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            WHO is the happy Warrior? Who is he




            That every man in arms should wish to be?




            —It is the generous Spirit, who, when brought




            Among the tasks of real life, hath wrought




            Upon the plan that pleased his boyish thought:




            [image: ]




            Who, whether praise of him must walk the earth




            For ever, and to noble deeds give birth,




            Or he must fall, to sleep without his fame,




            And leave a dead unprofitable name—




            Finds comfort in himself and in his cause;




            And, while the mortal mist is gathering, draws




            His breath in confidence of Heaven’s applause . . .


 


            —WILLIAM WORDSWORTH,




            “Character of the Happy Warrior”
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  ASCENSION




  

    

      

        

          So then after the Lord had spoken vnto them, he was receiued vp into heauen, and sate on the right hand of God.




           




          —MARK, XVI:19


        


      


    


  




  Dawn broke that day on a new epoch, one that would carry the name of a man whose ideas and ideals would extend well into the next century.




  Shortly after seven o’clock on Wednesday, December 4, 1918, the sun rose over Hoboken, just as the nine-car special train of the twenty-eighth President of the United States chugged its

  way through the New Jersey city that fronted the western piers of New York harbor. One thousand soldiers and a Marine Corps guard of honor joined the local police in restraining the hundreds who

  stood in the chilly first light in hopes of catching a glimpse of the illustrious passenger. They wanted nothing more, wrote one observer, than “to cheer the president and to wish him

  God-speed on his momentous voyage.” At last, the flag-draped locomotive sputtered to a halt so that its central car—named “Ideal”—stopped before a red carpet leading

  to Pier 4. A battalion of the 13th United States Infantry surrounded the train.




  The passengers remained on board until eight o’clock, at which time President Woodrow Wilson and his second wife, Edith, stepped off the train, prompting a rousing

  rendition of “The Star-Spangled Banner” from an Army band. Brigadier General G. H. McManus, commander of the Port of Embarkation, stepped forward to welcome his Commander in Chief. In

  the last eighteen months, McManus’s port had witnessed the deployment of two million “doughboys” (as American soldiers were called) who had gone off to fight “the Hun”

  and win the first truly global war in history. General John J. Pershing, who had led the American Expeditionary Force, had rallied his armies from the outset with the vow that they would be in

  “Heaven, Hell or Hoboken” by Christmas of 1917.




  A year later than Pershing had promised, President Wilson tipped his hat and greeted the surrounding soldiers and sailors before proceeding through a huge shed, which was lined with three

  hundred Army Transport Service girls in khaki and infantrymen bearing fixed bayonets. Hundreds of flags, those of the United States and the Allied nations—Great Britain, France, Belgium, and

  Italy most recognizable among them—hung from the ceiling of this vast hall. Wilson walked beneath the glorious array and onto his home for the next ten days, the United States steamship

  George Washington. On December 4, 1917, that same ship had transported her first five thousand troops to fight in the war “over there.” Now the great vessel was about to convey

  President Wilson and his team of aides and experts on a voyage of peace to Europe—not only to conclude what had been the greatest conflagration in the history of man but also to create a

  document that might guarantee that they had just fought “the war to end all wars.”




  As the President and Mrs. Wilson ascended the gangplank, the naval band on board struck up “Hail to the Chief,” after which it reprised the National Anthem. Then the Wilsons settled

  into their flower-filled accommodations. The President’s suite consisted of a green-curtained bedroom and bath and a large office, with a mahogany desk on which sat a white telephone for

  shipboard calls; attached to a wall was a wireless telephone by which the President could communicate with Washington or the Pennsylvania, the lead escort ship. Mrs. Wilson’s

  bedroom—decorated in ivory with a pink bedspread, curtains, and plump cushions—connected to a large bath, a dining room large enough to seat six comfortably, and a sitting room with a

  writing desk, chairs, and a table. It was all to her liking, except for the soldiers outside their staterooms and patrolling the decks.




  Never in history had so much security surrounded an American president. In addition to the military presence, eight members of the Secret Service were aboard the George

  Washington, with two more doing advance work in France. The ship, recalled agent Edmund W. Starling, “had been checked from bow to stern and from keel to masthead, and members of the

  Secret Service all over the United States had been busy investigating members of the crew. . . . There was not a fireman or cabin boy whose family and background had not been thoroughly looked

  into.” The hopes of the world were on board, and everything was being done to ensure the safety of the transport.




  At 10:15 the twin-stacked ship—722 feet long and weighing twenty-five thousand tons—backed into the Hudson River. Once its stern was sighted heading northward, all the vessels in the

  waters around the New York islands responded with bells and sirens and horns and whistles. Passengers on every craft jockeyed for rail position in order to wish Woodrow Wilson bon voyage.




  Wearing a bearskin coat, the President, with his wife, joined Captain Edward McCauley, Jr., on the bridge. Wilson waved his hands and raised his hat to the crowds again and again in appreciation

  of the most spectacular send-off in New York history. It was difficult to imagine in that moment of purely joyful noise, with thousands of flags and handkerchiefs waving in his honor, that he was

  one of the most polarizing Presidents in the nation’s history. As one of his earliest supporters, Oklahoma Senator Thomas Pryor Gore, once said: “Wilson had no friends, only slaves and

  enemies.”




  British Parliamentarian Cecil Harmsworth would later observe that he did not know of “any historic personage . . . who so strangely attracts and repels” as Woodrow Wilson. This was

  possibly because—as another Wilson acquaintance observed—“probably in the history of the whole world there has been no great man, of whom so much has been written, but of whom

  personally so little has been correctly known.” Yet another, who, as a college student, had first encountered him, never lost sight of the personal paradox that was the man: “Stern and

  impassive, yet emotional; calm and patient, yet quick-tempered and impulsive; forgetful of those who had served him, yet devoted to many who had rendered but minor service . . . precise and

  business-like, and yet, upon occasion, illogical without more reason than intuition itself.”




  Theodore Roosevelt, the greatest political personality of the day, took potshots at Wilson at every possible opportunity; and during the 1912 Presidential

  campaign—which he lost to Wilson—advisers urged Roosevelt to smear his opponent with the rumors of an extramarital affair with a mysterious woman known as “Mrs. Peck.” TR

  refused, fearing that would only give Wilson some allure—as he looked like nothing more than “an apothecary’s clerk.” In this matter, however, TR’s political

  assessment was mistaken. For all the dour photographs of the very proper President, society doyenne Evalyn Walsh McLean insisted that the women of America found him extremely attractive, which made

  him the subject of much giddy Washington gossip. For his part, Wilson admitted his susceptibility “to all feminine attractions,” as “girls of all degrees of beauty and grace have

  a charm for me which almost amounts to a spell.” He was, by his own admission, extremely sexual, always aware of “the riotous element in my blood.” Beneath his stern ministerial

  appearance churned a turbulent emotional life.




  In wooing his first wife, the ethereal Ellen Axson of Rome, Georgia, Wilson indulged in one of the most expansive love correspondences in history—thousands of letters so passionate she

  said they kept her “in an almost constant state of intoxication.” Cultured, well-read, and a talented artist, she abandoned any professional aspirations in order to serve her husband

  and raise their three daughters. She enabled his ambitions—all the way to the White House, in which she got to live only fourteen months before dying there. Bereft beyond words, he

  contemplated resignation.




  But the war had just broken out in Europe, and what duty could not arouse in him, a friend did, by introducing him to a buxom, well-to-do, young Washington widow named Edith Bolling Galt. The

  President fell in love at first sight. Despite the political and practical difficulties of courting from the White House, the President romanced her, again through sheaves of letters and private

  meetings. Less than eighteen months after burying the first Mrs. Wilson, he married the second. She worshipped him. And from that day forward—in health and unexpectedly grave

  sickness—she almost never left his side. Unwittingly, she would later enter into a conspiracy that ran the government and which would result in an amendment to the Constitution to prevent

  such an occurrence from happening again. Throughout their marriage, she monitored a twitch in his lower left eyelid and a throbbing in his cheek.




  Despite numerous chronic ailments—and a bad cold as he boarded the ship—sixty-one-year-old Woodrow Wilson appeared remarkably fit. He stood five feet ten and

  one-half inches and weighed a lean 170 pounds. Except for some youthful experimentation with mustaches and sideburns, he had always been clean-shaven, with strong cheekbones and a prominent chin;

  he had a fine straight nose, and ears large enough to make some look twice. His hair had thinned, but he always retained enough to cut close and part neatly on the left. Although his vision was

  weak—one eye virtually useless—his deep gray eyes were as understanding as they could be piercing. A pince-nez, which emphasized his erudition, became his trademark. That and a J-shaped

  jaw were all a caricaturist needed to conjure the man. He had a well-defined mouth, with full lips; and though the public mostly saw a solemn face, he had a toothy smile and a deep laugh, one

  generally reserved for intimate occasions. He told corny jokes, could not resist a pun, and always had a limerick at the ready—the raciest of which was about “an old monk from

  Siberia” who “eloped with the Mother Superior.” He loved to sing, showing off his silvery second tenor voice. One adviser wrote, “I never knew a man whose general appearance

  changed so much from hour to hour.” His demeanor could change as well. “He seems to do his best to offend rather than to please, and yet when one gets access to him, there is no more

  charming man in all the world than Woodrow Wilson.”




  More than the elegant profile and courtly mien contributed to Wilson’s authoritative stature. Diplomat and historian George F. Kennan—who closely observed public figures throughout

  most of his 101 years—noted, “No man in modern times, to my mind, ever better looked or acted the part of an American president.”




  Twenty-six men had preceded Woodrow Wilson to the White House. Each generally pursued one of three well-worn paths, and sometimes a combination thereof: the earliest presidents especially rose

  through the ranks of state legislatures until they leapt to the national level, either in Congress, the Cabinet, or the diplomatic corps; a handful earned their stripes on the battlefield, where

  their leadership and heroism transformed them into national figures; several graduated from statehouses to the White House. Woodrow Wilson, it is true, did serve as Governor of New Jersey—but

  so briefly that it barely distracts from his having blazed a trail to the Presidency that is utterly unique. Quite simply, he enjoyed the most meteoric rise in American

  history, one with a most unlikely origin—a college campus.




  Woodrow Wilson loved his alma mater, Princeton, with religious zeal; and as a professor and then its president, he not only reformed a country club college into a top-tier university but also

  developed a pedagogical model that many of America’s institutions of higher education would subsequently adopt. His efforts to alter Princeton’s social structure, however, forced him to

  leave under a cloud and to consider a lesson he taught without fully grasping himself: “If you want to make enemies, try to change something.”




  A career intellectual, he was the only President of the United States to have spent the majority of his life cloistered in academia. Like most of his predecessors, he studied the law; and he

  became the first President to earn a doctorate degree as well. As one of the nation’s leading historians and first political scientists, he had written a dozen books and numerous articles and

  delivered countless lectures and speeches—often on matters that reached into the realm of public affairs. While advocating educational reforms at Princeton, he had fought against the

  injustices of privilege wherever he could, championing meritocracy. Wilson distinguished himself as a public thinker.




  But he had spent most of his life in private frustration, half-fulfilled, as he long harbored hidden aspirations he seldom voiced. His intellectual vigor masked a lifelong ambition to hold high

  political office—to make history more than teach it. With Princeton’s trustees thwarting his educational revolution, the impeccable Wilson accepted an offer to run for Governor of New

  Jersey. In so doing, he disabled the “machine” of the most corrupt state in the Union, defying the very bosses who had selected him to be their puppet. Wilson would later say he left

  Princeton for government service in order to get out of politics.




  No American statesman ever had a shorter second act. As late as October 1910, at age fifty-three and never having run for public office, Woodrow Wilson headed a small, all-male college in a

  quiet town in New Jersey; in November 1912, he was elected President of the United States. He swiftly went from near obscurity to global prominence, becoming the most powerful man on earth. He

  would contend that it had all been choreographed—not by himself, but by Himself.




  “No man in supreme power in any nation’s life,” wrote the University of Virginia’s president Edwin A. Alderman, ”. . . was so profoundly

  penetrated by the Christian faith. He was sturdily and mystically Christian.” Born in a church manse, the son and grandson of Presbyterian ministers, Wilson did not often preach Christianity

  from his bully pulpit, but he ardently practiced it, infusing all his decisions with a piety and morality that were never lost on his constituents. His devotion was genuine. Twice a day he

  genuflected in prayer, he said grace before each meal, and he read a chapter of the Bible every night. He referred to Sunday as the Sabbath. And he appointed the first Jew to the Supreme Court.




  Beholden to nobody, he had risen to his position through brainpower. Wedding the complexity of his intellect with the simplicity of his faith, placing principles before politics, he followed his

  conscience, never first checking public opinion. He spoke only for himself, and he found much of the nation agreeing with what he had to say. Arguably the least experienced person to hold the

  highest political office in the land, he was the Presidency’s most accomplished student of American history and politics. As such, he proved to be an unexpectedly evolved political animal,

  with a tough hide and sharp claws. In 1912 he entered one of the most thrilling races in the nation’s history and beat two worthy adversaries—a Republican incumbent, William Howard

  Taft, and the even more popular third-party candidate, Theodore Roosevelt, the Progressive from the Bull Moose Party.




  Ambrose Bierce had recently defined politics in his Devil’s Dictionary as “the conduct of public affairs for private advantage.” But Wilson defied such thinking. In

  the middle of a period of great economic inequality—when the nation’s richest 1 percent owned half its wealth—he unveiled his Presidential program. His “New Freedom”

  worked honestly to protect the less favored 99 percent of his countrymen. In order to actualize his slate of progressive reforms, he brought a bold new approach to his office, one in which the

  executive and legislative branches co-operated the government. He literally walked the walk, violating a century-old tradition by appearing regularly before Congress—not just to deliver his

  State of the Union messages but whenever he had an important measure he wanted passed.




  “What I am interested in is having the government of the United States more concerned about human rights than about property rights,” he insisted. Toward that end, he lost no time in

  creating the Federal Reserve Board, reducing excessive tariffs, reforming taxation, strengthening anti-trust laws, inaugurating the eight-hour workday, establishing the

  Federal Trade Commission, developing agricultural programs, improving rural life, and making corporate officers liable for the actions of their companies. He even offered the first government

  bailout of a private industry in distress—cotton. Without so much as a breath of scandal, his New Freedom served as the foundation for the New Deal and Fair Deal and New Frontier and Great

  Society to come. Future President Harry Truman said, “In many ways, Woodrow Wilson was the greatest of the greats.”




  Wilson’s reelection in 1916 was an even more electrifying contest than his first, a legendary squeaker. He ran on his strong legislative record and the powerful message that “He kept

  us out of war.” He became the first Democratic President elected to two consecutive terms since Andrew Jackson in 1832.




  And within weeks of his second inauguration, Woodrow Wilson returned to Congress to announce the most consequential shift in the history of American foreign policy, before or since. On April 2,

  1917, he addressed a joint session of the legislature, with the Supreme Court, the Cabinet, and the diplomatic corps present as witnesses, in what one prominent journalist called “the most

  dramatic event that the National Capitol had ever known.” In speaking to an isolationist nation, one that had long adhered to a policy of avoiding foreign entanglements, Wilson summoned the

  American people less to a war than a crusade, declaring that the United States must help make the world “safe for democracy.”




  In urging his countrymen to join in a war being fought an ocean away, to fight pre-emptively for principles instead of retaliating for attacks against them, to wed idealism with interventionism,

  Woodrow Wilson initiated one of the most far-reaching precepts of American foreign policy. “Democracy” had long been America’s watchword. Wilson now added such terms as

  “self-determination” and “collective security” to the battle cry.




  A dynamic Commander in Chief, Wilson transformed an introverted country with minor defensive capabilities into a competitive military nation. “Perhaps the greatest foreign army that ever

  crossed a sea in the history of the world prior to the present war was the Persian army of a million men, which bridged and crossed the Hellespont,” wrote the Secretary of War, Newton D.

  Baker. Wilson instituted a program of selective service that would provide the potential to raise an army many times the size of that of Xerxes and would send millions of men across an ocean.




  Throughout the war, Wilson’s mightiest weapon was his oratory. With a resonant voice and precise diction, honeyed with a drop of Southern gentility, he became one of

  the most celebrated speakers of his time. He could extemporize for an hour or longer without a pause or misplaced word. He thought in metaphors, spoke in perfect sentences, and composed entire

  paragraphs in his head, relying on a superior vocabulary. When speaking formally, he resorted to prepared texts and proved even more eloquent. Muckraker Ida Tarbell said, “I doubt if there is

  any man in America that can talk . . . with such precision and at the same time so like a human being.” He was the last President to compose all his own speeches.




  Wilson codified his war aims—his terms for peace—into “Fourteen Points.” Walter Lippmann, who drafted some of them, said they “merely voiced the common aspiration

  of liberal men for a better world order. It was assumed that they would create an environment in which a decent and orderly settlement could be made.” The empires of four great dynasties had

  just toppled—the Hohenzollerns in Germany, the Habsburgs in Austria, the Romanovs in Russia, and the Ottomans in Turkey: no longer did divine right rule in Europe or across most of the world.

  It now fell upon the American President to reconfigure the pieces of those fallen empires.




  More than a crowning touch, Woodrow Wilson’s fourteenth point became his raison d’être, what he believed would be his sacred legacy. It was a concept under which all countries

  of the world might congregate, to avert war by settling disputes through pre-emptive peace talks. Others before him had championed similar organizations, but Woodrow Wilson was the first to stake

  his life on the idea, forever affixing his name to that vision of a League of Nations.




  Wilson was especially sensitive to all sides in the impending negotiations because he was the only President in the history of the United States to have been raised in a country that had

  suffered a defeat in war. Born in Virginia and raised during the Civil War and Reconstruction in the Confederacy, Wilson grasped the tragedy that overcame the South after the Civil War, in which

  the aftermath, at times, proved worse than the defeat. He comprehended the feelings of guilt, even shame, the lingering anger, and the contrition; he saw why Southern eloquence turned toward

  euphemism, especially when it came to talking about “the recent unpleasantness.” He had seen how racism stained the region; and he spent a lifetime sorting out his

  own feelings on that subject. His administration instituted segregation—“Jim Crow” laws—in Washington, D.C.




  In asking his countrymen to engage in this first World War, he had insisted that Americans were fighting for what he called a “peace without victory.” Feeling as right as he was

  righteous, he hoped to show the world that foreign policy might have a moral component as well as political or economic objectives. “Never before in the history of mankind,” Edwin

  Alderman noted, “has a statesman of the first order made the humble doctrine of service to humanity a cardinal and guiding principle of world politics.” Nor had any President ever

  suppressed free speech to so great an extent in order to realize his principles.




  The first sitting President to leave the territorial United States, “he enjoyed a prestige and moral influence throughout the world unequaled in history,” said John Maynard Keynes, a

  young economist who was part of the British delegation to the peace talks. Indeed, concurred his colleague Harold Nicolson, Wilson came “armed with power such as no man in history had

  possessed: he had come fired with high ideals such as have inspired no autocrat of the past.”




  Nobody could predict the quality of his mercy. He had, after all, spoken of fairness and severity in the same sentence, as well as of penalties without being punitive. The world could but wonder

  whether those who sought revanche and retribution could sign the same document required of those who believed Wilson was the “one man who would see that Germany was not looted and

  destroyed; that she would get justice at his hands.” To his longtime secretary, Wilson had confessed before embarking, “This trip will either be the greatest success or the supremest

  tragedy in all history; but I believe in a Divine Providence. . . . It is my faith that no body of men however they concert their power or their influence can defeat this great world enterprise,

  which after all is the enterprise of Divine mercy, peace and good will.” In the end, Henry Kissinger has noted, “Wilson’s principles”—properly applied or

  misappropriated—“have remained the bedrock of American foreign-policy thinking.”




  For all his towering intellect and abiding faith, Woodrow Wilson was superstitious—especially about the number thirteen, which he considered talismanic. His first and last names comprised

  thirteen letters. In his thirteenth year of service at Princeton, he became the college’s thirteenth president. In 1913 he became President of the United States, whose thirteen original colonies received tribute everywhere in the symbols of the nation, from the number of stripes on its flag to the number of arrows in the eagle’s sinister talon on its

  national seal. Those close to the President knew that he had selected the date of the George Washington’s departure so that it would dock in France on December 13.




