abundant, the food well-cooked, the linen of excellent quality, and the children well-clothed,” wrote one biographer. A schoolmate remembered young Hanna as “a pleasant, wholesome fellow, clean of tongue and with more polish of manners than many of his playmates.”

The family fortune was devastated when Leonard and his brothers invested $200,000 in a canal project that failed. When Mark was fifteen, members of the extended family migrated to Cleveland and set out to reestablish their financial standing in the wholesale grocery business. Then they got into Great Lakes shipping to deliver goods to emerging transit points in Wisconsin and Minnesota. After his schooling, young Mark set about to learn the business and eventually moved into executive positions. In 1864 he married Augusta Rhodes, whose father, a strong Democrat, had extensive coal and iron interests. Daniel Rhodes initially tried to keep the two love-struck youngsters apart because he despised Hanna’s politics, but on the wedding day he finally came around.

“It’s all over now, Mark,” he said to his new son-in-law, “but a month ago I would liked to have seen you at the bottom of Lake Erie.”

Now he said he wanted the young couple to move into his Cleveland mansion and Mark to take over his business. Mark demurred. He hungered for success in the emerging oil-refining business. But when his refinery burned down, as his father-in-law had predicted, he concluded the Rhodes company and the Rhodes mansion constituted his best option for financial recovery.

“Your money is gone now, Mark,” said the father-in-law when he heard about the fire, “and I’m damned glad of it.”

Hanna turned out to be a business visionary of rare brilliance. With more and more coal being shipped to more and more blast furnaces turning out more and more iron and steel, Rhodes & Co. was positioned to expand its enterprise. But Hanna perceived that he could expand far more quickly, and with far less capital investment, by creating a sales agency, brokering deals among mining companies, iron and steel producers, and manufacturers. Thus the company took a cut in a large proportion of the burgeoning transactions that kept the industrial expansion humming. Rhodes & Co. still mined coal and ran blast furnaces, and it invested in other companies that did also, but that became a foundation for building the sales agency business and cementing long-term brokerage relationships. Later, by investing in railroad companies, developing a shipping line, and getting into shipbuilding, Hanna expanded his company’s reach throughout the Great Lakes region.

Soon Rhodes & Co. (later Hanna & Co.) was one of the great industrial enterprises of the nation, and Hanna was one of the richest men in Ohio. His complex network of contractual relationships required a solid reputation, and Hanna’s business persona was one of “absolute accuracy, honesty and integrity,” recalled his corporate lawyer, Andrew Squire. “His early business associates were his late business associates.” When economic downturns undercut the value of his contracts, he never sought to wriggle out of his obligations.

Hanna expanded his business interests to include a city transit line, a local newspaper, and a downtown theater. The transit line and theater thrived, but the newspaper, the Cleveland Herald, lost money. Worse, in attempting to lure away star reporters from a competitor, the Cleveland Leader, Hanna ran afoul of Leader owner Edwin Cowles. The outraged Cowles unleashed a newspaper attack on Hanna so vitriolic that it damaged his reputation for the rest of his life. Cowles’s newspaper consistently portrayed Hanna as heartless, greedy, obsessed with self-aggrandizement. When Hanna finally decided to sell his paper, including major assets to Cowles, the triumphant publisher celebrated with an editorial that described Hanna as a picture of fair-mindedness and rectitude. But others picked up the Cowles cudgel as Hanna gained statewide and national attention.

Hanna seldom paid much heed to the attacks. A jaunty fellow with luminous brown eyes and a generosity of spirit, he loved to mix with interesting people, including the actors and musicians who performed at his theater and Republican politicians dedicated to business interests. “Mr. Hanna wanted company all the time,” recalled Elmer Dover, a political associate. “He was always drawn to men who did things, who accomplished things.”

Increasingly he was drawn to Republican politicians. He saw business as the vehicle of prosperity and prosperity as the goal of politics, and thus he fancied political figures who equated business success with the national interest. With more leisure now and plenty of money, he established himself as a Republican political operative, a man who could funnel cash to favored politicians, lend his well-honed organizational acumen to political campaigns, and muster the various talents needed for a smooth-running political operation. His ultimate goal: to usher an Ohio man into the White House.

The fourth man in the vortex of Ohio Republican competition was William McKinley. The criticism of that anonymous observer in the New York Times contained an element of truth, for he hadn’t quite emerged as a truly potent leader either in Congress or in Ohio. But within Republican circles, both in Washington and at home, he was gaining notice and respect for his congenial disposition and professional solidity. For several years running he was a regular on the Resolutions Committee of state Republican conventions. As keynote speaker at the 1880 state convention, he stirred a hearty response with a rousing testimonial to John Sherman. Also in 1880, he was elected as an Ohio delegate to the Republican National Convention.