  Five destroyers of the Atlantic Torpedo Flotilla escorted the ship through New York harbor until it met the dreadnought Pennsylvania, her convoy across the

  mine-littered Atlantic. Once the George Washington was on its course, the President’s flag was hoisted on its mainmast. The sight of it snapping in the breeze signaled a salute from

  the destroyers, and twenty-one gunshots rent the air. And then, two airplanes shot out overhead and performed aerial acrobatics to everybody’s astonishment and delight.




  Anybody in Manhattan with a river view could catch a glimpse of the farewell, and every shoreline window, doorway, and rooftop was filled with cheering citizens and a kaleidoscope of stars and

  stripes. Down in the Battery, ten thousand New Yorkers huddled along the seawall to pay their respects; at Governors Island, soldiers gathered on the western shore to shout their goodbyes; all of

  Staten Island seemed to have turned out as well. And there, the Presidential ship passed the Minnehaha, which was bringing home a boatload of soldiers who had fought “over

  there.” The President was moved by this signal that the war was really over. Indeed, he had made it known that he already believed “the history of mankind will be put into two grand

  divisions only, that before, and that after, this great world conflict.”




  With the sun shining upon the torch-bearing statue in the middle of the harbor, one could not help feeling as the President’s friend and physician Rear Admiral Cary T. Grayson

  did—that “no person could have wished for a more auspicious commencement of an eventful trip.” Despite the capriciousness of his constituency, The New York Times said the

  American public admired Mr. Wilson and considered him an “ambassador going beyond the seas not only to conclude a peace, but to establish relations of amity that will endure through all the

  coming years.” Nobody realized he would be away from home for six months.




  One young diplomat, Raymond B. Fosdick, wrote that watching the nation’s farewell to the President “almost made the tears come to my eyes to realize what a tremendous grip on the

  hopes and affections, not only of America but of the world, this one man has.” That very morning, on his way to the boat, Fosdick had observed hundreds of young men and

  women leaving the ferry, sweatshop workers commuting in the dark. A few minutes later, Fosdick asked one of the laborers how many hours a day he worked. Fourteen, the man replied; and then,

  pointing to the George Washington, he added, “But do you see that boat. . . . There’s a man aboard her that is going to Europe to change all that.” When Fosdick related

  the story to the President, Wilson suddenly looked strained under the burden of impossible expectations.




  When the George Washington reached the open water, the Wilsons lunched in their private dining room, after which the President napped. “The long strain of war was lifting,”

  remembered Edith Wilson. “For three hours he slept without stirring, and got up looking refreshed and renewed.” Some afternoons, the weary leader slept four hours—“storing

  up energy for the trials ahead.” After these siestas, the Wilsons took long walks around the deck.




  By the third day at sea, the George Washington had entered the Gulf Stream, and the weather turned summery. The President spent his mornings addressing his paperwork and holding

  meetings with members of the American Peace Commission. Several journalists had been invited on the voyage, and he always found time to speak to them, having enjoyed a cordial relationship with the

  press corps since his earliest days in office, when he became the first President to schedule regular White House press conferences.




  Most nights, after a small dinner in their suite, the Wilsons attended the movies. There were two theaters on board equipped with motion picture projectors—the “Old Salt”

  Theatre for the troops belowdecks and the Martha Washington Theatre for the officers and the Peace Commission on an upper deck. The President preferred to watch with the enlisted men, thoroughly

  enjoying the latest from Charlie Chaplin, Douglas Fairbanks, William S. Hart, and Fatty Arbuckle. While he normally would not have attended a motion picture on a Sunday night, noted the

  ship’s newsletter, “in true democratic fashion he always fits his personal convenience to the circumstances of the occasion, and he enjoyed the motion picture as much as anybody.”

  When it ended, the President held an impromptu reception, shaking hands with all the men present, who gave him three rousing cheers.




  On the morning of Tuesday, December 10, the hilly green fields and whitewashed towns of the Azores came into view, signaling the end of Wilson’s holiday. He came on

  deck for a few breaths of air and then buckled down to business. The night before, a young, hotheaded attaché to the Commission, William C. Bullitt, had taken a seat next to him in the

  “Old Salt” Theatre and boldly explained that the team of advisers on board “was in a thoroughly skeptical and cynical mood” and that “it would have a fatal

  effect” if they reached Paris and met their British and French counterparts without knowing the President’s precise intentions. Indeed, even Wilson’s chief information officer,

  George Creel, complained that he “did not know a Goddam thing about what the President was thinking.” Bullitt’s chat made Wilson realize it was time to gather his advisers, each

  with his own specialty. Most of them, in fact, had been working in private under a nascent government program called “the Inquiry.” This secret council on foreign affairs had, as the

  times suddenly demanded, become the nation’s first central intelligence agency.




  The Azores behind them, the President summoned ten members of the Inquiry to his office that Tuesday. For an hour, he articulated his vision on such topics as indemnities, borders, colonies,

  and—above all—the League of Nations, which would be essential to resolving all the other problems. If the forthcoming peace was based on “anything but justice and the will of the

  people rather than that of their leaders,” he said, the next “catastrophe would not be a war but a cataclysm.”




  “I have never seen the President in a franker or more engaging mood,” Bullitt wrote in his diary. “He was overflowing with warmth and good nature.” His charm revived

  everybody’s morale for the work ahead. Before the group dispersed, he asked them to remember one story—that not five months prior, General Pershing’s AEF had joined the French at

  Château-Thierry, where they were ordered to retreat with the French army. The American commander tore up the orders and commanded his divisions to advance instead, thereby saving Paris and

  gaining momentum to win the war. “It is not too much to say that at Château-Thierry we saved the world,” Wilson told his advisers, “and I do not intend to let those

  Europeans forget it. They were beaten when we came in and they know it. . . . They all acknowledged that our men at Château-Thierry saved them. Now they are trying to forget it.” Wilson

  spent most of his last day at sea in his quarters, quietly preparing for the Peace Conference. “He goes to face the lions, if ever a man did,” noted Raymond Fosdick.




  The Wilsons watched the final movie of their voyage in the Martha Washington Theatre that night. Before the lights came up, fifty sailors—known as

  bluejackets—quietly gathered in the corner of the hall and, to the accompaniment of the orchestra that had supplied music during the film, softly sang “God Be with You till We Meet

  Again.” Everybody stood, and all eyes turned to the President, whose head was bowed, tears rolling down his cheeks. Then they all sang “Auld Lang Syne.”




  During the voyage, the President had made a point of acquainting himself with all parts of the ship and its personnel. He posed for pictures with everyone, from the enlisted apprentice boys to

  the “black gang” in the boiler rooms. For the first time, motion pictures documented the history of the nation as much as the words of any reporter, as the Signal Corps had captured on

  film as much of the last year’s events as possible. Captain Victor Fleming, a twenty-eight-year-old Californian who had launched a promising career in Hollywood as a cameraman before he was

  drafted, chronicled every interesting moment of the crossing. After his military service, he would return to Hollywood, where he would direct the biggest film stars in the world in such classic

  features as The Wizard of Oz and Gone With the Wind. But no cast would ever come close to rivaling the one that was about to assemble in Paris.




  December is the gloomiest month in Brittany, where it rains more days than not. It had poured in Brest for weeks. So the President’s entourage buzzed that morning that his lucky number had

  paid off—that Friday the thirteenth burst with sunlight as the George Washington swung into her anchorage outside the breakwater in the harbor. The President and Mrs. Wilson went on

  deck at nine o’clock to witness the reception—a fleet of nine battleships and forty destroyers and cruisers. The gun salutes were deafening. Planes soared overhead, and a large

  dirigible scudded across the clear skies. After an early lunch, a tender pulled to the side of the ship, and five American Admirals boarded, followed by a delegation of French dignitaries who were

  accompanied by Wilson’s daughter Margaret, a singer who had been in Europe entertaining the troops.




  The tender carried the Presidential party to the pier, which had been elaborately decorated with flowers and flags. And for the first time in history, a President of the United States set foot

  on European soil, muddy at that. The acting Mayor of Brest stepped forward to pay tribute to the President, with gratitude from the people of France for seeing “fit to personally aid in restoring peace to the world.” After the President’s reply, the French Foreign Minister Stéphen Pichon thanked Wilson for coming over “to

  give us the right kind of peace.” The President graciously corrected him: “I think you mean that we all will cooperate to bring about a just peace.”




  A procession of motorcars transported the guests through the medieval streets—festooned with laurel wreaths and banners—past the largest crowd ever amassed in the picturesque city.

  At the railroad station, a crimson carpet ran the entire length of the platform, leading the American dignitaries to the special train normally reserved for the French President. It was furnished

  with big easy chairs, footstools, and cushions, in rose brocade, all arranged to maximize the view outside the oversized windows. Beyond this parlor were sleeping cars for the entourage and the

  French President’s private carriage, which had been given to the Wilsons. The train left Brest at four, and stopped at seven so that Wilson could enjoy a five-course meal in the dining car,

  followed by a walk in the French countryside before he and his wife retired at ten o’clock.




  The train rolled through the night. During the entire length of the journey—even at three o’clock in the morning, when Admiral Grayson looked outside his drawing room

  window—men, women, and children gathered alongside the tracks, standing in the dark, cheering the train’s passage. But nothing, not even those advance welcomes, could have prepared the

  President for what awaited him in Paris.




  Under brilliant skies, the train arrived precisely at ten o’clock at the private station in the Bois de Boulogne, a terminal reserved for visiting dignitaries of royal blood. The

  building’s walls and pillars were draped in red, white, and blue, and, high above, from a pair of staffs, waved a huge Star-Spangled Banner and a Tricolore. President Raymond Poincaré,

  Premier Georges Clemenceau, and all the leadership of the French government, along with members of the American Embassy, greeted the Wilsons as they stepped off the train onto a crimson carpet.

  Bands played as the dignitaries entered a magnificent reception room fragrant from profusions of roses and carnations. After a few speeches of welcome, the two presidents led the procession

  outside, where eight horse-drawn carriages, each attended by coachmen and footmen in national livery, awaited. On the roadway above the station and on nearby rooftops and windows, thousands of

  admirers cheered wildly as they entered the first open victoria. The Presidents’ wives and Margaret Wilson entered the second carriage, followed by Clemenceau and the

  rest of the party, in hierarchical order. The Garde Républicaine, on horseback and wearing shimmering brass helmets with long black horsetails down the back, led the cavalcade along a

  four-mile route to the Wilsons’ Paris lodgings.




  “The cheering had a note of welcome in it,” observed Admiral Grayson, “and it required the best efforts of the troops to prevent some of the over-enthusiastic breaking through

  and overwhelming the Presidential party.” Irwin Hood “Ike” Hoover, the chief usher of the White House, said that behind the soldiers from many countries who lined the streets,

  “as far as the eye could see was one writhing, milling mass of humanity. They did not applaud; they screamed, yelled, laughed, and even cried.” Sixty-eight-year-old diplomat Henry

  White, the lone Republican member of the American negotiating committee, said he had witnessed every important coronation or official greeting in Europe for fifty years and had never seen anything

  like it. Reporters claimed the crowds were ten times those that had recently assembled for the visiting monarchs of England and Belgium.




  Reaching the Étoile, Wilson received a historic honor: the chains encircling the Arc de Triomphe had been removed, thus granting him the passage that had not been allowed to anybody since

  the end of the Franco-Prussian War in 1871, and only to Napoleon before that. Down the broad Champs-Élysées they rode, the crowds thickening. As Edith Wilson observed, “Every

  inch was covered with cheering, shouting humanity. The sidewalks, the buildings, even the stately horse-chestnut trees were peopled with men and boys perched like sparrows in their very tops. Roofs

  were filled, windows overflowed until one grew giddy trying to greet the bursts of welcome that came like the surging of untamed waters. Flowers rained upon us until we were nearly buried.”

  More than an expression of gratitude from one nation to another, the demonstration grew personal.




  They crossed the Seine at the Alexandre III Bridge to the Quai d’Orsay and then recrossed to the Place de la Concorde, into which 100,000 people had jammed, hoping for a glimpse of

  “Meester Veelson.” The noise grew deafening, as the carriages proceeded through the Rue Royale, and the crowd kept roaring the phrase posted overhead in electric lights on a sign that

  spanned the street—“VIVE WILSON.” President Poincaré declared that the reception “stood alone among the welcome given any previous visitor to

  Paris.”




  The wartime population of central Paris was a little over one million citizens, and newspapers estimated that two million people filled just the handful of arrondissements

  along President Wilson’s route. Forgetting neither Alexander nor Caesar, not even Napoleon, France offered that day the most massive display of acclamation and affection ever heaped upon a

  single human being—sheer numbers alone making it the greatest march of triumph the world had ever known. To those who had just endured an apocalypse, observed future President Herbert

  Hoover—then in Europe to supervise the feeding of the hungry—“no such man of moral and political power and no such an evangel of peace had appeared since Christ preached the

  Sermon on the Mount. Everywhere men believed that a new era had come to all mankind. It was the star of Bethlehem rising again.” Wilson gloried in the reception.




  At 28 Rue de Monceau—behind a wall with two gatehouses—stood the three-story, three-hundred-year-old Murat Palace. The prince who lived there had offered it to the French government

  for the President’s stay. The Wilsons hardly had enough time in which to bathe and change clothes for a luncheon for 250 that the Poincarés were hosting at the Élysée

  Palace, the first of a staggering number of public functions that would consume the next two weeks. “An American can have anything he wants in Paris to-day,” wrote Raymond Fosdick in

  his diary, “—he owns the city. . . . I wonder . . . what will be the greeting of the French when the Peace is finished and Wilson comes to go home. I wish it would be guaranteed that

  their affection for America and the Americans would be as real and as enthusiastic as it is to-day. Poor Wilson! A man with his responsibilities is to be pitied. The French think that with almost a

  magic touch he will bring about the day of political and industrial justice. Will he? Can he?”




  While Edith took a drive through the city that afternoon, her husband got to work, conferring with his chief adviser, a singular figure in his life and that of the Presidency. Colonel Edward

  Mandell House was President Wilson’s most trusted confidant. In access and influence, he outranked everybody in Wilson’s Cabinet, including the Secretary of State; and he quietly headed

  the Inquiry, reporting only to the President. In matters of diplomacy, he had carte blanche to speak for Wilson, and he became America’s first modern national security adviser. As

  representatives of virtually every population in the world gravitated to Paris, each seeking a private audience with the President, House came to consider himself indispensable. He quietly took pride in one Ambassador’s having referred to him as the “ Super-Secretary of State.”




  But the eyes of the world remained fixed on one man, examining his every gesture and analyzing every nuance. On his first Sunday in Paris, after attending services at the American Presbyterian

  Church, Wilson and his wife visited the tomb of Lafayette, where he left a wreath and his personal card, on the back of which he had written, “In memory of the great Lafayette, from a

  fellow-servant of liberty.” After lunch that day, Wilson received his first diplomatic caller, Premier Clemenceau. Colonel House noted that he had “never seen an initial meeting a

  greater success.” At a subsequent meeting days later, the Premier expressed his feeling that the League of Nations should be attempted, but he was not confident of its success. For Wilson,

  failure was not an option. The American Ambassador in Rome would report just that week that the Italians regarded Wilson as a “Messiah sent to save them from all the ills that the war has

  brought on the world.”




  Weeks of formalities preceded the peace talks. Wilson took advantage of this time to explain his mission whenever he could, in interviews and at festivities in his honor. The ceremony that

  resonated most for him occurred on Saturday, December 21, when the University of Paris—the Sorbonne—conferred its first honorary degree in seven centuries and referred to its recipient

  as “Wilson the Just.” He told the four thousand academicians, all robed in red, “There is a great wind of moral force moving through the world, and every man who opposes himself

  to that wind will go down in disgrace.”




  The Great War had taken the lives of 16.5 million people, roughly a third of them civilians; and another 21 million soldiers suffered wounds. Compared with the European statistics, the United

  States—entering late and battling at distant barricades—escaped relatively unscathed. But 116,000 brave Americans would not see Hoboken, and another 200,000 would return to the United

  States wounded.




  Twelve hundred doughboys lay in beds at the American Hospital in Neuilly-sur-Seine, which the President and Mrs. Wilson visited that day. For more than four hours, they walked the wards and

  shook hands. Mrs. Wilson could barely contain herself as a doctor led them into the “facial ward,” filled as it was with “human forms with faces so distorted and mutilated that

  the place seemed an inferno.” Later that day, they called upon the wounded at the castle-like Val de Grâce, the largest French military hospital. Wilson’s

  presence alone stirred the patients, many of whom had gathered in a parlor for a Christmas celebration. A slender soldier with one leg sat at a cheap upright piano, while others with bandaged faces

  gathered around, including one comrade with empty sockets for eyes and a Croix de Guerre on his chest. The pianist banged out the “Marseillaise,” and the blind soldier sang along.

  Decades later, Edith Wilson would recall the song as “one of the most dramatic moments of my life,” for the rendition had “tears in it—tears which had dropped from those

  sockets where eyes should have been.”




  After spending Christmas Day at General Pershing’s headquarters outside Chaumont, dining with several units of the American Expeditionary Force, the Wilsons reboarded their special train

  for Calais, which they reached at nine the next morning.




  Sir Charles Cust, King George V’s personal equerry, had been sent from England to accompany the President on the hospital ship Brighton as it crossed the Channel. A squadron of

  British airplanes in battle formation buzzed overhead while two French dirigibles and a half dozen French airplanes followed the boat. Midway, the French destroyers circled back toward home,

  dipping their flags in salute. A frosty mist enshrouded much of the crossing, but by noon, the fog had evanesced, revealing the legendary chalk cliffs. They glowed as the Brighton pulled

  into port, and the big guns in Dover Castle—the same that once welcomed Sir Francis Drake—boomed a Presidential salute.




  The Duke of Connaught, King George’s uncle, stood at the gangplank, as Wilson became the first President ever to visit Great Britain. His party passed into the railway station, as girls in

  white dresses with small American flags as aprons strewed flowers along their path to the King’s private train. By 2:30, they had reached Charing Cross Station, where the King and Queen,

  Prime Minister David Lloyd George, and His Majesty’s entire government stood at the far end of the palm-lined red carpet, and an unlikely December sun shone.




  Forewarned of the English reserve, the Americans were prepared for nothing like the extreme enthusiasm of the French. But Londoners were not to be outdone. The soldiers who lined the entire

  route from the station to Buckingham Palace held back the hundreds of thousands who amassed along the streets, crowded the rooftops, and leaned out of windows. Around the

  great Victoria Memorial, wounded veterans—many limbless young men—joined in the welcome, paying respects on behalf of the nearly one million people who had journeyed “a long

  way” from Tipperary and did not live to return. Several times along the route, the crowd burst into chants of “We want Wilson!”




  In Pall Mall they enjoyed the most striking sight of the day: an elderly woman in front of Marlborough House, wearing no hat, a shawl around her shoulders, standing on the sidewalk, holding her

  own amid the masses and waving an American flag. When Edith Wilson’s carriage was about to pass, her fellow passenger, a startled Princess Mary, saw the old woman and uttered, “Why,

  it’s Grandmama.” In the first carriage, President Wilson stood and waved his hat to her—the Dowager Queen Alexandra, widow of Edward VII and mother of the King—and she threw

  kisses in return.




  Shortly after the Wilsons arrived at the Palace and settled into their apartments, King George V and Queen Mary informed the guests that the crowd was calling for them. And so, they joined the

  Royal Family on the Palace balcony. “I never saw such a crowd,” Edith Wilson wrote her family back in America. The rest of the day was spent visiting various royals and touring the

  Palace, and the Wilsons dined privately with the King and Queen that night. But diplomatic meetings and more accolades filled the next few days, including Buckingham Palace’s first state

  dinner in four years, with the Archbishop of Canterbury, classicist Gilbert Murray, painter John Singer Sargent, and Rudyard Kipling in attendance. At the end of another day of adulation, the

  Wilsons left in the Royal Train on an unofficial excursion that promised to be the most emotional leg of his journey.




  Carlisle, England, in the northwesternmost corner of the country, not ten miles from the Scottish border, was the birthplace of Woodrow Wilson’s mother, Janet—the daughter of the

  Reverend Thomas Woodrow. After the surfeit of adoration, this “peacemaker” yearned for a quiet retreat, and he arranged for what the press called “a pilgrimage of the

  heart.”




  British authorities had agreed to help the President keep his visit as “democratic” as possible, with a minimum of pageantry; but even in remote Carlisle, people insisted upon

  honoring Wilson. He and his wife awoke while the Royal Train was on a siding on the outskirts of town, after a night of torrential rain; and when Edith looked out the window of her stateroom, she

  saw “a mass of dripping umbrellas manoeuvring for places nearer the train. The whole population had turned out, and a sturdy-looking lot they were.”




  The Lord Mayor of Carlisle and other local leaders greeted the President and Mrs. Wilson at the Citadel station and escorted them to the Crown and Mitre Hotel for a public reception. There

  Wilson met a nonagenarian, the only surviving student from the Reverend Woodrow’s Sunday school class. The Wilsons pressed on through the steady rain, stopping at the modest but sturdy

  two-story house in the middle of a red-brick row in Cavendish Place, the home the reverend had built for his family. Although suffering from influenza, the current residents welcomed them into what

  had been Janet Woodrow’s small bedroom. Without tarrying, the President and his wife proceeded to the Lowther Street Congregational Church, where his grandfather had preached.




  After delivering his sermon, the minister called Wilson to the high pulpit. He expressed reluctance, as he said his grandfather would have disapproved of a layman such as himself addressing a

  congregation. But he did speak emotionally of the memories that had washed over him that day—“of the mother who was born here . . . and her quiet character, her sense of duty and

  dislike of ostentation.” And just as “the worst war ever”—as George Kennan would call it—had drawn nations together in physical force, now he believed they should be

  joined in “a combination of moral force.”




  Upon concluding the service, the minister invited the Wilsons into the vestry to sign the guest book. After the constant din of the last month—the greatest ovations that “had ever

  come before to a mortal man,” said Herbert Hoover—Edith cherished this moment of seclusion. She welcomed the opportunity it provided her husband to consider his heritage and to

  contemplate where this rise had begun. In that moment, she turned and watched as he inhaled the silence; and, she observed, “he was profoundly moved.”
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          And wee know that all things worke together for good, to them that loue God, to them who are the called according to his purpose.




           




          —ROMANS, VIII:28


        


      


    


  




  Everything about Woodrow Wilson is arguable, starting with the date of his birth.




  All pertinent documents and statements from the man himself declared December 28, 1856, as his birthday; but the copy of the New Testament in which his family recorded its vital statistics

  distinctly states that he was born three nights after Christmas at “12¾ o’clock”—almost an hour into the next day, the twenty-ninth. He was named Thomas Woodrow

  Wilson, arguably in honor of his mother’s father, though four months passed before the Reverend Thomas Woodrow even learned of his grandson.




  The Reverend Woodrow was but one of the newborn’s numerous ancestors who were ministers—all followers of Martin Luther, whose disputation of corrupt practices of the Roman Catholic

  Church in 1517 convoked other likeminded protestants who sought a purer worship of Jesus Christ. After his excommunication, Luther was urged to contradict his conscience and recant. He

  refused—in words Woodrow Wilson would later employ: “I cannot do otherwise.”




  French-born theologian John Calvin responded to Luther’s call by moving to Switzerland, where his sharp-toned polemics helped create “the most perfect school of

  Christ that ever was on earth since the days of the Apostles.” So postulated Scottish clergyman John Knox, who visited in 1554 and wrote his “Letter to the Commonalty of

  Scotland,” a treatise that revived his countrymen and stimulated a branch of Protestantism as progressive as it was obstinate. He considered government God’s plan for preserving order,

  and wrote, “He hath made all equal”—a declaration that would later cross the Atlantic and help define a new nation. Knox’s deity left nothing to the dark miracle of chance:

  all men’s fates were predetermined by Divine Providence. By placing every necessity before mankind, the Creator offered divine direction in sending each person on his life’s path. He

  foresaw all that was to come, as could be proved by looking back and seeing all that He had provided.




  Knox did not wish to rid his country of Catholicism or even Anglicanism, but merely to see that Presbyterianism—the Kirk, governed by local elders—would direct the spiritual life of

  Scotland. When Charles I succeeded to the British throne and imposed new religious policy with an Anglican bias, Scots rebelled. In 1638 thousands flocked to Edinburgh to endorse a National

  Covenant that would establish Presbyterianism as the national church of Scotland. Some Scots signed the document in blood; other Covenanters shed theirs. Embattled farmers stood their ground,

  confronting militias of redcoats. Centuries later, Woodrow Wilson would take pride in being a spiritual heir of Knox and boast of his Covenanter blood.




  Because a tenet of the Reformation was the allowance of every individual to commune with God, each person was encouraged to become literate enough to read Scripture. Knox stipulated that there

  be a schoolmaster attached to every church and a college to every “notable town.” Great cities warranted universities. Thus the disciplines of religion, politics, and education were all

  wed under the canopy of Presbyterianism; and the Scots fought braveheartedly for that trinity. The bells of Protestantism could not be unrung.




  With its people reading beyond their Bibles, Scotland quickly became Europe’s first modern literate society; and there, the eighteenth century steaming into the nineteenth saw a confluence

  of thought from some of the greatest minds in history—Adam Smith, David Hume, and Lord Kames; inventors Baron Kelvin and James Watt; writers James Boswell, Robert Burns,

  and the master of the historical novel, Sir Walter Scott, who articulated much of the impetus behind what became known as the Scottish Enlightenment when he wrote, “I am a Scotsman, therefore

  I had to fight my way into the world.”




  Amid this renaissance, in 1793, the Reverend Thomas Wodrow was born, himself a direct descendant of several generations of Presbyterian preachers and scholars. He and his wife from the Highlands

  lived in Paisley until 1820, when he became the first of his family in five hundred years to leave Scotland. They moved to Carlisle, England, where he presided over a Congregationalist church and,

  in accordance with the local pronunciation, changed the spelling of his name to Woodrow. They had eight children and lived in the house Woodrow Wilson would visit in 1918. On November 10, 1835,

  Thomas Woodrow took his family to Liverpool, where they boarded a ship for New York, joining a massive exodus of his parishioners who could no longer endure their hardscrabble existence.




  Gales prolonged what should have been a six-week trip into a horrific sixty-two days, beset with rationing and flooding. As the ship approached Newfoundland, a storm shredded its sails to rags.

  One day fair enough for the children to play topside, Janet Woodrow—age nine—was swinging on a rope when the ship suddenly lurched, nearly throwing her overboard. Only her grasp on that

  lifeline kept her from drowning.




  Landing in subzero weather in January 1836, the Woodrows found lodging in the city; and within weeks, the reverend was invited to serve a Presbyterian congregation in Poughkeepsie, New York,

  eighty miles up the Hudson River. He had preached but two Sabbaths when he was summoned back to Manhattan, only to learn that his wife had died four days prior. “Little did I anticipate that

  my removal to this country would be effected at so great a sacrifice,” the Reverend Woodrow wrote his father-in-law. He soon accepted “a generous and kind offer” to teach and

  raise a congregation in Brockville, Ontario, but after one brutally cold winter there, he moved his family to Chillicothe, a town in south-central Ohio in need of a pastor. Over the next twelve

  years, Woodrow’s sermons failed to fill the pews of his church. In 1843, he married a young widow, Harriet Love Renick, who bore him six more children. Disengaging from his first family, he

  drifted from one remote parish to another.




  His son Thomas—from that first marriage—became a prosperous dry-goods merchant in Chillicothe and took in his sisters Marion and Janet—the girl who had

  clung to the rope after nearly falling overboard during the rough crossing. Called both Jessie and Jeanie, she never fully recovered from having watched their sickly mother succumb so suddenly, and

  she lived with depression most of her life. Thomas underwrote her education at a girls’ academy in Steubenville, Ohio, 150 miles to the east. There Jessie Woodrow first saw Joseph Ruggles

  Wilson.




  Although he had been born in America, all the bands in Wilson’s family tartan were as Scottish and Presbyterian as those of the Woodrows, with one distinct variation. His forebears were

  Ulster Scots. His family’s footprints can be traced only as far back as his father, but Scotsmen had settled in Ulster, the northern province of Ireland, since 1610, when James I offered

  parcels from half a million acres of the island to any man who would sign the Oath of Supremacy, recognizing him as the head of the English Church. The government imposed onerous restrictions upon

  those who clung to their Presbyterianism, and they became fiercely clannish. Instead of accepting England’s high-handedness, these transplanted Scots fled, steadily abandoning their homes for

  America.




  By the time the Colonies went to war against the British, Scots-Irish constituted more than a sixth of their population. They were Scottish in their nature, and the only suggestion of Irish

  influence could be detected in the occasional extravagance of personality. Woodrow Wilson would later admit that he could not document a single drop of Irish blood in his veins, but he insisted

  there was “something delightful in me that every now and then takes the strain off my Scotch conscience and affords me periods of most enjoyable irresponsibility when I do not care whether

  school keeps or not, or whether anybody gets educated or not.” That twinkle invariably leavened his inflexibility, and it put him in the company of a dozen United States presidents of

  Scotch-Irish descent.




  Joseph Wilson’s father, James, had been born in County Tyrone, where he worked as a printer’s devil. In 1807, at the age of twenty, this young man in a hurry became part of the great

  Scottish Diaspora and sailed for the United States of America. His destination was Philadelphia, the most popular port for the Scots-Irish. Within a year, Wilson had proposed to a sixteen-year-old

  he had met aboard ship; and shortly after that, he was running the Aurora, a radical newspaper that had helped elect Thomas Jefferson to the Presidency. By 1815, Wilson’s work had

  attracted the attention of a civic leader in Ohio, who encouraged him to relocate to a town barely drawn on maps. The Wilsons moved to Steubenville, where James published the

  local newspaper, entered the Ohio legislature, and, without any legal training, became a local judge. He and his wife produced ten children.




  Their ninth child, Joseph Ruggles Wilson, proved the most prodigious. As a boy, he printed his own small newspaper; and when he turned eighteen, in 1840, he joined the Presbyterian Church of

  Steubenville and enrolled at Jefferson College in Canonsburg, Pennsylvania, where he became the class valedictorian. He was articulate, dynamic, and ruggedly handsome—almost six feet tall

  with a sturdy build and a chinstrap beard, which accentuated his big brown eyes and long, straight nose. He taught briefly in Mercer, Pennsylvania, until his deep faith took hold of him. Yearning

  to preach, he studied for a year at the Western Theological Seminary in Pittsburgh and another year at the Princeton Theological Seminary in New Jersey. While still considering careers, he returned

  home, to teach at the Steubenville Male Academy. One fall day, while raking leaves in his father’s garden, the twenty-five-year-old professor caught Jessie Woodrow’s glance for the

  first time, and they fell in love.




  Jessie exuded more character than beauty—intelligence, strong spirit, and doleful gray eyes. Her religious heritage was not lost on the aspiring preacher. On June 7, 1849, the Reverend Dr.

  Thomas Woodrow married his twenty-one-year-old daughter to twenty-seven-year-old Joseph Wilson in what appeared to be a match made in heaven. Two weeks later, the Ohio presbytery ordained Wilson;

  and after a teaching job had sent him to Hampden-Sydney, Virginia, he received the unusual offer of serving as both a pastor in a nearby town and the principal of the neighboring girls’

  school.




  Staunton, Virginia—a town of four thousand nestled in the Shenandoah Valley between the Blue Ridge Mountains and the Alleghenies—sat midway along the Great Philadelphia Wagon Road.

  Presbyterian communities dotted this trail, which originated in Pennsylvania and terminated in Augusta, Georgia. In March 1855, Joseph and Jessie Wilson and their two daughters moved into the manse

  of the Staunton Presbyterian Church, which sat above most of the community. The brick house (two stories at the front with a third—the staff basement—at the rear) bespoke the

  town’s respect for its new clergyman. The twelve-room residence was built for $4,000 in the Greek Revival style—with high ceilings, center halls, and four

  chimneys. Behind the house sat a large garden and several outbuildings, including a stable. Joseph Wilson preferred to write his sermons on a back porch from which he could look upon his church,

  the Augusta Female Seminary, and the homes of most of his congregants. And—arguably—on December 29, 1856, in the ground-floor front bedroom, Jessie gave birth to Thomas Woodrow Wilson,

  who was almost certainly named for her favorite brother.




  Four months later—after a blizzard had buried Staunton, cutting people off from the outside world for ten days—Jessie Wilson was able to write her father about her

  son. “Tommy”—as he would be known until adulthood—had become “a fine healthy fellow,” she said. “He is much larger than either of the others were—and

  just as fat as he can be. Every one tells me, he is a beautiful boy. What is best of all, he is just as good as he can be—as little trouble as it is possible for a baby to

  be.” She did much of the child-rearing on her own, as Joseph would often leave for a week at a time to preach in outlying areas. His church was “prospering in every respect,” she

  reported. But like his father, Joseph Wilson had a restless nature: he always looked to supplement his income and trade up.




  In early 1857, Jessie’s brother James—a minister as well as a distinguished scholar of theology and science who championed Darwin’s theory of evolution—asked his

  brother-in-law to officiate at his wedding in Milledgeville, Georgia, that summer. While Joseph Wilson was there, the First Presbyterian Church of Augusta called upon him to deliver a sermon to its

  congregation. After hearing him preach, the church invited him back on a permanent basis. In early 1859, the Wilsons moved into the parsonage there. As their one-year-old grew to manhood and

  developed his political consciousness, he never released what he considered his Virginia birthright—that which had sent seven Presidents to the White House, starting with Washington and

  Jefferson.




  After Staunton, Augusta was downright bustling—a dusty but prosperous city of thirteen thousand inhabitants, half of whom were slaves. (The issue of slavery disconcerted Jessie Wilson, but

  her husband had no second thoughts, creating an ambivalence that would follow Tommy to the White House.) Situated on the south bank of the Savannah River, midway between the

  Great Smoky Mountains and the Atlantic Ocean 120 miles away, the city flourished on large surrounding plantations of corn and cotton. Augusta thrived on its mills and warehouses and supporting

  merchantry. The business district ran for several blocks parallel to the riverfront, growing increasingly residential as it moved inland. Wide boulevards, spacious lots, and generous foliage lent

  an air of grace to the town, which also boasted a large arsenal, an imposing medical school, and a bell tower that was being erected as a fire lookout station. Farther out, and at a higher

  elevation, rose the Sand Hills district—sometimes called Summerville, because it became the popular retreat for those who could afford to escape the midyear torpor with its periodic outbreaks

  of malaria.




  When a dollar a day was an acceptable working wage and some professionals earned $2,000 a year, the Reverend Wilson received an annual salary of $2,500 in quarterly payments. He also carried the

  prestige of shepherding a flock that ranged from the gentry of Summerville to the most indigent “colored” residents of Augusta. In his first year alone, he attracted five dozen new

  members to his house of worship on Telfair Street, in a fashionable part of town. On a block of its own, the fifty-year-old brick-and-stucco church—with a three-tiered Georgian tower, topped

  by a spire and cross—set the tone for the stately houses of the neighborhood. Within two years, the trustees of the church authorized a $500 raise for Wilson and a new house, kitty-corner

  from the family’s original home.




  The two-and-a-half-story brick manse, complete with a stable and a servants’ building (kitchen, wood room, laundry, and sleeping quarters), had just been constructed on McIntosh Street

  with such modern conveniences as gas lighting and copper indoor plumbing. The parish bought the house for $10,000. The ground floor offered a spacious parlor and a proper study, which absorbed the

  sweet redolence of Joseph Wilson’s pipe tobacco. (His son never took up smoking, insisting, “My father did enough of it in his lifetime to answer for both of us.”) The house

  featured such niceties as porcelain doorknobs, elegant sconces, and decorative plaster surrounding the gas lighting fixtures. The bedrooms were upstairs, Tommy’s at the rear. A low iron fence

  separated the house from the street corner. Joseph Wilson would continue to accept offers to preach out of town, in order to enhance his income, as he and his wife furnished the home with dark,

  heavy wood furniture. They lived modestly, but never like church mice.




  “My earliest recollection,” Woodrow Wilson would say, “is of standing at my father’s gateway in Augusta, Georgia, when I was four years old, and

  hearing some one pass and say that Mr. Lincoln was elected and there was to be war.” Tommy Wilson was, in fact, weeks shy of four in November 1860, but he accurately recalled the importance

  of the moment. “Catching the intense tones of [the stranger’s] excited voice,” Wilson said, “I remember running in to ask my father what it meant.”




  Thirty-three years later, as a college professor, Woodrow Wilson would answer his own question, in his book Division and Reunion. “The South had avowedly staked everything, even

  her allegiance to the Union, upon this election,” he wrote. “The triumph of Mr. Lincoln was, in her eyes, nothing less than the establishment in power of a party bent upon the

  destruction of the southern system and the defeat of southern interests, even to the point of countenancing and assisting servile insurrection.” As Southerners looked back, they saw twenty

  years of the North passing “personal liberty” laws, all meant to change the way half the country had successfully and legally operated for centuries. “Southern pride, too,”

  Wilson wrote, “was stung to the quick by the position in which the South found itself. . . . The whole course of the South had been described as one of systematic iniquity; southern society

  had been represented as built upon a willful sin; the southern people had been held up to the world as those who deliberately despised the most righteous command of religion. They knew that they

  did not deserve such reprobation. They knew that their lives were honorable, their relations with their slaves human, their responsibility for the existence of slavery among them remote.” In

  a powder keg of a decision, the Supreme Court had recently ruled in Dred Scott v. Sandford that slaves were property, not citizens, and as such had no legal standing. Any preacher worth

  his salt had plenty to say those days on the subject of this “peculiar institution,” as Scripture offered plenty of fodder.




  On the morning of January 6, 1861, a Sabbath Day, the Reverend Joseph Wilson preached on the “Mutual Relation of Masters and Slaves As Taught in the Bible.” His mission that Sunday

  was to “show how completely the Bible brings human slavery underneath the sanction of divine authority.” One of his leading arguments lay in Scripture’s failure to denounce it,

  that man could not forbid what God did not—for “the Bible could not wink at prevailing error, much less at prevailing crime, least of all at prevailing ungodliness, through any

  fear of arousing angry opposition against Christianity on the part of such as might hold the civil power, or of such as might direct the sneer of hatred.” Slavery, he

  contended, existed throughout the Roman Empire, and it was often referred to in the New Testament and never once condemned. Wilson exhorted his predominantly white congregation to be good

  masters.




  That very week, on the Day of the National Fast at Plymouth Church in Brooklyn, New York, the most powerful religious voice of the day addressed the same topic but offered a different view. The

  renowned Reverend Henry Ward Beecher declared slavery “the most alarming and most fertile cause of national sin.” He told his congregation that the South had borrowed its principles of

  slavery from the Roman law, and not from the old Hebrew, in which “the slave was a man, and not a chattel.” Beecher concluded, “Why, that minister who preaches slavery out of the

  Bible is the father of every infidel in the community!”




  The South’s expressed reason for secession was bigger than slavery. It was, historian Woodrow Wilson explained later, that “power had been given to a geographical, a sectional,

  party, ruthlessly hostile to her interests.” These Confederate states had long abided by the rules; they lived, as their grandfathers had, according to the Constitution. Their understanding

  of that document had just been interpreted by the highest court in the land, and now the North wanted to change those rules.




  Because Dr. Wilson believed in educating all God’s children, he taught a Sunday school class for Augusta’s black youth. He welcomed Negro membership to his sermons, so long as they

  stayed in their place in the balcony. Considering segregation a policy that fostered harmonious race relations by preventing discord, he stood among the more liberal-minded preachers within the

  Southern synods. Far more typical of this new branch of the Presbyterian Church was pastor Robert Lewis Dabney of Virginia, who said, “The black race is an alien one on our soil; and nothing

  except . . . his subordination to ours, can prevent the rise of that instinctive antipathy of race, which, history shows, always arises between opposite races in proximity.”




  A schism in the Presbyterian Church paralleled the chasm along the Mason and Dixon Line. Two weeks after Joseph Wilson’s discourse on slavery, Georgia became the fifth state to secede from

  the Union and to join the Confederate States of America under the leadership of Jefferson Davis. Two more states would immediately follow, and another four after the outbreak of war in April 1861,

  when Confederate forces attacked a United States military outpost at Fort Sumter, South Carolina. The next month, the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church denounced

  secession as treasonous and required pastors to swear political allegiance to the federal government of the United States. Pastors of the 1,275 Presbyterian churches in the South acted instead on

  behalf of their 100,000 communicants, organizing the Presbyterian Church in the Confederate States of America. Dr. Wilson offered to host its first general assembly in Augusta. Once the

  organization had drafted its constitution, the other ministers elected him Permanent Clerk, a position he maintained for the next thirty-seven years. Even though two of his brothers would become

  Generals in the Union army, Joseph Wilson became an ardent spokesman for the Southern cause.