And in Congress he was positioned for advancement through his membership on the high-profile Ways and Means Committee, which had jurisdiction over the hot tariff issue. When a friend wrote to say he had heard McKinley would relinquish his Ways and Means seat to become chairman of Judiciary, the congressman scotched the rumor. “A place on [Ways and Means] is of far more value to my district, and has more to do with its material interest than any other committee,” he wrote. What’s more, he was emerging as the committee’s leading voice for protectionism, the panel protégé of Chairman William (“Pig Iron”) Kelley of Pennsylvania, himself a vigorous advocate of high tariffs.

Inevitably McKinley’s unyielding high-tariff advocacy, coupled with his often elaborate earnestness, stirred some free-trade adherents to ridicule. Journalist Ida Tarbell would write that McKinley had “an advantage . . . which few of his colleagues enjoyed, —that of believing with childlike faith that all he claimed for protection was true.” But among the Major’s Republican colleagues in Congress, and increasingly among protectionist leaders and voters around the country, his sober genuineness on the issue generated respect and admiration. Clearly protectionism represented his ticket to national attention.



THE STORY OF the momentous interaction among these four men begins in 1884, when Sherman went up against the popular and flamboyant James G. Blaine, known as the Plumed Knight of Maine, for the GOP presidential nomination. Ohio Republicans were split on the matter, but without rancor. Most Blaine men embraced Sherman as their second choice, while Sherman’s adherents designated Blaine their backup candidate. McKinley was a Blaine man, while Hanna and Foraker favored Sherman.

The state convention that year elected McKinley its permanent chairman, and the Canton congressman responded with a highly partisan speech. “The difference between the Republican and Democratic party,” he declared, “is this—the Republican party never made a promise which it has not kept, and the Democratic party never made a promise which it has kept.” When floor nominations opened for at-large delegates to the national convention, Foraker nabbed the first slot, given the stature he had gained from his recent gubernatorial campaign. Other names then emerged from the floor.

When McKinley’s name was called out, the Major, from his chairman’s podium, politely demurred based on promises to other candidates that he wouldn’t let his name go forward while their fate remained undetermined. Given the man’s growing popularity, the delegates wouldn’t hear of it. Pandemonium ensued as motions were made and voted on to give McKinley the slot by acclamation while the chairman banged his gavel and declared the actions out of order. Ultimately the delegates overwhelmed the chairman, who reluctantly accepted the outcome. Hanna, drawing on support from Sherman delegates and others who appreciated his party benefactions, also garnered an at-large slot and became a national convention delegate.

At the national convention, held in Chicago, Blaine won the nomination on the fourth ballot, while Sherman never garnered any appreciable support beyond his partial tally from the Ohio delegation. McKinley added to his political luster by serving as chairman of the Resolutions Committee and, at one crucial point, executing a deft parliamentary maneuver that thwarted the Sherman forces from interrupting a roll-call vote that favored Blaine. Though no one knew it at the time, the big development was Hanna’s opportunity to get to know McKinley and Foraker. He appreciated both but developed an emotional, almost sycophantic attachment to Foraker.

“Among the few pleasures I found at the convention,” Hanna wrote to Foraker just before leaving Chicago, “was meeting and working with you.” He added, “I hear nothing but praise for you on all sides, all of which I heartily endorse and will hope to be considered among your sincere friends.” Returning to Cleveland, he wrote again: “I assure you, my dear fellow, that it will not be my fault if our acquaintance does not ripen, for I shall certainly go for you whenever you are within reach.”

In succeeding months, Hanna showered Foraker with solicitousness, inviting him and his wife to Cleveland for extended weekends, expressing fealty to his gubernatorial ambitions, assuring him that he sought no rewards for his dedication. He projected just two ambitions: to help get Foraker into the governor’s office and Sherman into the White House. For his part, Foraker expressed appreciation for Hanna’s support but maintained a certain distance. He rarely accepted Hanna’s proffered hospitality in Cleveland and never responded in kind to his effusive tone.

When Foraker was elected governor in late 1885, with considerable financial and organizational help from Hanna, the Cleveland industrialist assumed he would be consulted on significant patronage jobs. It didn’t happen. When Foraker passed over Hanna’s candidate for the lucrative position of state oil inspector in favor of McKinley’s candidate, Louis Smithnight, Hanna uncharacteristically assumed a martyr pose. “The Major is never behind hand with his claims,” he wrote to Foraker. “I tell him he ‘wants the earth’ and it looks as if I was getting about where I generally do in politics—left with only my reputation of being a good fellow, always accomodating [sic], etc., etc.”

The episode didn’t diminish Hanna’s devotion to Foraker. “I told McKinley,” the industrialist wrote in the same letter, “that I only cared for you in this matter.” When Foraker was inaugurated, Hanna sent him another letter: “I tell you my dear friend I felt proud when you stood before the people of this great State, its chosen executive. . . . I feel that you will mount the ladder rapidly and I will always be glad to stand at the bottom to help keep it from slipping.”