  Over the next four years, Augusta escaped most of the horrors that ravaged the South, where the numbers worked against the Rebels from the start. The Union had twice as many soldiers as the

  Confederacy; it had superior transportation abilities, almost three times the railroad miles and four times the shipyards; and the North produced 97 percent of the nation’s firearms. The

  Confederacy’s chief advantage lay in the fervency of its beliefs, a defense of the way its people had lived for 250 years.




  At the outset, the local militia appropriated the United States arsenal in Summerville for its own cause. Because the Medical College of Georgia stood just a block from the Presbyterian Church,

  Augusta became an important health center during the war. After the bloody Battle of Chickamauga, Dr. Wilson removed the pews from his church and converted it into an auxiliary hospital; a stockade

  to keep prisoners was built in the churchyard. He left town for several months in the middle of the fighting to serve as a chaplain to Southern troops in North Carolina.




  By 1864 Union General William Tecumseh Sherman had captured Atlanta. Believing the most efficacious way of ending the war was to obliterate his enemy, he commenced his Savannah Campaign, burning

  everything in his three-hundred-mile path to the sea. As Sherman approached Augusta, the population took its cotton from the warehouses and piled it high in the main street, hoping the offering

  might satisfy the bloodthirsty General and spare the town. Inexplicably, Sherman did leave Augusta standing—with its cotton—later explaining that destroying the Augusta Powder Works

  offered no great military advantage. For years rumor held that the town escaped destruction because of a former local love from Sherman’s early days in training, Cecilia Stovall, whose family

  was close to the Wilsons.




  During the war, Tommy grew into a hypersensitive child. Small and frail, he developed an irritable digestive system that cursed him all his life. Becoming farsighted, he

  looked inward—turning shy and deeply emotional. The church organist could not help noticing how some of the hymns—especially the line “’Twas on that dark and doleful

  day”—would literally reduce the boy to tears.




  Surprisingly, he did not become a bookworm. There was no mandatory schooling in Augusta at the time, and had there been, it would have been suspended because of the war. And so Tommy was still

  learning his letters at age nine and would not learn to read on his own until he was eleven. But he loved listening when his father read aloud. With his family gathered around him, Dr. Wilson

  delivered dramatic renditions of narrative poems and travel books along with Dickens and Sir Walter Scott. He turned regularly, of course, to the Good Book. Tommy delighted in fairy tales and those

  occasions when one of the household servants would read Joel Chandler Harris stories, the affectionately told tales in the Negro dialect of Uncle Remus.




  Dr. Wilson let Tommy embrace language on his own, never pushing him or humiliating him for being so slow in learning to read. Tommy would later call himself “lazy”; but because of

  his faulty vision, ambidexterity, and ensuing problems with spelling and calculating, doctors a century later would suggest that he suffered from developmental dyslexia. He learned to compensate,

  and in his own time, he picked up Parson Mason L. Weems’s mythic biography of George Washington, which was among the first books he read on his own.




  Joseph Wilson had no desire to rush his son into a schoolroom. He put no faith in dogmatic education, believing that information had to permeate in order to penetrate. And so, the core of

  Tommy’s early education came in accompanying his father on his ministerial rounds. On any given day, they might visit a munitions plant or a foundry, a mill or a cotton gin. Afterward, his

  father would drill him on what they had seen and challenge the way he expressed himself. “What do you mean by that?” Joseph Wilson would ask his son when he spoke in incomplete

  sentences. After the boy explained, his father would reply, “Then why don’t you say so?” Thus, by the time Tommy Wilson had learned to transliterate words from sounds to letters,

  he had developed a strong ear for language, especially for the rolling cadences his father emitted from the pulpit.




  For all his love, a powerful ego ruled Joseph Wilson, and he treated his family as subjects. He controlled all discussion at home. As Tommy matured and committed more of

  his thoughts to paper, his father came down harder in his demands for perfection. “When you frame a sentence,” he would say, “don’t do it as if you were loading a shotgun,

  but as if you were loading a rifle. Don’t fire in such a way and with such a load that while you hit the thing you aim at you will hit a lot of things in the neighbourhood besides; but shoot

  with a single bullet and hit that one thing alone.” He sent the boy to the dictionary time and again. Above all, Dr. Wilson wanted his son not just to absorb but to analyze. The mind, he

  would tell Tommy, “is not a prolix gut to be stuffed. . . . It is not a vessel made to contain something; it is a vessel made to transmute something. The process of digestion is of the

  essence, and the only part of the food that is of any consequence is the part that is turned into blood and fructifies the whole frame.” To limber up for his own writing, Dr. Wilson would

  parse the speeches of Massachusetts statesman Daniel Webster—more for what Tommy would later call the “magic” in his rhetoric than for the Yankee politics—“to see if

  he could substitute other words to strengthen the speech.” But never in the elder Wilson’s experience, his son noted, could he find one word that might “improve the meaning of the

  address.”




  Like his father, Tommy had a lighter side. Dr. Wilson loved to engage in horseplay and never withheld displays of affection. Father and son kissed each other upon greeting for the rest of their

  lives. They played games together—chess and billiards, though never cards, which smacked of the devil. But the reverend’s humor often turned mordant. One relative remembered that

  “Uncle Joseph was a cruel tease, with a caustic wit and a sharp tongue, and I remember hearing my own family tell indignantly of how Cousin Woodrow suffered under his teasing.” In 1867,

  a younger brother, named for his father, was born into the family—eleven years Tommy’s junior.




  Tommy’s “incomparable” father dominated his existence. He was “one of the most inspiring fathers that ever a lad was blessed with,” Woodrow Wilson would later

  remark. And if he had his father’s “face and figure,” he would add, “it wouldn’t make any difference what I had said.” Although Joseph Wilson imposed few

  academic demands on his son, he had great expectations. And as Tommy got older, the most instructive moments of his youth came when his father relaxed on Sunday afternoons, after his sermon. With

  Tommy sitting on the rug beside him, they would have “wonderful talks.” Wilson remembered one conversation in particular, in which his father talked to him of the

  old casuists—“students of con-science”—who had “resolved all sins into the one great sin of egotism, because that consists in putting oneself before God.” Tommy

  realized, “If you make yourself the center of the universe, all your perspective is skewed. There is only one moral center of the universe, and that is God. If you get into right relations

  with Him, then you have your right perspective and your right relation and your right size.” Nothing impressed Tommy more than sitting with his family in the fourth-row pew of the

  Presbyterian Church, looking up to the man in the pulpit whose booming basso made the Gospel thunder within the church walls.




  By her constant example, Jessie Wilson taught her son a different but equally important lesson—humility. She was homely in every way—not just in her unadorned appearance but also her

  devotion to all household matters. “Aunt Jessie was a typical gentlewoman, delicate, refined, quiet, and dignified in manner, but with a firm Scotch character and will,” one of her

  nieces recalled. “She was very domestic, loved her home and family, and always had beautiful flowers.” Although she generally deferred to her forceful husband, she was not without

  opinions; and Tommy could always find comfort in her quiet devotion. “I remember how I clung to her (a laughed-at ‘mamma’s boy’) till I was a great big fellow,” he

  would later write his first wife, “but love of the best womanhood came to me and entered my heart through those apron-strings.”




  “She was so reserved,” Wilson would remember toward the end of his life, “that only those of her own household can have known how lovable she was, though every friend knew how

  loyal and steadfast she was. I seem to feel still the touch of her hand, and the sweet steadying influence of her wonderful character.” But she remained the more passive and often joyless

  parent, from whom Tommy inherited severity and aloofness. As an adult he would admit, “When I feel badly, sour and gloomy and everything seems wrong, then I know that my mother’s

  character is uppermost in me. But when life seems gay and fine and splendid, then I know that the part of my father which is in me is in the ascendance.” As an adult, he gravitated toward

  women who could both nurse and nurture.




  Cosseted though he was, Tommy Wilson was indelibly scarred by the Civil War. For four years the fighting destabilized daily life. More than 600,000 soldiers died during that time, the greatest

  loss of human life in American military history; and even the most sheltered child heard constant talk of death and disease. Tommy saw suffering firsthand—the wounded

  and the imprisoned; and while his family escaped actual desolation, he tasted deprivation, eating his mother’s soup made of cowpeas, night after night. Wilson would later recall the end of

  the war—standing with the rest of Augusta, watching in humbled silence as Jefferson Davis, the President of the Confederate States himself, was marched through the streets, surrounded by

  federal guards.




  Although only eight years old, he knew that there had been “deep color and the ardor of blood in that contest.” And though the field was “lurid with the light of

  passion,” he also recognized that in its midst stood a noble figure, Robert E. Lee—a great soldier, a modest man of duty, a gentleman. Wilson never forgot that day in 1870 when General

  Lee paraded through Augusta on a valedictory tour. Tommy was close enough to the General’s side to look into his face and know forever that he had been “in the presence of consuming

  force.”




  Indeed, Wilson would note in his middle years, “It is all very well to talk of detachment of view, and of the effort to be national in spirit and in purpose, but a boy never gets over his

  boyhood, and never can change those subtle influences which have become a part of him, that were bred in him when he was a child.” Woodrow Wilson was not, in truth, a dyed-in-the-wool

  Southerner, what with immigrant grandparents and an Ohio-born father. But he would repeatedly remind people “that the only place in the country, the only place in the world, where nothing has

  to be explained to me is the South.”




  The war over, Tommy ventured for the first time outside the family sphere. Joseph T. Derry, a twenty-four-year-old veteran of what he called the “War of Southern Independence,”

  returned to his hometown of Augusta, where he opened a “select school for boys” in a cotton warehouse a few blocks from the Wilson home on Bay Street, near the riverbank. Professor

  Derry provided a classical education, opening each day with the reading of a psalm and the students’ recitation of the Lord’s Prayer. Courses in history and Latin followed, and then a

  colleague taught writing and bookkeeping. A remarkable class of teenagers would emerge from that warehouse—including Joseph Rucker Lamar, Tommy’s next-door neighbor and closest friend,

  who became a Supreme Court Justice; a dean of Columbia Law School; a Congressman; a Consul to Beirut; and Pleasant Stovall, a future newspaper owner whom Wilson would appoint

  as the American Ambassador to Switzerland. Tommy lagged markedly behind the others in his studies—“not because he was not bright enough,” recalled Derry, “but because he was

  apparently not interested.” What Wilson remembered most was the day the circus came to town, when he and some friends played hooky, following the elephant for hours—even though it meant

  a whipping upon their return to the classroom, for which they padded their pant seats with cotton.




  Summer days and weekends were often spent on horseback, sometimes riding with Pleasant Stovall to the home of another friend, who lived on a plantation in the country. Other times he would visit

  relatives—the Boneses—in Summerville, who had a daughter, Jessie Woodrow Bones, a fearless tomboy. They both became enamored of James Fenimore Cooper’s novels, especially the

  tales of Native Americans. In feathers and war paint, they spent hours playing with Indian weaponry—sometimes chasing local Negro children living in the woods just beyond town, sometimes

  attacking each other. It was all harmless fun, until the day Jessie pretended to be a squirrel up a tree and, carried away with the moment, Tommy shot at her with his bow and arrow. She fell to the

  ground, and Tommy carried her inside, confessing, “I am a murderer. It wasn’t an accident. I killed her.” She was merely stunned; but it marked an end to thoughtless games.




  Tommy organized many of the neighborhood boys into what he called the “Light Foot Base Ball Club.” The sons of a local merchant had been studying in New Jersey and had brought home

  this new game—which was just gaining popularity across the country. Tommy’s frailty would never allow him to excel on the playing field, but he loved the sport and showed an increasing

  interest in being among other boys. It became further evident that his interest in social activities accorded with his ability to run them. With Tommy Wilson’s growing proclivity for neatness

  and order, his Lightfoots almost certainly became the first baseball team in the United States with its own constitution, written by the second baseman himself.




  Up a wooden ladder, in the hayloft of the stables behind the house, he conducted the Monday and Thursday meetings—all according to Robert’s Rules of Order. There was a schedule for

  fines: a nickel for swearing, two and a half cents for lesser vulgarities; and absences cost a dime. “We knew how to make motions and second them,” he recounted forty-five years

  later; “we knew that a motion could not have more than two amendments offered at the same time, and we knew the order in which the amendments had to be put, the second

  amendment before the first.” Wilson granted that nothing important happened at these gatherings; but, he recalled, “I remember distinctly that my delight and interest was in the

  meetings, not in what they were for—just the sense of belonging to an organization and doing something with the organization, it did not matter what.” Tommy Wilson realized that he was,

  by nature, a leader of boys.




  Just as he was finding a place for himself in Augusta, his father itched to move on. Like his father before him, Joseph Wilson had a transient nature and a restive soul. Tommy observed the joy

  his father found in riding from church to church through growing communities in the South, ministering “to the most vital interests of the part of the country in which he lived.” Among

  his travels in the last few years, he had regularly visited Columbia, South Carolina, home of the Columbia Theological Seminary, the premier academy of the Southern Presbyterian Church, on whose

  board he sat. In May 1870, the school invited Joseph to accept its professorship of Pastoral and Evangelistic Theology and Sacred Rhetoric. To teach the future preachers of Presbyterianism in the

  New South carried both honor and responsibility, but with them came a cut in pay and no free housing. But the school did offer $1,500 a year to serve as “Stated Supply” at the First

  Presbyterian Church, which meant delivering the Sunday sermon. Mid-July—“after much prayer and many misgivings”—he answered the call and re-moved his family.




  Columbia, South Carolina, on the Congaree River, had been the first planned city in the state, a two-by-two-mile grid with the Capitol at its center. A new statehouse was approaching completion

  when the war had begun. In February 1865, Union forces overtook the city, raising the Stars and Stripes atop the old capitol and the rising new edifice. Ever since the seventeenth of that month,

  debate has raged as to what happened exactly—whether General Sherman had ordered the city’s destruction, whether Union soldiers had drunkenly taken it upon themselves to set the city

  aflame, or, as has been suggested, whether evacuating Confederate soldiers had torched it themselves. Whatever the case, one-third of the city burned, including its government and commercial

  buildings and many of its fabled white mansions, leaving stumps of blackened pillars. Tar-paper shanties blotched the landscape, the seedlings of a new city. By the time the Wilsons arrived in the fall of 1870, Columbia was in the middle of Reconstruction, which many considered worse than the fighting. “And so the war ended, with the complete

  prostration and exhaustion of the South,” Woodrow Wilson wrote in Division and Reunion, his evenhanded history of the nineteenth-century United States. “The South had thrown

  her life into the scales and lost it; the North had strained her great resources to the utmost.” The federal government, he tabulated, had spent close to $800 million and accumulated an

  additional debt of nearly $3 billion. Columbia became one gigantic fire sale, with businesses and properties available for any price.




  As part of Reconstruction, the Republican Congress had divided the Southern states into military districts under the command of Army Generals; it also temporarily deprived fifteen thousand

  Confederate officials and senior officers from voting for delegates who were to compose state constitutional conventions. All this came at a moment when newly freed slaves were becoming

  enfranchised. As Wilson later wrote sympathetically, “Unscrupulous adventurers appeared, to act as the leaders of the inexperienced blacks in taking possession, first of the conventions, and

  afterwards of the state governments; and in the States where the negroes were most numerous, or their leaders most shrewd and unprincipled, an extraordinary carnival of public crime set in under

  the forms of law. . . . Negroes constituted the legislative majorities and submitted to the unrestrained authority of small and masterful groups of white men whom the instincts of plunder had drawn

  from the North.”




  In fact, the entire country encountered massive taxes, debt, fraud, and bribery. Industrialization and capitalistic expansion stimulated unbounded corruption in the North; and the South faced

  something worse. America’s most pungent commentator, H. L. Mencken, would observe a half century later that the Confederates had gone into battle free but came out “with their freedom

  subject to the supervision and veto of the rest of the country—and for nearly twenty years that veto was so effective that they enjoyed scarcely more liberty, in the political sense, than so

  many convicts in the penitentiary.”




  Although slavery had been illegalized by 1870, fundamental prejudice could not be legislated away. Embittered whites felt they had been given good reason to scapegoat blacks. Granting full

  rights of citizenship to ex-slaves did not come easily, as the South Carolina constitution continued to limit suffrage to whites and adopted what was known as “Black

  Codes,” which consigned blacks to the same menial positions they held before the war. These laws, the legislators claimed, were for the Negroes’ protection. Into this society that one

  real estate broker described as “polite, refined, intelligent and sociable,” the Wilsons arrived, amid its congenial but unsettling segregation.




  A large number of local whites took advantage of the reigning confusion. And while many decent Union veterans migrated to the South simply to start new lives for themselves, the impressionable

  teenaged son of Columbia’s new Presbyterian minister recalled only the unethical “carpetbaggers,” swarming “out of the North to cozen, beguile, and use” the Negro.




  Tommy Wilson could not but admire his father’s new offices: the seminary was the most prestigious in the South, if not the country; and the First Presbyterian Church, built in 1853, was

  the tallest structure in town—a veritable Gothic cathedral with a 180-foot spire, surrounded by dozens of ornamental pinnacles rising from a crenellated roof. The interior was unadorned but

  grand—with high vaulted ceilings, lancet arches, and a white, horseshoe-shaped gallery encircling most of the vast sanctuary. It sat in the corner of a large, wooded churchyard and burying

  ground. They lived for a short while in a house opposite the seminary. Then Jessie Wilson came into a small inheritance from her brother William, a bachelor who had speculated in land and died

  young.




  For $1,850, the Wilsons purchased one acre on Hampton Street, a block from the seminary and not much more than that from the church. For several thousand dollars more, they built a two-story

  wooden house in the Tuscan Villa style, white with green shutters. A three-sided bay window greeted visitors to the left of the front-door portico, and a verandah sat to the right. As in Augusta, a

  parlor, a dining room, and Dr. Wilson’s study filled most of the ground floor; the upstairs contained four large bedrooms, a sitting room, a sewing room, and a bath. Each floor had a back

  porch. Magnolia trees shaded the yard and house, which sat behind a white picket fence.




  Columbia had boasted a state university, a female college, and several private academies before the war, all of which were just rebounding. Tommy came under the tutelage of a neighbor, Charles

  H. Barnwell, whose family had distinguished itself in education. For seven dollars a month, he offered a classical course of study—to as many as four dozen boys—in

  a barn in the back of his house. Tommy remained less than a remarkable student.




  Turning sixteen, he came under the sway of a young seminarian in his twenties named Francis J. Brooke. Preparing for the ministry, Brooke held services in his room, which Tommy attended,

  casually at first. A spellbinder, Brooke developed a local following; and, in time, he moved his prayer meetings to the seminary chapel. Within months—on July 5, 1873—young Wilson

  applied for membership in the First Presbyterian Church, and his admission became a turning point in his life.




  Years later Woodrow Wilson would write an essay called “When a Man Comes to Himself,” a treatise on finding oneself and one’s place in the world. While he could not have

  articulated the thoughts at age sixteen, the essay recounted that first moment “when he has left off being wholly preoccupied with his own powers and interests and with every petty plan that

  centers in himself; when he has cleared his eyes to see the world as it is, and his own true place and function in it.” For Tommy Wilson, embracing religion was his first step toward

  self-realization. “Christianity gave us, in the fullness of time, the perfect image of right living, the secret of social and of individual well-being; for the two are not separable, and the

  man who receives and verifies that secret in his own living has discovered not only the best and only way to serve the world, but also the one happy way to satisfy himself,” he wrote.

  “Then, indeed, has he come to himself.”




  With the Grant Administration in Washington mired in scandal, Tommy’s interest turned to Great Britain. He obsessed over the Prime Minister, William Gladstone. This great Liberal

  politician and orator in an age of parliamentary giants was born in Liverpool to Scottish parents. Like Wilson, he had Presbyterian roots, as one could divine from the high moral purpose that

  infused his speeches. Elementary education and individual liberties were the cornerstones of his policies, and he was said to be an avid reader of Sir Walter Scott. Tommy Wilson read everything by

  and about him that he could obtain. He found a portrait of Gladstone as well, which he hung over his desk. One day Jessie Woodrow Bones asked who it was. “That is Gladstone,” Tommy

  replied, “the greatest statesman that ever lived. I intend to be a statesman, too.”




  At last he embraced his studies, absorbing information wherever he could find it. After school, he would attend his father’s lectures at the seminary, dissecting both the substance and the

  style of his discourse. While he remained a plodding reader, he surmounted his dyslexia. In so doing, he fell in love with writing—not just reading the written word but

  the physical act of writing. He practiced penmanship until it approached calligraphic perfection. Over and over he would write his name—in block print with serifs, in cursive with flourishes.

  That same fall that he met Brooke, Tommy read the latest issue of Frank Leslie’s Boys’ and Girls’ Weekly, which featured a series of articles by Joseph F. Snipes, a

  stenographic law and news reporter in New York City. One article discussed Andrew J. Graham’s Hand-Book of Standard or American Phonography, a book about a modern American system of

  shorthand. He was so stimulated by the concept of speed-writing, he struck up a correspondence with Snipes himself and within months was learning the Graham method. Wilson never lost proficiency in

  the technique.




  The ability at last to read and write with fluency unlocked Tommy’s imagination. Moving past the Leatherstocking Tales, he became consumed with knights and pirates and then naval stories,

  especially those of the British fleet. He clipped pictures of boats from periodicals and studied details of every class of ship, which he could draw with precision. Although he had never seen an

  ocean, Wilson began imagining that he was an admiral of his own navy, about which he wrote daily reports. Other times he fancied that he commanded his own regiment of Guards, the orders for whom he

  signed “Thomas W. Wilson, Lieutenant-General, Duke of Eagleton, Commander-in-chief Royal Lance Guards.” For several years he continued issuing orders, granting promotions, and

  “decorating” himself with knighthoods of the Garter and the Star of India, even a seat in Parliament.




  At the same time, Joseph Wilson’s self-esteem suffered a blow. Much as he enjoyed the vibrant Presbyterian community in Columbia, the church was not satisfied with him. Fortunately,

  learned and dynamic preachers were always in demand, and the First Presbyterian Church of Wilmington, North Carolina, offered him $4,000 a year to be its pastor. Accepting the position meant

  leaving a city he liked—all at a moment when his entire family was entering a period of readjustment. The daughters were embarking on their own lives—Marion had just married Anderson

  Ross Kennedy, a newly ordained Presbyterian minister, and Annie was about to marry the celebrated Reverend George Howe’s son, a doctor named George. And, that fall, at age sixteen, Tommy

  Wilson was starting college.




  One hundred twenty-five miles due north of Columbia lay the village of Davidson, North Carolina. In 1837, Presbyterians founded a college in the piedmont. The war had

  interrupted its growth, but by the 1870s, the mangled single track along the way to Charlotte had been re-laid, and the Atlantic, Tennessee and Ohio was again running trains to Davidson. According

  to its charter, the school was meant to “educate youth of all classes without any regard to the distinction of religious denominations, and thereby promote the more general diffusion of

  knowledge and virtue.” But there was no mistaking Davidson College’s sectarian mission. Students preparing for the ministry and sons of ministers received free tuition; five of the six

  professors were ministers; and a third of its alumni had become preachers. Clerical members of the faculty preached on the Sabbath, and chapel attendance was compulsory, as were morning and evening

  prayers. Each week commenced with Bible instruction.




  Davidson was still a struggling, rustic village, with little more than one main street. But across the street from the general store and the few other shops that made up the town, a patch of

  land had been cleared to support the college. Its centerpiece was the Chambers Building, an unadorned three-story brick structure behind a portico supported by four Doric stone columns. It

  contained dormitory rooms for half the student body, classrooms, laboratories, a library, and meeting halls; its cupola offered a panorama of the entire community and beyond to distant hills. By

  1873, the school had 121 students.




  By necessity, admission was based more on character than academic standards. Testimonials mattered more than transcripts, though incoming freshmen were examined in English (which included

  grammar and modern geography), Latin (Caesar, Virgil, and Cicero), Greek (mostly grammar), and mathematics (arithmetic and algebra). Students who did not meet basic requirements could still be

  admitted on probation, with certain conditions to be met within the first year. All students had to be at least fourteen.




  Tommy Wilson would turn seventeen at the end of his first term, roughly the age of most of his forty-one classmates, though he was emotionally younger than his years. He arrived on probation in

  mathematics and Greek and with conditions in geography and Latin. He moved into the first floor of the north wing with a roommate named John William Leckie, also from Columbia. For $7.15 he was

  able to furnish his room with a wardrobe (the big-ticket item at $4), a bookcase, a washstand and bowl, two chairs, and two buckets—one old, one new. The college did not

  provide meals but licensed locals in town to do so. For about twelve dollars a month, Tommy Wilson ate at Mrs. Scofield’s boardinghouse. He kept meticulous accounts of every penny he spent,

  every one of his 103 articles of clothing . . . and, as the semester began, class schedules and books he had borrowed and read, and the number of letters he had sent to and received from each of

  his family members.




  Life at Davidson was Spartan. Students fetched their own water from a central well and cut their own firewood—an absolute necessity in the winter. For all his fragile health, Tommy Wilson

  engaged as a serious student for the first time in his life. He read rigorously, satisfying his class assignments and his own growing interests, especially in history and politics. His shorthand

  skills advanced to a level of professional proficiency; and he kept refining his penmanship—writing his name over and over, performing handwriting exercises, producing a signature worthy of

  great documents. Most of his first-term grades were in the 90s—Logic and Rhetoric, Latin, Composition, and Declamation—with an 87 in Greek; his lowest mark was a 74 in Mathematics. By

  the second term, the high marks sustained themselves, and his work in Mathematics earned an 88. He found growing satisfaction along with reward in diligence, earning 100 in Deportment.




  Two other buildings commanded attention on the Davidson campus, both red-brick Greek Revival temples: the Eumenean and Philanthropic Literary Societies. They had been formed for “the

  acquirement of literary knowledge, the promotion of virtue, and the cultivation of social harmony and friendship.” Tommy joined the former—known as “the Eu”—and became

  its most zealous member. As newly elected secretary, he kept records and took minutes; he even had a hand in its new constitution—at the very least serving as copyist with his filigreed

  cursive. Most of all, he discovered a nascent talent for debating. That year, the Eu and the Phi mooted such issues as the superiority of republics to monarchies, the value of the two-party system,

  and the justifiability of slavery (which the affirmative team won). There in the wilds of North Carolina—among an ardent cohort of similarly motivated teenaged boys and in the absence of his

  father—Tommy had his first opportunity to find his own voice.




  It was the next step in the process of his coming to himself, which he would later describe as a “process of disillusionment.” Wilson wrote, “He sees

  himself soberly, and knows under what conditions his powers must act, as well as what his powers are.” Debating the issues of the day also deepened his faith, forcing him to realize how much

  of his life he had already squandered. “I am now in my seventeenth year and it is sad, when looking over my past life, to see how few of those seventeen years I have spent in the fear of God

  and how much I have spent in the service of the Devil,” Tommy wrote in one of his Davidson notebooks. “If God will give me the grace, I will try to serve Him from this time on.”

  His fellow Eumaneans appointed him to lead them in their devotional exercises. And at that moment, Tommy Wilson’s path began to diverge from his father’s, as he considered that his

  powers might be best suited for a life of politics instead of religion.




  Never in the best of health, he maintained his classroom attendance; but by the end of the spring term, he had worn himself down and could not keep up with his activities at the Eu. A terrible

  spring cold overcame him along with an extreme case of the blue devils. With the severity of life at Davidson, he wallowed in feelings of unworthiness and homesickness.




  Suffering from headaches of her own, his mother immediately recognized his symptoms and wrote him on May 20, 1874. “You seem depressed,” she observed, “—but that is

  because you are not well. You need not imagine that you are not a favorite. Everybody here likes and admires you. I could not begin to tell you the kind and flattering things that are said

  about you, by everybody that knows you.” Having moved from Columbia, she tried to sell him on the virtues of Wilmington, assuring him of “an unusual number of young people about your

  age there—and of a superior kind—and they are prepared to take an unusual interest in you particularly. Why my darling, nobody could help loving you, if they were to

  try!”




  For all his warm feelings for Davidson and some scholastic strides, he stumbled there. The year had been a false start. When Tommy Wilson packed up his room in the spring of 1874, he showed no

  signs of returning; but with his family uprooted from Columbia, he was not exactly going home again. Boasting a population of fifteen thousand, the North Carolina seaport of Wilmington was the

  largest town in which the Wilsons had yet resided, and in several ways the most interesting. Situated in the southeast corner of the state, between the Cape Fear River and the Atlantic, it was a curious mixture. Big-masted brigantines and clipper ships anchored just a few blocks from antebellum mansions. Christians of all sects found a home there, as did a

  few Jews, who were organizing the first synagogue in the state. Sailors from around the world—Germans, Russians, and Dutchmen—roamed the town. Three blocks from Front Street, with its

  two- and three-story shops and businesses overlooking the water, was the Presbyterian Church, simple and dramatic with its sharp Gothic spire. The manse sat adjacent to the church, at Fourth and

  Orange, elm-lined residential streets.




  Tommy cocooned himself in his new surroundings—his fifth home in seventeen years—and he was already setting his sights on his sixth. During a Davidson vacation and one of his last

  days in Columbia, a visitor had entered the Wilsons’ lives—the eminent minister and educator Dr. James McCosh, an imposing Scot who was president of the College of New Jersey. President

  McCosh had given the gawky teenager the once-over, turned to Dr. Wilson, and said with his exaggerated burr, “The boy’ll be comin’ to Princeton, no doubt.”




  Tommy had tucked the thought in the back of his mind. He studied with a tutor—especially in brushing up his Greek—and he read ravenously. “When I wanted to find Mr. Tommy in

  those days,” recalled David Bryant, the Wilsons’ butler, “I would go to his room, and generally there he would be sitting with his elbows on his knees and his nose in a book. . .

  . Why sometimes I had to wait a meal; the old Doctor would not let me serve till Mr. Tommy came down. And how proud the old Doctor was of the boy—and the boy of him, too!”




  And one day, in one of their regular conversations, Tommy told his father that he had experienced a “Eureka!” moment, that he had “found it” at last. When his father

  inquired what he had found, Tommy replied, “A mind, sir. I’ve found I have an intellect and a first-class mind.” He explained that he had been reading an abstract book, “and

  the ease with which he mastered it convinced him that he had a mind.”




  While Tommy stuck mostly to himself, he did venture into the town. He spent hours at the water’s edge, musing about a life at sea. He fantasized once again about what he dubbed “the

  Royal United Kingdom Yacht Club.” He even composed a constitution for his mythical flotilla, an elaborate list of rules and regulations for his make-believe organization, complete with

  details of officers’ duties, times of meetings, fees for entrance, fines for absences, and requirements for bills and resolutions, which demanded the signature of the

  Commodore—himself.




  And he made a friend—John Bellamy, a neighbor and a recent Davidson graduate, two and a half years older, who shared his love of books. Together they went on “reading

  raids”—sometimes hiking in the pines, other times lying on mounds that had recently covered stashes of Confederate ammunition. They read in silence or, just as often, to each other. Sir

  Walter Scott was their mutual passion—especially his Bride of Lammermoor and The Pirate. For Wilson, it was not enough simply to read the books; he insisted that they

  analyze them. When there was not a book at hand, Bellamy remembered, Tommy launched into discussions of Robert E. Lee and Stonewall Jackson and, of course, Gladstone. Such was the first real

  friendship Wilson had ever permitted himself with anybody outside his family. “The only trouble with Woodrow Wilson,” Bellamy said years later, “is that he was a confirmed and

  confounded Calvinist.” He could not be otherwise. His faith had become his lifeline, just as it had been for his mother—that little girl on the boat, clutching the rope that had been

  provided to keep her from drowning.




  “A man’s rootage,” Woodrow Wilson would later comment, “means more than his leafage.” As he was about to be transplanted in New Jersey soil, his belief in

  Providence allowed him already to envision his flowerage.
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          Now the LORD had said unto Abram, Get thee out of thy countrey, and from thy kinred, and from thy fathers house, unto a land that I will shew thee.




          And I will make of thee a great nation, and I will blesse thee, and make thy name great; and thou shalt bee a blessing.




           




          —GENESIS, XII:1–2


        


      


    


  




  At the end of a spur track of the Pennsylvania Railroad line, eighteen-year-old freshman Thomas Woodrow Wilson stepped off the “dinky”

  train at the little station in Princeton. In few other places within the thirty-seven reunited states did so much educational, political, and religious history converge as they did in this town of

  three thousand people in the middle of New Jersey.




  The first seeds of higher education in the United States had, in fact, been planted elsewhere centuries earlier—only sixteen years after the Pilgrims disembarked the Mayflower. In

  1636, the General Court of the Massachusetts Bay Colony authorized the founding of what became Harvard College. Almost six decades later, a second college—William and Mary—was founded

  as an Anglican institution in Virginia; and eight years after that, in 1701, the General Court of the Colony of Connecticut permitted ten Congregationalist clerics to organize a college to train

  ministers, naming it after its primary benefactor, Elihu Yale.




  In 1718 the Reverend William Tennent, a Scottish-educated Ulsterman, immigrated to the middle colonies, where he and his sons helped ignite what became known as the Great

  Awakening, an evangelical movement that started in the Congregationalist churches of New England and ran the length of the Appalachians to the Presbyterian churches in the South. On October 22,

  1746, Governor John Hamilton issued a charter for the College of New Jersey. While its founders included several of Tennent’s disciples who hoped to prepare ministers of the Gospel, they

  believed equally in educating young men of various religious persuasions for other professions.




  One hundred fifty years later, Professor Woodrow Wilson would praise those divines, for they “acted without ecclesiastical authority, as if under obligation to society rather than to the

  church. They were acting as citizens, not as clergymen, and the charter they obtained said never a word about creed or doctrine.” They selected the Reverend Jonathan Dickinson to serve as the

  school’s first president in his parsonage in Elizabeth. He died within a year, leaving his student body of ten pupils to his successor, the Reverend Aaron Burr, Sr., who moved the college to

  his parish in Newark. He established entrance criteria and a curriculum; and, in his tenth year in office, he provided his most enduring contribution.




  Burr moved the enterprise to Princeton—then a forty-house village halfway between New York City and Philadelphia. Its position on a low ridge of fertile farmland that close to two of the

  most thriving cities in the Colonies promised academic seclusion and cultural access. Nathaniel Fitz-Randolph, the son of an original Quaker settler in the area, donated four and a half acres and

  twenty New Jersey pounds. He passed the hat among his neighbors, while Burr solicited funds from donors who might contribute enough to construct a grand edifice that would serve as the entire

  college for several years to come. They chose local Stockton sandstone, ochre in color and faintly iridescent. When the building was completed two years later, the trustees wished to name it in

  honor of the Governor, Jonathan Belcher; but he generously declined—sparing future generations incalculable sophomoric ridicule—and suggested they honor the late King William III, the

  Prince of Orange, a member of the House of Orange-Nassau.




  For years, Nassau Hall reigned as the largest building in the Colonies. Set back from the main street of the town, behind a low iron gate, the building was almost two

  hundred feet long and fifty feet deep, with a central transept-like projection that added four feet in the front and twelve in the back. A row of windows spanned the length of each of the three

  floors, with the tops of the basement windows poking their heads just above ground. There were ninety-four of them at the front of the building alone. The exterior walls were more than two feet

  thick. With its forty-two rooms, Nassau Hall could house a library (mostly Governor Belcher’s five hundred books) as well as dormitories and classrooms for as many as 150 students and faculty

  members and an office for the president; the basement contained the kitchen and refectory. The building’s primary feature was the two-story prayer hall that projected from the rear. Not long

  after the building opened, students discovered the virtues of its long corridors for bowling. Perched atop the hipped roof was a cupola, which housed a large bell that rang at five o’clock in

  the morning, summoning the students to morning prayers, and throughout the day signaling periods of study, meals, and prayer.




  Within a year of taking occupancy, Burr died at forty-one. His wife died less than a year later, orphaning their two young children—including Aaron Burr, Jr., the future Founding Father

  who turned treasonous. Fortunately, the trustees had been able to impress upon Burr’s father-in-law the presidency of the college. And so, in January 1758, Jonathan Edwards, America’s

  foremost theologian—whose sermon “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” epitomized the First Great Awakening—moved from Massachusetts to become the new master of Nassau

  Hall. That March he received an inoculation for smallpox, from which he succumbed. The untimely deaths of his next two successors did not demoralize the college trustees. In fact, they raised their

  sights and turned to one of Scotland’s most eminent scholars and preachers.




  Educated at the University of Edinburgh and ordained by the Church of Scotland, John Witherspoon, then in his mid-forties, was an activist evangelical within the Kirk—who had expressed no

  desire to leave his homeland. Providentially, two persuasive alumni of the College of New Jersey were in Britain that year, and they convinced him and his wife to pack up their five children and

  venture overseas for a more primitive life and an even more challenging opportunity. To commemorate the night of their arrival in Princeton in 1768, the students lit a candle in each of Nassau

  Hall’s windows.




  Witherspoon found a college not living up to its potential—what with an ill-prepared student body and insufficient funds. The preacher in him unabashedly solicited

  money beyond the confines of the town, and the educator within pushed the curriculum beyond the strictly classical and Christian. He recruited a professor to teach mathematics and natural

  philosophy and another to teach divinity and moral philosophy. And nobody taught more than Witherspoon himself. “He lectured upon taste and style as well as upon abstract questions of

  philosophy, and upon politics as a science of government and of public duty as little to be forgotten as religion itself in any well considered plan of life,” Wilson would note. Combining his

  personal library of three hundred books with that of the college, Witherspoon enabled students to sample contemporary politics and literature. He also delighted in the green space surrounding

  Nassau Hall and its neighboring buildings and contributed to the English language a new word for the college grounds, from the Latin for “field”—“campus.”




  “It was a piece of providential good fortune that brought such a man to Princeton at such a time,” Wilson added. “The blood of John Knox ran in Witherspoon’s veins. The

  great drift and movement of English liberty from Magna Charta down was in all his teachings.” He became one of New Jersey’s signers of the Declaration of Independence—the only

  clergyman among the fifty-six delegates.




  When the American Revolution began, the college soon had to face the harsh realities of war. On Christmas Night 1776, General George Washington crossed the Delaware River, and a week later

  Princeton became a battleground. Nassau Hall, which had served as an infirmary until the British converted it into barracks and a jail for suspected rebels, reverted to American hands when

  Washington delivered a surprise attack and chased the enemy from the building. In time, the college returned to its educational mission, having made activists of many of her sons, including Burr,

  the poet and pamphleteer Philip Freneau, cavalry officer “Light-Horse” Harry Lee, and—most significant—the young Virginian who became the first Princetonian to return to

  Princeton for postgraduate study, James Madison. From July to November 1783, the new federal Congress convened in Princeton, turning Nassau Hall into its temporary capitol.




  Witherspoon remained president of the college until his death in 1794, getting to witness an astonishing number of his disciples engage in the nation’s service. They would include twenty

  Senators, twenty-three Representatives, thirteen Governors, three Supreme Court Justices, one Vice President, and a President. “No man,” noted Wilson, “had

  ever better right to rejoice in his pupils.”




  Like the United States itself, American higher education came of age in the nineteenth century. Building colleges proved an effective way to tame the American wilderness, and religion was no

  longer their justification. Public schools and libraries also became the tent poles of towns, as essential as churches had once been. With the Morrill Act of 1862, the federal government granted

  land for the creation of schools that would train students in engineering, agriculture, and even military tactics, establishing colleges in all the states. Still, higher education largely remained

  the province of the privileged, as few young men could afford time away from their farms or factories to get an education, to say nothing of having to pay for it. For the most privileged, the

  Eastern college campuses became preserves where sons of the well-to-do could consort with one another and even learn enough to pursue a profession, if necessary. Social clubs, fraternities, and

  secret societies took root on many campuses, private enclaves where the wealthiest students might enjoy privileges the rest of the student body could not.




  After Witherspoon, the adolescent Princeton spent several decades in search of its identity. Under the next few Presbyterian ministers who served as president, Princeton steadily loosened its

  clerical collar, adding modern languages and current literatures, chemistry, and geography to its curriculum, while a separate theological seminary opened, specifically for the training of church

  leaders.