Meanwhile tensions emerged between Foraker and Sherman. Always alert to potential threats from rivals, the venerable senator recoiled when Republican newspapers began touting Foraker as a possible vice presidential candidate in 1888. Sherman’s people quickly grasped that Foraker’s vice presidential ambitions, if he had any, would undermine his support for Sherman’s presidential bid, given that the Constitution prohibited men from the same state from running for president and vice president on the same ticket. As the well-spoken and attractive Foraker gained national attention within Republican ranks, Sherman’s men even speculated that Foraker might actually covet the presidency.

Irritations mounted when the Sherman forces sought a state convention resolution declaring party unity on behalf of the senator’s presidential candidacy. One aim was to smoke out Foraker. If he opposed the resolution, he would reveal his true colors. The governor took the bait, justifying his opposition by arguing that it could harm Sherman’s standing by exposing fissures within the Ohio GOP left over from the 1884 Sherman-Blaine rivalry. “I am keeping out of the fight,” Foraker wrote to Hanna, “rather because I do not want to fight Sherman and I cannot conscientiously or consistently fight for him in this respect.”

Relations deteriorated further when Foraker took umbrage at being excluded from a secret meeting in Canton at which Sherman’s top men discussed campaign strategy. Both men were embarrassed when the Cleveland Plain Dealer revealed the meeting and played up the Sherman-Foraker feud. More tensions emerged when the Cincinnati Commercial Gazette, a stalwart Republican paper, blasted Foraker for withholding his full support from Sherman and presented a Sherman interpretation of the feud that Foraker considered distorted. In a letter to Sherman, Foraker suggested the senator’s actions constituted a “strain” upon their friendship, and he told a Sherman partisan that the senator’s correspondence had left him “very mad.”

Foraker seemed bent on having it both ways: maintaining his relationship with Sherman in the early phase of his presidential campaign while keeping his options open should the senator fade along the way. Given Sherman’s temperament and ambition, he would never accept that. Realizing the tensions could harm their careers, both men sought to rise above the squabble as Foraker won reelection and Sherman got his party’s endorsement. But the tensions were never far from the surface.

Hanna struggled to remain neutral, working assiduously for Sherman’s presidential bid, even getting designated the senator’s campaign manager and personal representative at the nominating convention, while also supporting Foraker whenever he could. But once reelected, the governor rebuffed Hanna once again on his renewed effort to get his man appointed oil inspector—or, barring that, to get him a secondary position. When Hanna suggested obliquely that perhaps Foraker’s home city of Cincinnati and surrounding Hamilton County were getting an outsized share of the governor’s patronage, Foraker shot back, “No one will make any headway for himself by talking about Hamilton county having more than her share, for that is exceedingly unjust.” Nevertheless Hanna continued to emphasize his special regard for the governor. “How glad I am,” he wrote Foraker at one point, “that I don’t know enough to be a governor or even President. . . . Consider me in this matter only as to how I can help you.”

It was getting increasingly difficult for Hanna to remain neutral, however. When Foraker heard rumors that he wouldn’t be called upon to make Sherman’s nominating speech at the Republicans’ national convention in Chicago, he seethed. After being excluded from Sherman’s strategy sessions, Foraker complained to Hanna. “I am wholly ignorant as to Mr. Sherman’s plans and wishes, hopes and prospects,” he wrote on May 10. Hanna implored the senator to invite Foraker to a forthcoming Washington meeting of Sherman managers. Sherman did so, but Foraker was unable to attend. He assured the senator, though, that upon being briefed on the campaign plans by Hanna or former governor Foster he would cooperate fully. He already had warned Sherman that the Blaine movement in Ohio “seems to be developing so strongly that I am getting somewhat uneasy.” Blaine remained officially out of the race, however, and Ohio was coming around to a unified front in behalf of Sherman.

Corporate business kept Hanna on the road throughout the weeks before the convention, and thus he couldn’t get to Columbus to brief the governor on Sherman’s campaign strategy. Foraker’s anger exploded onto a letter he dashed off to Hanna on May 25, protesting not only the industrialist’s absence from Columbus but also a change in Foraker’s assignment of rooms at the Sherman headquarters hotel, the Grand Pacific, during the Chicago convention. After quoting from several letters assuring him he would be briefed by Hanna, Foraker wrote,

With these letters before me, I was surprised to receive your letter in which you do not speak of any arrangement having been made according to which you were to see me, or of any information with which you were charged with the duty of imparting to me, or of any plan in accordance with which we are to work or of any organization of the delegation that had been determined upon or suggested, but which is chiefly an assignment of reasons why I should surrender the rooms in the vicinity of our headquarters that I have had engaged for more than three months. . . .

These letters appear . . . “out of joint” with one another, and . . . satisfy me that the so-called “fool-friends” are not all killed off yet, as I supposed, and induce me to say that I prefer to retain my rooms.
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