  The school compensated for its fluctuating enrollment by recruiting heavily in the South. Naturally, debate on campus raged over the issue of slavery. During the Civil War, seventy sons of

  Princeton gave their lives, half from each side, illustrating its having become the northernmost of the Southern schools and the southernmost of the Northern schools. In December 1864, Princeton

  conferred an honorary degree upon President Lincoln. Just before the war, a fire had gutted Nassau Hall; so, like the rest of the nation, the college had to reconstruct. In 1868, retirement left a

  vacancy in its presidency; and, exactly a century after Witherspoon’s arrival, Princeton called upon Scotland to send another of her sons on the same mission.




  James McCosh was born in Ayrshire—“Bobby Burns” country—and educated at the University of Glasgow and then Edinburgh. He became a preacher and

  philosophy professor of international repute at Queen’s College, Belfast. Some forty years later, Professor Woodrow Wilson would write of McCosh, “He found Princeton a quiet country

  college and lifted it to a conspicuous place among the most notable institutions of the country.” Nicholas Murray Butler of Columbia University said simply that McCosh shook up “the dry

  bones of an institution which had been little more than a country high school in New Jersey.”




  During this period—when Charles William Eliot at Harvard, Andrew White at Cornell, Frederick Augustus Porter Barnard at Columbia, James Burrill Angell at the University of Michigan, and

  Daniel Coit Gilman, who had just left the presidency of the University of California for the new Johns Hopkins University, blazed new trails in higher education—McCosh expanded the Princeton

  curriculum and campus. He introduced courses in biology, geology, psychology, art, philosophy, and such social sciences as economics and political science. McCosh encouraged required classes in

  several disciplines, with some leniency in electives. As the debate over Darwinism raged through the country, the Reverend McCosh asserted, “When a scientific theory is brought before us, our

  first inquiry is not whether it is consistent with religion, but whether it is true.” Rare among ecclesiastics, McCosh argued that Darwin’s theory did not diminish the existence of God,

  but tended to “increase the wonder and mystery of the process of creation.” Princeton’s student body and faculty doubled in size.




  Nothing demonstrated McCosh’s intention to elevate Princeton into the ranks of world-class universities more than his building the freestanding Chancellor Green Library—a fanciful

  work of Victorian Gothic architecture at the right hand of Nassau Hall—to house the college’s growing collection of seventy thousand books. McCosh also built the first significant

  college gymnasium in the country, a Romanesque castle of a building. These and other architectural anomalies, spread among their statelier predecessors across the twenty-acre campus, illustrated

  Princeton’s commitment to innovation as well as tradition.




  Tommy Wilson—brown-haired, lanky, and wide-eyed—walked from the station onto a thriving campus that first week of September 1875. On the hill just above the tracks,

  the most modern college dormitory in America was about to be built—sited to impress arriving passengers, and to be named for Witherspoon. Princeton had abrogated the

  burden of feeding its 483 students but could not ignore the challenge of housing them—though there was not room for all the incoming freshmen that year, Wilson among them. Fortunately, a

  number of private homes surrounding the campus were eager for boarders; there was even a hotel at one corner of the campus. Except for his passing acquaintanceship with President McCosh, Tommy knew

  hardly a soul for hundreds of miles; but no student ever arrived in Princeton more determined to find a place and make a name for himself.




  Joseph Wilson had provided his son with an introduction to a local minister and mathematics professor, who put him up for a few nights. Then Tommy found lodging just beyond the new library at

  the large house of Mr. and Mrs. Josiah Wright. They charged each of seventeen Princeton students ten dollars a week for bed and board. Tommy Wilson’s second-floor single room overlooked

  Nassau Street—a wide, shop-lined dirt road with newly installed gas lamps—which a single rain could turn into a muddy bog.




  On Wilson’s second morning, all new students assembled in the College Chapel, where McCosh asked them to pledge that so long as they were enrolled at Princeton, they would have “no

  connection whatever with any secret society”—the school’s latest effort to rid itself of at least some of its social divisiveness, especially the ritual of hazing within the

  already forbidden Greek-letter fraternities. Students were also informed of a compulsory hour-long meeting every Sunday at 2:45 for religious instruction. Furthermore, there would be weekly class

  meetings with McCosh for recitation on the Bible and his lectures.




  Such was the pedagogical model on college campuses, even under the enlightened McCosh. Professors would feed information, and students would routinely regurgitate what they had ingested. Tommy

  dutifully attended courses in Latin (Livy and Horace), Greek (Demosthenes and Herodotus), Algebra, and an array of English classes, which included the study of Rhetoric, Punctuation and Dictation,

  Elocution, and Essays. Despite his aversion to rote learning, Wilson satisfactorily performed the stultifying schoolroom exercises.




  But he rapidly bloomed outside of class, striking up his first college friendship with a young man from New Jersey who also lived at Mrs. Wright’s, Robert McCarter.

  “He was quiet and retiring and for a time had few, if any, other friends,” McCarter said of Wilson; “we were, therefore, constantly in each other’s room . . . chinning

  together.” One memorable conversation, about the Civil War, stretched into an all-nighter. “He was very full of the South and quite a secessionist,” said McCarter, “. . . he

  taking the Southern side and getting quite bitter.” Wilson, a son of four Confederate states, had never heard “The Star-Spangled Banner.”




  At first, most of the students found Tommy Wilson somewhat aloof, until they realized his shyness was a shield. It was the first time he had been exposed to so many people unlike himself,

  especially a number of sophisticated boys from families of great fortune and privilege. Never impressed or intimidated by social status, he easily attracted companions. Starting with his housemates

  at Mrs. Wright’s, he made one friend at a time.




  Within a few weeks, Wilson had found a second home, where he began to assert himself, forging an identity as a thinker and speaker. On September 24, 1875, the American Whig Society—the

  prestigious literary and debate organization established by Madison—admitted him as one of its 179 members. He took his meals for a while with seventeen Whig men from North Carolina who

  banded together as the “Tar Heels.” A month later, he delivered his first oration before the literary and debating society, a prepared talk entitled “Rome Was Not Built in a

  Day.”




  Neither was his scholarly character. He steadily found the primary benefits of a college education lay in its extracurricular offerings, especially in providing autodidactic experiences. Many of

  Wilson’s proclivities had revealed themselves by the time he had arrived at Princeton, and he mindfully spent his hours developing them further. “The rule for every man is, not to

  depend on the education which other men prepare for him,—not even to consent to it,” he realized freshman year; “but to strive to see things as they are, and to be himself as he

  is. Defeat lies in self-surrender.” His first important “victories” occurred during his frequent visits to the new Chancellor Green Library. In Alcoves II through VI, with their

  carved butternut bookcases, he discovered the histories of the United States and Great Britain. At the head of the south spiral stairs of this brand-new temple of books, he thumbed through bound

  volumes of The Gentleman’s Magazine from the preceding year. In the April number, he glommed onto an article called “The Orator,” which evaluated the 653 members of the

  current House of Commons and singled out the chamber’s “orator par excellence,” the one man who could out-talk Prime Minister Disraeli and surpass

  even Wilson’s beloved Gladstone. His name was John Bright.




  Representing the Midlands, Bright emerged as the leading spokesman for radicalism in nineteenth-century England. For forty years, the gentleman from Birmingham attacked the aristocracy; he

  believed the human race had more of a vested interest in the American Constitution than in any other such document. During the Civil War, he voiced solidarity with the Union and rejoiced in its

  victory. “Slavery has measured itself with Freedom, and Slavery has perished in the struggle,” he said. Above all, wrote historian Asa Briggs of Bright’s significance, was

  “that he turned liberalism into a creed, that he made men seek reform because reform was ‘right,’ and that he refused to separate the spheres of morality and politics.”

  Wilson made such thinking his own.




  Wilson also discovered Edmund Burke, a legendary orator and statesman in the House of Commons, an Irish Catholic who had supported the American colonists against England’s tyranny.

  Favoring the repeal of the tea duty, Burke had addressed the Americans’ having to bear the burdens of monopoly and unfair taxation. “The Englishman in America will feel that this is

  slavery,” he said; “that it is legal slavery will be no compensation either to his feelings or to his understanding.” Such would mark the beginning of Wilson’s own

  thinking about the need to emancipate people economically.




  Years later, in an essay called “Interpreter of English Liberty,” Woodrow Wilson would write of another precept he acquired from Burke, one that influenced his own education. Wilson

  described Burke’s four years at Trinity College in Dublin as “years of wide and eager reading, but not years of systematic and disciplinary study. With singular, if not exemplary,

  self-confidence, he took his education into his own hands.” And so, while the Princeton syllabi, which listed Milton, Locke, Hume, Kant, Plato, Aristotle, and Descartes, would consume most of

  his hours, Wilson too created his own bibliography, his list deeper than it was wide. Once a subject caught his attention, he bored in—almost to the exclusion of everything else—until

  he could claim expertise.




  As with many recovering dyslexics, Tommy Wilson read slowly; and he tended to retain more than most, developing a virtually photographic memory. Upon encountering an unknown word, name, or

  concept, he would pause to research it to the end. Classmate Hiram Woods, Jr., recalled a discussion with Wilson about Macbeth; afterward he found Tommy’s nose

  deep in an encyclopedia learning all he could about Birnam Wood, acquiring a deeper understanding of the play by learning more about the place where Macbeth’s soldiers had once encamped. On

  another occasion with the Woods family in Baltimore, a question about Macaulay’s accuracy in his History of England arose, and Hiram recalled how Tommy insisted upon consulting two

  other sources before deciding what the truth was.




  Like his father, Wilson was an editor by nature, challenging authors in the margins of their works. He had not completed reading a book until he had transcribed its highlights and then commented

  upon them. Remembering his father’s admonition against a prolix gut, Wilson believed the “man who reads everything is like the man who eats everything: he can digest nothing; and the

  penalty for cramming one’s mind with other men’s thoughts is to have no thoughts of one’s own.” He knew that history offered many examples of great thinkers and leaders who

  actually “did little reading of books . . . but much reading of men and of their own times.”




  In Tommy’s case, reading begat more reading. Macaulay’s History of England referred to Samuel Pepys’s diary, which made Tommy not only want to read that

  seventeenth-century journal but also to keep his own. Like Pepys, Wilson wrote his diary in shorthand. But the former kept his diary for a decade, starting at age twenty-seven, during which time he

  shed light on such events as the Great Plague and the Great Fire of London; the latter was nineteen, chronicling six months of readings and activities with a growing group of friends in a quiet

  college town. After six months, Tommy discontinued the exercise “for want of time to do it Justice.”




  He had a longer run emulating John Milton, who famously kept a commonplace book—a locus communis—into which he entered thoughts, sayings, proverbs, and prayers. The notion

  for what Wilson called his “Index Rerum” evidently came from Andrew Graham, whose shorthand method Wilson employed and who had written a recent article on keeping such a compendium.

  Biographies of writers and statesmen especially grabbed Wilson’s attention, reflecting his growing interest in history and even more in politics, especially of the British Empire.

  Burke—his biography, his style, his views on America—commanded more space than anybody else. Wilson also used the commonplace book to record his

  expenses—every nickel for an apple, dime for a shave, and dollar for cod liver oil—as well as potential topics for books and essays.




  By the end of his freshman year, Wilson proved to be a respectable student—ranking twenty-sixth in a class of 114 students; and his extracurricular life continued to blossom. He and his

  boardinghouse boys formed a baseball team and played as often as they could; and he became a zealot of all things Princetonian—which was just then adopting orange and black as its school

  colors and later the Tiger as its mascot. Before the semester ended, students went to the treasurer’s office to draw for a room the next semester; and Wilson had the good fortune to be fifth

  in the lottery, entitling him to a choice room in Witherspoon Hall. It would not be completed for another semester, but Tommy was assured of prime accommodations for the rest of his stay on campus.

  And for the first time, he expressed interest in the opposite sex: “A great many pretty girls at the church,” he observed in his journal, as he was packing up his room for the summer,

  “but not nearly as many as we see every day in the sunny south.” He was in much better condition than he had been after his year at Davidson, and most of Tommy’s diary entries

  were able to repeat the same phrase, until it became a self-fulfilling mantra: “Thank God for health and strength.”




  On Monday, June 26, 1876, Tommy Wilson arose early in order to catch the morning train to Baltimore. From there he went to the port and boarded a boat to North Carolina, getting a good

  night’s rest in a stateroom. (“No pretty girls on board,” he noted.) The boat arrived in Portsmouth, in the Outer Banks, at dawn, and he spent the entire day riding by coach

  across dry, dusty roads to Wilmington. He delighted in being “home,” despite its unfamiliarity. He found his mother in fragile health but his father as ebullient as ever, having just

  assumed the editorship of the North Carolina Presbyterian, following the Wilson tradition of publishing strong opinions as well as preaching them. Nine-year-old Josie eagerly tagged along

  with his brother whenever possible, though the college man filled most of the summer reading and writing and spending as much time as possible with his father—often in the basement, where the

  Reverend Wilson had installed a billiard table.




  Having completed Macaulay’s History, Tommy had moved on to Gibbon’s History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. Alongside these major

  works, he dipped into the American Cyclopedia, studying Henry Clay, John C. Calhoun, and anything related to the English form of government. He also dove into a few novels and

  Shakespeare’s plays. With all the surety of a man with a year of college under his belt, Tommy Wilson espoused only bold opinions, sometimes beyond his expertise: he dismissed a review of a

  book that accused Macaulay of being superficial as “sublimely ridiculous” and Romeo and Juliet as one of the Bard’s “poorest pieces.” On the hundredth

  anniversary of American independence, he wrote how much happier his nation would be now “if she had England’s form of government instead of the miserable delusion of a republic. A

  republic too founded upon the notion of abstract liberty! I venture to say that this country will never celebrate another centennial as a republic. The English form of government is the only true

  one.”




  That summer, Wilson submitted six essays on religion to his father’s newsletter. Under the pseudonym “Twiwood,” they were published between August and December of that year.

  They all explored the daily challenges of being a true man of faith. In one essay, “A Christian Statesman,” he wrote words that should have come back to haunt him late in life—but

  did not: “When the statesman has become convinced that he has arrived at the truth, and has before his mind the true view of his subject, he should be tolerant. He should have a becoming

  sense of his own weakness and liability to err.” More and more, even his Scripture-based pieces bore political undertones.




  With increasing frequency, Tommy found himself rushing to the First Presbyterian Church that summer, where he climbed to the pulpit to practice his oratory. But any hopes Dr. Wilson might have

  harbored of his son’s becoming a minister were dashed—for Tommy was not rehearsing sermons. In the empty church, he delivered the great speeches of Webster and Gladstone and Burke and

  Bright.




  Tommy and his father ended their summer in Philadelphia at the Centennial Exposition of 1876, the first World’s Fair to be held in the United States. It was full of wonders, especially the

  exhibitions in Machinery Hall and Agricultural Hall—displays of such brand-new marvels as Alexander Graham Bell’s telephone, a Remington “Typographic Machine,” Heinz

  ketchup, and Hires root beer. They could visit the right arm and torch of the Statue of Liberty for fifty cents, money earmarked for the assembly of the statue in New York harbor. The Wilsons

  stopped at Wanamaker’s to buy Tommy winter clothes before proceeding to Princeton, where they took a room at the University Hotel for a night before Tommy returned to

  Mrs. Wright’s boardinghouse.




  With such friends as McCarter close at hand, he resumed his scholarly routine, though his interest in his classes steadily decreased. Apart from McCosh’s course in Psychology—in

  which Wilson received a final grade of 99.8 percent—Wilson continued to bridle at all the memorization and recitation. Whether the subject was Greek or French or Roman History or Natural

  History (which, to his surprise, engaged him), the routine led him “to the conclusion that my friends have no doubt come to long ago and that is that my mind is a very ordinary one indeed. I

  am nothing as far as intellect goes. But I can plod and work.” He was already feeling shackled by the rigors of being a “mere student” and yearned for the freedom of the scholar,

  who “seeks wisdom because he is inspired with a love for it.”




  Although he was sinking in his class standing, no Princeton student became more visible. “We went to college without an objective,” classmate Hiram Woods said of his group of

  friends, “but Wilson always had a definite purpose.” Tommy remained an especially active participant in the Whig Society. He engaged in debates—winning for the affirmative on the

  propositions “That a liberal education is to be preferred to an exclusively practical one” and “That a protective tariff is now no longer necessary for the protection of our home

  industries.” He also delivered speeches, entitling his most notable effort sophomore year “The Ideal Statesman.” It proved to be a blueprint for himself and a book he would later

  write.




   




  

    

      The True Statesman is . . . one who has all the principles of the law carefully arranged in a vigorous mind and to whom all the particulars as well as the broad principles

      of International law are as familiar as his alphabet. And not only should he have the law of his own country at his fingers’ ends, but he should be intimately acquainted with all the more

      important legislative actions of every country on the globe.


    


  




  A year later he delivered an oration on Bismarck, his prose noticeably enriched from another year’s worth of independent reading, which had taken him into the world of

  belles lettres.




  He sat on a number of the Whig Society’s committees, and by junior year, T. W. Wilson had been elected Speaker, its highest honor. One fellow member recalled that

  Thomas Wilson “steadily grew in the estimation of his fellow members until he was recognized as the best debater in the society. . . . He was especially effective in extemporaneous

  debate.” More to the point, another friend would recall a half century after their time in school together, “mere records cannot produce the appealing tones of his voice and the fire in

  his eyes as he exercised his remarkable skill in debate. He got as much fun out of it as a great many men now achieve in athletics.”




  But Wilson was not Whig’s most victorious debater. He entered two oratorical contests and placed only once; and in just one of four debate competitions did he take the top prize. This was,

  in part, because the oratorical style of the day was one of considerable artifice, in which gesticulation garnered more points than articulation and vehemence counted more than eloquence. He

  recognized as much in the brand-new student-run newspaper called the Princetonian. “Until we eschew declamation and court oratory,” he wrote, “we must expect to be

  ciphers in the world’s struggles for principles and the advancement of causes. Oratory is persuasion, not the declamation of essays.” England’s House of Commons, Wilson believed,

  engaged in such modern debate.




  With his growing passion for all things British, Wilson decided to establish his own miniature Parliament, what he called the Liberal Debating Club. Naturally, he wrote its constitution. The

  first of its twenty-three articles defined the society and stipulated that it “shall be founded upon the fundamental principles of Justice, Morality and

  Friendship.” Toward that end, the club met every Saturday night, at which time the members engaged in debate, speeches, or simply convivial discussion of literature. As in the

  British system, the presiding officer was a figurehead, while the Secretary of State functioned as a Prime Minister, empowered to execute Article V, which stated, “The questions discussed by

  this Club shall be political questions of the present century.” They included an overhaul of the United States Constitution so that the nation’s executive power would be vested in a

  President who is chosen for one six-year term, and that his Cabinet shall form a Ministry, answerable to the House of Representatives. Before the ten members, Wilson honed his speaking skills,

  developing a powerful mode of speech that was at once heightened but conversational.




  In the middle of his sophomore year, the Class of 1879 voted Wilson one of its two representatives on the newspaper’s Board of Editors. When the managing editor

  stepped aside at the start of Wilson’s junior year, Wilson took his place, an office to which he was elected the following semester. “He formulated policies; he was the chief,”

  McCarter would later recall. “He would come around to me and say that he would like me to write on such and such. If he did not like what I wrote, it would not go in. The editors were not a

  cabinet and seldom if ever met as a group. He was boss and deserved to be.”




  Wilson became a prolific editorial writer himself. He composed forty opinion pieces over the next two years, alongside reviews of books and even a performance by the great-granddaughter of the

  legendary actress Sarah Siddons. (“Her chief fault is an exaggeration,” the young critic wrote, “which seems to be affectation.”) His editorials were almost entirely

  directed toward enhancing the college experience, usually through greater promotion of extracurricular activities. The rest of his editorials were haughty admonitions to his schoolmates. One was a

  direct attack on the privileged student who could afford not to succeed—“the habitual loafer.” Wilson did not begrudge those who had been given much, but he resented those who

  took such gifts for granted and failed even to pretend to work.




  Never an athlete, Wilson was always conscious of his body, mindful of diet and exercise; and Princeton’s sports teams had no more ardent booster. He not only editorialized regularly for

  greater university support of the athletic programs, but he became active with both the baseball and football teams, getting elected secretary of the Football Association. The game as played in

  America was rough-and-tumble, with few holds barred—more like rugby than modern-day American football. As with everything else in his life, Wilson’s interest in the teams was primarily

  about merit and achievement. In his new position, Wilson became the moving force behind the sport on the Princeton campus. He organized the team, raised money for its equipment, and, as a coach,

  even devised plays, insisting on their being followed.




  In the spring, Wilson’s participation with the baseball team provided one of the most significant experiences of his Princeton career. In a long editorial, he discussed the need to bring a

  more systematic approach to selecting the University Nine—all of which he said depended on not only a good captain on the field but the selection of the best possible president of the

  association. “The majority of men in College are sufficiently familiar with the rules of the game to fill the office,” he wrote. “The president must, above

  all things else, be a man of unbiased judgment, energy, determination, intelligence, moral courage, conscience.” To those who knew Tommy Wilson—which by then included most of

  his classmates—only one man on campus fit that description.




  That very day, Tommy attended a meeting of the Base Ball Association, which had intended to elect his classmate Cornelius C. Cuyler its president. At the start of the meeting, according to a

  plan Wilson had devised, one of his closest friends moved that they postpone the vote by four weeks, to allow further consideration of Wilson’s qualifications. After a debate of the matter,

  the group voted to delay. “Walked home from the meeting quite elated with our victory,” Tommy wrote in his diary that night, “for a victory it was.” When the election was

  held in late October, not only was Wilson made president of the organization but a politician was born.




  He soon realized that he was spreading himself too thin. Even Tommy’s doting mother urged him to resign the presidency of the baseball club. “It is very pleasant to think that your

  fellow-students have such confidence in you,” she wrote. “But it would be wrong to put aside your more important interests.” She added, “You will make a great mistake if you

  allow anything of the kind to come in the way of your doing your utmost in the direction of your future interest.”




  Humility—drummed into him by both his parents—tempered his ambition. The harder he pushed himself, the more harshly he judged himself. In one self-analysis, he challenged his own

  literary ability, insisting in the third person that his compositions “go limping about in a cloud of wordy expressions and under a heavy weight of lost nouns and adjectives. Ideas are to his

  writings what oases are to the deserts, except that his ideas are very seldom distinguishable from the waste which surrounded them.”




  Shortly after Tommy turned twenty-one, his father wrote:




   




  

    

      You have talents—you have character—you have a manly bearing. You have self-reliance. You have almost every advantage coupled I trust with

      genuine love for God. Do not allow yourself, then, to feed on dreams—daydreams though they be. . . . It is genius that usually gets to the highest tops—but, what is the secret heart

      of genius? the ability to work with painstaking self-denial.


    


  




  Cautioning his son in the ways of ambition, Dr. Wilson added, “In short, dearest boy, do not allow yourself to dwell upon

  yourself—concentrate your thoughts upon thoughts and things and events. . . . I am not charging egotism upon you. Far from it. I am only warning you

  against an evil, common to youth.”




  Since Princeton’s inception, every Princetonian has believed he attended the college during its golden age. In retrospect, Wilson’s undergraduate years—when McCosh was at the

  peak of his powers—were a genuine millennium; and the Scotsman pronounced the Class of 1879 “the largest and finest . . . ever to attend me college.” A statistical summary of its

  124 graduates supported the claim: in addition to future Governor and President Woodrow Wilson, the class would ultimately yield a Justice of the Supreme Court, two Congressmen, a Chancellor of New

  Jersey, an Attorney General of New Jersey, two Maryland judges, one Princeton dean, thirty lawyers, twenty doctors, and twenty ministers. The men of 1879 would prove to be unparalleled in their

  generosity, led by a number of wealthy young men, among them Cyrus McCormick, whose father started the McCormick Harvesting Machine Company, Cleveland Dodge, son of a mining industrialist, and such

  future banking titans as Edward W. Sheldon and Cornelius C. Cuyler.




  In February 1877, Witherspoon Hall—a five-story building of blue-gray marble, built upon a dark-stone ground floor—opened its doors. Each floor had its own style of windows; and each

  face of the building featured its own style of tower, including one conical turret. Its eighty rooms could accommodate 140 students, and its water closet on every floor made Witherspoon the first

  college dormitory in America with indoor plumbing. Tommy Wilson’s suite on the second floor—7 West, with its study, small bedroom, and fireplace—would remain his home for the next

  two and a half years.




  Steadily, Wilson found the most rewarding elements of college came not through the formal academics (“No undergraduate can be made a scholar in four years”) but in friendship, that

  immeasurable influence twenty-year-olds have upon one another before their personalities have hardened. A generation later, he would conclude that “the very best effects of university life

  are wrought between six and nine o’clock in the evenings, when the professor has gone home, and minds meet minds, and a generating process takes place.” For the most part, Tommy Wilson

  found that communion with seven fellow residents of his dormitory. For the rest of their lives they remained friends, calling themselves “the Witherspoon

  Gang.”




  They shared modest backgrounds. Without being part of Princeton’s social elite, the Gang provided most of the horsepower for the college’s nonathletic extracurricular activities. As

  with Wilson, oratory and current affairs engaged the other members of the Gang the most, and they joined Whig and Wilson’s Liberal Debating Club or worked on his staff at the

  Princetonian or contributed to the Nassau Literary Magazine. Most of them prepared for the law, while two hoped to go to medical school. None of Wilson’s closest friends was

  among the twenty-four Seventy-niners who would become ministers. He would remain closest to the Gang member who followed the least traditional postgraduate path: Robert Bridges, an ace debater who

  pursued a literary life—becoming a newspaper reporter and, eventually, the longtime editor of Scribner’s Magazine. To their dying days, they remained “Bobby” and

  “Tommy” to each other.




  Of all the members of the Witherspoon Gang, however, Tommy found the greatest kinship with a young man from upstate New York whose career at Princeton most closely mirrored his. Charles Talcott

  was a fellow debater and a member of the Princetonian board who had an eye on a legal and political career. The two of them formally entered into what Wilson called a “solemn

  covenant” that “we would school all our powers and passions for the work of establishing the principles we held in common; that we would acquire knowledge that we might have power; and

  that we would drill ourselves in all the arts of persuasion, but especially in oratory . . . that we might have facility in leading others into our ways of thinking and enlisting them in our

  purposes.” Years later, Wilson realized the pact was not just “boyish enthusiasm, though we were blinded by a very boyish assurance with regard to the future and our ability to mould

  the world as our hands might please.” Bobby Bridges would later record that “there was a certain integrity in his ideal from boy to man that gave his friends a peculiar confidence in

  his ultimate destiny as a leader of men. It was a jest of his in college which ended ‘when I meet you in the Senate, I’ll argue that out with you.’ ”




  Expanding his social base, Tommy joined an informal “eating club.” Although Wilson was poorer than most of the members, he wanted for nothing while at Princeton. One time, though, he

  did run out of money and could not afford even the postage to write home. Remembering that he had once dropped a penny, he turned his room upside down until he found it, so

  that he could mail an SOS by penny postcard. Letters from home invariably included a post office money order to tide him over; and Tommy was able to join a dozen men who took their meals in a house

  on Nassau Street. There were dozens of such establishments around campus—such as the Knights of the Round Table, the Hollow Inn, and the club he joined with Charlie Talcott and Robert

  McCarter, the Alligators.




  “There was not a touch of the pedant or dig about him,” wrote Robert Bridges, fifty years after graduation. Tommy exercised with the crew, took the train into New York City to attend

  the theater (one day he saw Edwin Booth perform twice, alternating between Othello and Iago), and lingered in the Alligator club with Earl Dodge, captain of the football team, scribbling plays on

  the tablecloth. Said McCarter, “He had clear-cut notions of how the game should be played and insisted on them.” By the end of his senior year, nobody had slid more smoothly into more

  organizations than Tommy Wilson.




  Princeton’s student body of five hundred men remained homogeneous. Fifty years later, Bridges recalled a crisis in Dr. McCosh’s philosophy class when a Negro student from the

  Theological Seminary entered the classroom. No black man had yet enrolled at the college. Upon his taking a seat in the back row, several Southerners stood and exited. While few schools other than

  the all-black colleges enrolled more than a handful of African American students, some doors were at least open, albeit but a crack. To the Princeton Class of 1879, however, diversity meant only

  the presence of Episcopalians, and the odd Methodist.




  For all his activity in the classroom and out, Wilson ultimately distinguished himself most as a scholar, through countless hours of independent thought and work. He was bursting with ideas, as

  every book he read seemed to inspire one he hoped to write. Junior year, he read the newly published Short History of the English People, by John Richard Green, which he reviewed in the

  pages of the Princetonian as having the “candor of Carlyle, the concise expression of Gibbon, and the brilliancy of Macaulay.” It got Wilson thinking that he might one day

  chronicle his own country in a similar fashion.




  Wilson often contemplated the matter of leadership in America, in part because one of the most exciting elections in American history occurred during his sophomore year. At

  age twenty, he was too young to vote, but the election of 1876, between Democratic Governor Samuel J. Tilden of New York and Republican Governor Rutherford B. Hayes of Ohio, was the first to engage

  him. The night before the election, Tommy heard that pools in New York offered its Governor two-to-one odds. Late that night, word reached New Jersey that Tilden had won his home state by

  seventy-five thousand votes, which seemed to be an electoral prize large enough to give him the Presidency. The next night, Tommy joined the Democrats on campus around a huge bonfire by the

  Revolutionary War cannon buried muzzle-down on the green. But while the fire blazed, word spread that Hayes had been elected. Tilden had won the popular vote by four percentage points—250,000

  votes—but Hayes appeared to have carried the electoral college, with four votes to spare. The final results hung in the balance for days, and then months, as returns were challenged. Cries of

  fraud and threats of violence erupted, especially in the South, where Reconstruction had left some states with two sets of elected officials; and now Florida, Louisiana, and South Carolina fought

  over certification of their Presidential electors. Congress created an Electoral Commission composed of five members from the Senate, five from the House, and five from the Supreme Court—all

  of whom, including the Justices, voted along party lines. Two days before the Constitution called for the inauguration of the new President, the scales tipped in favor of the Republicans. A

  constitutional crisis had been averted, but evidently at a price: shortly after taking his oath, President Hayes ordered the withdrawal of federal troops from the South. As future historian Woodrow

  Wilson would write, “The supremacy of the white people was henceforth assured in the administration of the southern States.” Reconstruction ended; but the American political system

  stagnated in a period in which the executive branch was subordinate to the legislative, and the legislative lacked adequate leadership.




  This only further enamored Wilson with Britain’s parliamentary system, especially after he read a decade-old book called The English Constitution, by Walter Bagehot, an English

  political analyst and journalist. Bagehot (pronounced badge-it) defied political labels (considering himself a conservative Liberal) and failed in several stands for election to

  Parliament; but his dissection of power in the Cabinet-led House of Commons stood unsurpassed. In The Economist, which he edited for years, he wrote of both internal

  and international socioeconomic issues affecting England. He observed the American Civil War with great interest, sympathizing with the South but admiring Lincoln. Tommy clung to Bagehot’s

  every word. Not two weeks after the author’s untimely death at fifty-one, Wilson submitted to the Liberal Debating Club a plan for the reformation of America’s federal government, more

  along the lines of the British Cabinet system, in which executive and legislative powers would be entrusted to ministers serving at the pleasure of the majority party.




  His senior year, he took classes in history, ethics, and political science, scoring solidly in the 90s, though chemistry and astronomy brought his ranking down to thirty-eighth in a class of

  167. In January and February of 1879, he took on yet another task—that of composing a political essay based on themes he had presented to the Liberal Debating Club. The assignment proved so

  engaging that Wilson relinquished the Base Ball Association presidency.




  Although Wilson’s essay borrowed heavily from Bagehot’s work, he wrote a prodigious piece—sophisticated beyond his years. In over 8,500 words, the Princeton senior argued that

  “Congress is a deliberative body in which there is little real deliberation; a legislature which legislates with no real discussion of its business. Our Government is practically carried on

  by irresponsible committees.” He suggested that members of the President’s Cabinet ought to sit in Congress and engage in debate and that the executive and the legislative branches

  should run the government together, advancing the same agenda. The entire concept was based on faith in the “display of administrative talents, by evidence of high ability upon the floor of

  Congress in the stormy play of debate.”




  Upon its completion, Tommy sought his father’s reaction, only to find Joseph Wilson’s praise mixed and measured. “I will say that your manner of presentation is worthy of my

  sincerest commendation,” he wrote his son at the end of February 1879. “I do not think you could improve the composition.” And yet—he thought it might “be made to

  glow a little more. It is to a certain extent, cold.” That said, he encouraged Tommy to submit it to any number of periodicals, adding, “You will find that practise

  is, in this as in all else, another name for perfection. You have only to persevere.” In her mollifying way, Janet Wilson reflexively sent her son a letter assuring him of her

  unqualified admiration.




  Heeding his father’s advice not to tinker with it any longer, Wilson submitted the piece to the prestigious International Review. A junior editor there

  accepted it—one Henry Cabot Lodge, a Boston blue blood six years Wilson’s senior who was about to start a long and powerful legislative career with his election to the Massachusetts

  lower house. The article, entitled “Cabinet Government in the United States,” would run in the August issue. It would not be Lodge’s last assessment of Wilson’s political

  philosophy, but it would be the most generous.




  Spring in Princeton long marked a succession of lazy afternoons until graduation. Wilson’s final months defied tradition. He wrote nine editorials in his last six weeks as managing editor

  of the Princetonian, as well as his senior thesis, “Our Kinship with England.” Busy as he was, he also discovered a poet whose words he would take to heart for the rest of his

  life—William Wordsworth.




  Unexpectedly, he did forgo one senior activity. The Lynde Debate was one of the featured events at Princeton graduation, for which the participants had to compete in a qualifying

  match—Whig’s top three arguing against the trio from its rival, the Cliosophic Society. Wilson was an obvious contender, and the preliminary topic was of great interest to him:

  “Resolved that it would be advantageous to the United States to abolish universal suffrage.” Upon drawing lots to determine which side he would be arguing, however, Wilson promptly

  withdrew. On principle alone, he could not bring himself to argue the negative. Dr. Wilson supported his son’s decision, saying it would lead to “either a limitation of suffrage or

  anarchy in twenty-five years or sooner. I do not refer to the Negroes any more than to the ignorant Northern voters.” Whether it was because of a white Southern aversion to the Negro having

  the vote or, like his father’s, his attraction to the English belief that only stakeholders—landowners—should be enfranchised, Wilson’s feelings remained firm. As he had

  noted in his diary back in 1876, “Universal suffrage is at the foundation of every evil in this country.” Wilson’s views on that subject would change over the years; but then, he

  took comfort in the words of his friend Talcott: “Arguing against settled convictions, in my opinion, injures a man more than it benefits him.”




  Commencement exercises stretched over four days. They began on Sunday, June 15, 1879, with President McCosh’s delivering the baccalaureate address in the Presbyterian Church on Nassau

  Street. Class Day followed—an informal celebration of the men of 1879—and Wilson was named the class’s “model statesman.” Beyond that, he was not

  singled out. While he had once considered himself a candidate for valedictorian, he contented himself by graduating in the top third of the class with a 90.3 percent average. At nine o’clock

  in the morning of Wednesday the eighteenth, Wilson joined the procession in front of Nassau Hall as it returned to the church for the formal presentation of diplomas. He was listed in the

  graduation program as one of four winners of a prize from the Nassau Lit for his essay on William Pitt, the Earl of Chatham; and, along with forty-one others, he graduated with honors. He

  was also one of twenty-six seniors invited to deliver an oration in the First Presbyterian Church based on his senior thesis. A few hours later, depression set in, as he found leaving Princeton

  “harder than I had feared.”




  Wilson’s four years at Princeton had transformed a sheltered and aimless boy from the South into a thoughtful young man with ambition and vision—even an outlook on the world and the

  place he hoped to hold in it.




  A few years later, a relative visited him in Pennsylvania. While she was leafing through one of his college books, a piece of paper fell out: it was a handmade business card,

  fashioned while he had been a Princeton undergraduate. In his finest penmanship, he had written:




   




  Thomas Woodrow Wilson




  Senator from Virginia
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          They wandred in the wildernes, in a solitary way: they found no citie to dwell in.




           




          —PSALMES, CVII:4


        


      


    


  




  Adjustment,” Thomas Woodrow Wilson would write years later in When a Man Comes to Himself, approaches most men incrementally, a

  little at each stage of life: “A college man feels the first shock of it at graduation. . . . Of a sudden he is a novice again, as green as in his first school year, studying a thing that

  seems to have no rules—at sea amid crosswinds, and a bit seasick withal.” Upon leaving Princeton, Wilson embarked upon a ten-year odyssey—stopping anxiously at numerous ports but

  never dropping anchor.




  After three weeks in Wilmington, Tommy escaped the summer heat with his family, traveling three hundred miles west—fifteen hours of which were by stagecoach climbing rough roads up the

  Blue Ridge Mountains. They finally reached a country retreat called Horse Cove, three thousand feet above sea level. Bad weather kept him indoors much of the time, reading Green’s Short

  History of the English People and writing a twenty-thousand-word piece called “Self-Government in France.” By September’s end, he had begun to chart his career course.

  “The profession I chose was politics,” Wilson would explain a few years later; “the profession I entered was the law. I entered the one because I thought it

  would lead to the other.” He enrolled in the School of Law at the University of Virginia.




  Charlottesville sits at the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains, equidistant from the capitals of both the nation and the Commonwealth of Virginia. The spirit of Thomas Jefferson infused the

  town, where the third President had lived most of his adult life at Monticello, the home he had designed. In his final years, he conceived and also designed a second great monument for the

  community, the University of Virginia, an “academical village” of red-brick buildings trimmed in white, spread across twenty-eight acres.




  Inspired by the Pantheon of Rome, the Rotunda commands the campus, rising almost eighty feet to its white dome. A massive portico of Corinthian columns greeted visitors to the college library,

  offices, and classrooms. Two long rows of connected pavilions, including living quarters, ran south down a terraced slope, embracing a great lawn almost 250 yards in length. The

  pavilions—with faculty housing evenly spaced among student accommodations—backed onto gardens with serpentine brick walls, which gave way on either side to another row of buildings, the

  Ranges.




  Law schools barely existed in America until the middle of the nineteenth century. Before that, young men “read the law,” generally apprenticing to attorneys as they mastered its

  basic texts. A few colleges offered courses in the subject and, in time, developed curricula. Harvard Law School, founded in 1817, had recently appointed a new dean, Christopher Columbus Langdell,

  who revolutionized his field by introducing the case method, a dialectic approach to the subject. But by the time “Thos. Woodrow Wilson”—as he enrolled on October 2,

  1879—cracked his first law books in Charlottesville, Langdell was the only practitioner of this Socratic method in America.




  The School of Law at Virginia, which began in 1826, was more traditional. It had been run since 1845 by an alumnus many considered the outstanding legal scholar of his day, John Barbee Minor. He

  and another graduate, Stephen O. Southall, taught all the courses to their seventy-nine students. English common law was Professor Minor’s religion, Sir William Blackstone’s

  Commentaries on the Laws of England his Bible. “He who is not a good lawyer when he comes to the bar,” Minor wrote in the course catalogue, “is not

  a good one afterwards.”




  In his late sixties and an expert in Scripture and Shakespeare, Minor taught in the standard form of lecture and recitation, drilling his classes with questions about their reading. Students

  considered his lectures masterpieces. “Thought is requisite as well as reading,” Minor wrote in describing the course; “for the purpose of thought, there must be time to

  Digest, as well as the Industry to acquire. One cannot expect to gorge himself with law as a Boa Constrictor does with masses of food, and then digest it afterwards.” Second

  only to Wilson’s father, the major educational influence in Wilson’s life was Minor.




  Professor Minor’s own four-volume Institutes of Common and Statute Law served as the basic text, and Wilson scratched his own shorthand comments in its margins. On the page where

  Minor justified certain instances of slavery, because its discontinuance would result in “more injury . . . to the body politic” than its maintenance, Wilson wondered, “How about

  its gradual abolition?”—because of the practice’s “curse to industry and to morals.” In class, one fellow student recalled, “no responses to Mr.

  Minor’s questions were prompter, more precise, or more satisfactory, in every respect, than his.” After his first month, Tommy Wilson was still undecided as to how he felt about the

  University of Virginia. “The course in Law is certainly as fine a one as could be desired,” he wrote Bobby Bridges. “Prof. Minor, who is at the head of the ‘school,’

  is a perfect teacher. . . . But to like an institution one must be attracted by something besides its methods of instruction.”




  Wilson lived in an uninspiring brick dormitory on the perimeter of the campus—House F in Dawson’s Row, which looked out upon open fields and a Confederate cemetery. He missed the

  Witherspoon Gang and the camaraderie he had enjoyed at Princeton. Since he was an avowed Federalist—an ardent admirer of Alexander Hamilton; a believer in dominant central government; a

  Southerner without Southern blood who did not embrace states’ rights—all the surrounding Jeffersoniana was lost on him.




  Having arrived on campus a published writer and accomplished debater, he set about creating new social circles for himself. He ate at a boardinghouse at the end of West Range, where he made his

  first and most lasting friend in Charlottesville, an undergraduate from Virginia. Richard Heath Dabney was a student of history and an avid reader—four years

  Wilson’s junior but in a three-year program that would award him a master’s degree—and he and Tommy took long walks and read to each other. They found a few like-minded

  students—including one Charles W. Kent, also in a master’s program—with whom they liked to roam the hills and discuss their current texts. The three men pledged Phi Kappa Psi

  together, and Wilson was chosen that semester to represent its chapter at the fraternity’s annual convention in Washington; the next year he was elected general president of his chapter. He

  made even more friends as a member of the chapel choir. After a month on campus, a few of the singers peeled off to form a glee club; and tenors Wilson and Kent sang all the popular tunes of the

  day. Sunday evenings after chapel services, he repaired to Dr. Minor’s house, where several of the men sang hymns long into the night.




  Wilson’s voice was strongest, however, as a member of the Jefferson Society, one of the university’s literary and debating organizations. The “old Jeff” convened every

  Saturday night in a red-carpeted room in West Range. Within weeks, he was named club secretary; and in signing his first set of minutes, he added a flourish. As though shedding a skin—and

  suggesting new seriousness—he endorsed the record as T. Woodrow Wilson.




  Just days before Christmas 1879, he was asked to present the school’s athletic medals at the university field day, and he combined serious comments with some playful doggerel of his own

  invention. “When all was over,” the University of Virginia Magazine observed, “Mr. Wilson in that happy manner so preeminently possessed by that gentleman made a perfect

  little medal delivery speech.” Overnight, Wilson became a star on campus, with people awaiting his next public appearance.




  The occasion arrived in March, when an overflow crowd that included townspeople came to hear him deliver a serious speech. He selected a predictable subject—John Bright—and his

  profile of his idol revealed just the sort of statesman Wilson intended to be. “Tolerance is an admirable intellectual gift: but it is of little worth in politics,” he said of the great

  reformer. “Politics is a war of causes; a joust of principles. . . . Absolute identity with one’s cause is the first and great condition of successful leadership.”




  Wilson used his remaining moments to take a stand of his own, defending Bright on a controversial matter—his opposition to the Confederacy. Standing in the middle of

  the Old Dominion, Virginia-born Wilson declaimed, “I yield to no one precedence in love for the South. But because I love the South, I rejoice in the failure of the

  Confederacy.” Taking no moral stand, he explained, “The perpetuation of slavery would, beyond all question, have wrecked our agricultural and commercial interests, at the same time that

  it supplied a fruitful source of irritation abroad and agitation within. We cannot conceal from ourselves the fact that slavery was enervating our Southern society and exhausting to Southern

  energies.” He concluded his long oration with the words of his subject, who had said, “I see one people, and one language, and one law, and one father over all that wide continent, the

  home of freedom, and a refuge for the oppressed of every race and of every clime.”




  Wilson made his local reputation that night. The Virginia University Magazine printed the text of his speech in March. In April he delivered an equally deliberative biographical essay

  on William Gladstone—almost ten thousand words extolling his “poetical sensibility,” an intuitive understanding of interests beyond his own. Wilson admired Gladstone’s

  ability to change his views on issues over his long career. As the leading student of politics at the University of Virginia, T. Woodrow Wilson seemed well on his path to the Senate. He was

  unrivalled at Virginia—except by one man.




  William Cabell Bruce shared Woodrow Wilson’s political and literary ambitions and seemed to be chasing, if not outpacing, him. Born four years after Wilson in a Virginia town called

  Staunton Hill, he too demonstrated his literary proclivities and his oratory prowess in the Jefferson Society. When it was announced that these two stars would face off in a debate on the afternoon

  of Friday, April 2, the contest had to be moved to the Washington Society’s larger hall to accommodate the unprecedented crowd. The subject before the two men: “Is the Roman Catholic

  element in the United States a menace to American institutions?”




  A packed house awaited the debaters; and the audience was so enthralled, the faculty judges decided not to render an immediate decision but to publish the results a month later. “Being

  required to decide between these two gentlemen,” they wrote at last in a letter to the school magazine, “our committee is of opinion that the medal intended for the best debater should

  be awarded to Mr. Bruce.”




  They voted to bestow a second medal for oratory to Wilson, who considered it a consolation prize and contemplated refusing it. A fellow law student recalled his saying that

  “he made no pretensions to oratory; that he was a debater or nothing; and that his acceptance of such a trophy would be absurd.” Wilson’s friends urged him to back down, which he

  finally did. Decades later, Bruce spoke graciously of his old rival, saying: “I had a more commonplace, conventional mind than his. . . . Extraordinary as his intellect was, he was too

  abstract, too oracular for a debater.” Wilson, he thought, “was much better fitted for the public platform than for a debating assembly.” A month later, the university presented a

  prize for that year’s best contribution to the Virginia University Magazine. It cited Wilson’s excellent work; but it awarded the gold medal to an essay by William Cabell

  Bruce.




  Wilson’s earlier sound health gave way to a persistent cold and severe dyspepsia. His father suggested different living accommodations for the next year, though he added that he thought it

  “queer that, since it came off, you have never referred to your debate . . . nor did you send me a copy of yr. magazine article as you promised.” It established a pattern that

  followed Wilson for the rest of his life: the direct correlation between his physical and emotional health. After a few months at Virginia, he tired of studying the law. “I think that it is

  the want of variety . . . that disgusts me,” he wrote Charlie Talcott. “Law served with some of the lighter and spicier sauces of literature would no doubt be at all times to

  us of the profession an exceedingly palatable dish. But when one has nothing but Law, served in all its dryness . . . he tires of this uniformity of diet. This excellent thing, the Law, gets as

  monotonous as that other immortal article of food, Hash, when served with such endless frequency.” At twenty-three, the weary student also confronted a new malady—he became

  lovesick.




  After a virtually monastic existence at Davidson and Princeton, Wilson had fantasized about Charlottesville as the setting for his sexual initiation. “I’m still a poor lone laddie

  with no fair lassie,” he had written Bobby Bridges before arriving on campus. “I’m reserving all my powers of charming for the Virginia girls, who are numerously represented

  around the University, I have heard. Do you think that Law and love will mix well?” Wilson had grown out of his undergraduate gawkiness into a fine-looking man, with strong features and a

  chivalrous manner. Raised by an adoring mother and two older sisters, he enjoyed not only the company of women but also the pleasure of playing to them. He ached to be in love.




  Several of Wilson’s cousins attended the Augusta Female Seminary in Staunton, his birthplace, a forty-mile train ride from Charlottesville. The school was run by Mary

  Baldwin, under whose name the seminary would eventually operate. At Princeton, Tommy had struck up a correspondence with one of those cousins, Harriet Augusta Woodrow—known as

  Hattie—the daughter of Thomas Woodrow in Chillicothe, the uncle for whom he was probably named. Hattie was no beauty, but she was vivacious and talented and religious. She excelled in French,

  and she displayed talent for singing and playing piano and organ. Throughout his first year of law school, Wilson took advantage of the proximity and spent holidays in Staunton, where his

  aunt’s spare bedroom was always available. Over the next few months, he took the train into the Shenandoah Valley to spend weekends specifically with Hattie. And before he knew it, Tommy had

  fallen in love with his first cousin.




  It was the first romance for either of them. Hattie kept him at bay, but her resistance only stimulated him further, nearly to the point of desperation. He bought her a beautiful edition of

  Longfellow, her favorite poet; and he whiled away hours just listening to her sing and play piano, requesting Mendelssohn’s “Spring Song” over and over. After Hattie had performed

  at a concert at Miss Baldwin’s, Tommy applauded exuberantly enough to embarrass her. He took to ditching class and missing trains back to school. He made unauthorized trips to Staunton, and

  he spent hours writing long letters to her. At last, the university reprimanded him. His parents approved of their son’s romantic intentions but not at the cost of his education. As always,

  they defended him—his mother insisting the school’s warnings were “wrong and cruel,” while his father said, “You were foolish, not criminal. . . . Your head went

  agog.”




  Tommy granted himself the summer to loaf. A family party gathered, this time on a farm in Fort Lewis, close to the West Virginia border. He spent most of his time outdoors, rowing on a little

  stream; when the weather turned too hot, he stayed indoors, revising another piece on Congressional government and reading the speeches of Bright and Webster. In declaring this his last summer of

  boyhood, he officially bade goodbye to his first name, announcing to friends and family that Tommy was “unsuitable” for a grown man.




  Woodrow Wilson returned to Charlottesville happy to be in new quarters for the year. His Spartan room at 31 West Range offered the convenience of being just a garden away

  from the law school and the novelty of being just up the row from No. 13, where Edgar Allan Poe had roomed as a student. But no sooner had he unpacked than he returned to his own midnights dreary,

  having “to plod out another long weary session” studying law. He tried to brighten his spirits by writing to Hattie, though his feelings toward her were confused, especially as she

  planned to move to Cincinnati to further her music studies.




  Over the next few months, Woodrow never missed a class. While he had indulged in extensive extracurricular reading his first year—histories, books about oratory, and Shelley’s

  poetry—the only book he checked out from the library his second autumn was on contracts. He tethered himself to the campus, diverting any excess energy into the Jefferson Society, where

  Providence delivered an unexpected windfall: William Cabell Bruce left Virginia to pursue his studies at the University of Maryland. At the first meeting of the Society that October, the membership

  unanimously elected Woodrow Wilson its president.




  Within weeks, President Wilson introduced his first order of serious business, the “urgent necessity” of revising the Constitution and Bylaws of the Jefferson Society. Under his

  leadership, the new document was the first reworking of the rules in twenty years. But before his list of reforms could be voted upon, he withdrew from the university due to failing health. He had

  suffered from respiratory and gastric troubles since the semester began. His parents repeatedly suggested his dropping out, but Woodrow resisted. Just before Christmas, his father wrote at last

  “that the state of your health absolutely requires your return to us”; and, regardless of the college’s willingness to refund any tuition, he urged his son simply to

  “pack up and leave.” He was home for the holidays.




  “I will not return,” Woodrow wrote Robert Bridges from Wilmington on the first day of 1881, “but will prosecute my studies here for the rest of the Winter, when I will settle

  upon a place to practice and plunge immediately into business. I will be able to study very satisfactorily alone, I am quite sure; for I have had enough guidance from skilled and competent guides

  to set me fairly in the right track.” Mid-January his books arrived from Charlottesville, and he created a study for himself in his parents’ home. He kept regular hours reading, writing

  editorials for the local newspaper, and tutoring his twelve-year-old brother in Latin. In spare moments, he returned to his father’s pulpit to recite the great speeches of famous orators. While Wilson maintained a few literary and political correspondences with former schoolmates, he could not shake his cousin Hattie from his thoughts. He resumed sending

  her long letters. She reciprocated, without realizing that he was, in fact, suing for her affection.




  While suggesting his journey to Ohio that summer was a family visit, Woodrow left for Chillicothe with but one relative in mind. Cousin Hattie had invited him and their cousin Jessie Bones for a

  round of parties at the end of the social season, which he misinterpreted as a romantic signal. He worked in an uncle’s law office, as a cover for his desire to spend time with Hattie, in

  whose parents’ house he was staying. He eagerly agreed to attend the dances and picnics, even though he could not dance and dreaded making small talk. Then, in the middle of the third such

  event, he could contain himself no longer: he strode onto the dance floor and asked Hattie to leave with him so that they could speak alone. In the words of Hattie’s daughter years later,

  “He told her how much he loved her, that he could not live without her, and pleaded with her to marry him right away.”




  Practically speechless, Hattie declined. She said it would not be right for them to marry because they were first cousins. Woodrow rebutted that he had already secured the blessing for such a

  union from both his parents and hers, the bloodlines notwithstanding. At last, Hattie uttered the long unspoken truth—that she simply did not love him the way he wished her to. Woodrow packed

  his bag and checked into a hotel. Unable to sleep, he dashed off a note on a scrap of yellow paper—imploring Hattie to reconsider the rejection and begging her to “give me the

  consolation of thinking, while waiting for the morning, that there is still one faint hope left to save me from the terror of despair.”




  They met again the next day, but Hattie’s feelings had not changed. She told him that she “dearly loved him as a cousin and always would,” but she had no intention of marrying

  him. She urged him to return to the house and continue his visit, but he could not bear to. Woodrow asked Hattie’s brother to take him to the train station, where they encountered a man just

  arriving in Chillicothe for one of Hattie’s parties. He expressed regret at Wilson’s sudden departure; but Woodrow later commented, “If the sentiment was not merely formal, and it

  probably was, it was not genuine. If he had any feeling at seeing me go away, it was probably a feeling of relief at getting me out of the way.” A few years later, Hattie would marry that

  man.




  During a six-hour layover in Ashland, Kentucky, Wilson wrote Harriet—“My darling”—once more. In accepting her desire for him to withdraw, he made

  one delusional request. He wanted the local photographer to take a formal portrait of her, for which he would pay. Not only that, he specifically requested that she wear her pink dress with its

  modestly cut neckline and that she appear in profile. Furthermore, he instructed: “Let the picture include your figure to the waist; let your head be slightly bent forward and your eyes

  slightly downcast”; and he wanted her hair off her face, gently braided and piled high in the back. He insisted that he alone should possess the photograph. It took a week before Wilson

  reached Wilmington, and, after several nights of “sound and dreamless” sleep, he wrote Hattie again, with the realization that “my love for you has taken such a hold on me as to

  have become almost a part of myself, which no influences I can imagine can ever destroy or weaken.” Hattie sent the photograph, almost exactly as directed; and then she ended her

  correspondence with her cousin.




  He wandered lonely as a cloud. Woodrow visited more relatives in the South; he entertained an offer to teach at a preparatory school; he wrote pseudonymous letters to local newspapers; he

  deliberated over where to hang his law shingle. After considering several Northern cities, he settled on Atlanta, which he considered “the centre of the new life of the New South.” He

  wrote Charlie Talcott—then launching his own legal career in New York—that Atlanta, “more than almost every other Southern city, offers all the advantages of business activity and

  enterprise.” Since the war, its population had trebled to forty thousand, further strengthening his reasons for remaining in the South. “After standing still, under slavery, for half a

  century,” he added, “she is now becoming roused . . . and waking to a new life.” Perhaps he could do the same. At twenty-five, Wilson had never lived in a major city, and, except

  for the occasional token fee for an article, had never earned a dollar.




  Outside forces nudged Wilson into motion. Upon the death of an uncle, his mother received a share of a legally entangled estate, the handling of which she turned over to Woodrow. Just as he was

  running out of excuses for taking a professional leap, he heard from a Virginia classmate with a business proposition. Edward I. Renick (a distant relative, in fact) wrote from Atlanta that he had

  recently secured very good office space there and offered to share it and its costs. After perseverating for several more months, Woodrow Wilson accepted the offer.




  Atlanta was a boomtown, determined to become a center of industry as its population would double in the next decade. Edward Renick’s second-floor corner office at 48

  Marietta Street was opposite numerous government buildings; and Wilson’s portion of the rent was less than seven dollars. Renick’s living accommodations proved just as fortunate—a

  gracious house at 344 Peach Tree Street, in a fine residential neighborhood, where Mrs. J. Reid Boylston admitted a few boarders for twenty-five dollars a month and was able to take one more.

  Counting the ten dollars it would cost to supply his office and a forty-five-cent monthly shave and haircut—to trim his new full mustache and muttonchop sideburns (called

  “paddies”)—Woodrow could live quite comfortably on the fifty-dollar allowance his father continued to provide.




  Renick supplied most of the companionship he needed. Also the son of a minister, with roots in Virginia and Chillicothe, Renick was a student of the classics as well as the law. The two young

  attorneys spent hours reading the Aeneid to one another when they were not discussing the injustices of the protective tariff against the South. Within weeks, the office mates chose to

  become partners in business, their strengths complementing one another: Renick preferred the “office work” of the solicitor, while Wilson wished to play the barrister, arguing cases in

  court. He wrote Robert Bridges that Renick was “a perfect enthusiast in his profession.”




  Wilson was not. That very week he had told his parents that he was ready to close up shop—even before he had become a member of the Georgia Bar. “All beginnings are

  hard,” his father wrote back, “whatever occupation is chosen:—but surely a fair beginning must be made before the real character of the thing begun can be determined. As it is

  your future is in the land of imagination, and imagination is used to color. Get your feet fully upon the ladder of actual practice—and then, sh’d the ascent prove intolerable, it will

  not be too late to see what other hill may be attempted. It is hardly like you, my brave boy, to show a white feather before the battle is well joined.” Plainly more interested in the subject

  of the law than in its practice, Wilson never considered it anything more than a stepping stone. Unwilling to solicit business, he procured not a single client. He wrote political articles on the

  side and waited for clients to come to his door.




  That fall a small opportunity knocked when Walter Hines Page dropped in on his friend Renick. Page had done undergraduate work at two Southern colleges before becoming one

  of the first twenty graduate fellows at Johns Hopkins University. A restless spirit, he dropped his studies to pursue a career in journalism. At twenty-seven, he was reporting for the New York

  World, just then researching a story on the Tariff Commission. Wilson impressed Page with his knowledge of that very subject; and with the Commission’s hearing the next day at

  Atlanta’s Kimball House, Page persuaded him to address the group.




  While he had yet to appear before the local bar, Wilson had no reservations about standing before the city fathers and a national investigative committee, confident that he was better versed in

  the subject of tariffs than they. Convinced that the current tariff unfairly taxed the agricultural populations in the South and the West, Wilson scribbled some shorthand notes. He did not believe

  his comments would “make any impression on the asses of the Commission,” but he felt they would at least make their way into the committee’s printed report and attract

  attention.




  The next day, the young attorney lectured the officials for half an hour. Walter Page accorded him several praiseworthy column inches, as did The Atlanta Constitution. While Page was

  still in Atlanta, a vitalized Wilson assembled a few like-minded friends in his office for further discussion of the issue. He even organized a discussion group he called the “Georgia House

  of Commons,” for which, of course, he promptly drafted a constitution.




  On October 18, 1882, Woodrow Wilson appeared before Judge George Hillyer in the Superior Court of Fulton County for his bar examination. The judge and four lawyers interrogated him for two hours

  on matters of the law, somewhat more severely than usual because of his recent notoriety. Hillyer would later assert that Wilson’s performance was “not short of brilliant”; and

  when one of the attorneys posed an intentionally tricky question regarding “equity practice,” Wilson pled ignorance—only to find the judge himself interceding to say, “Mr.

  Wilson needn’t respond to that question. The Court himself could not answer it.” His certificate to practice law in the Georgia state courts was dated October 19; and the following

  March, he was approved to practice in the federal courts as well. Being licensed did not affect the practice of Renick & Wilson in the least. “The fact of the matter is that the

  profession here is in a very disorganized state,” Wilson wrote Heath Dabney in January 1883, “and young attorneys are unfairly out-bid by unscrupulous elders.” He and Renick filed

  no cases in either the city court or the Superior Court, collecting only a few “minute fees” and “desperate claims.”




  For months, he had a wealth of time on his hands. He wrote political pieces, including a long-winded tract called “Government by Debate,” which was an extension of his prior essays

  about reconfiguring the federal government. He visited the Georgia Senate gallery and watched what he considered a pitiful display of governance. The dearth of capable public officials made him

  think he might run for office, but he realized that he was still too new to the region to launch a campaign. Besides, he wrote Bridges on May 13, 1883, “no man can safely enter

  political life nowadays who has not an independent fortune, or at least independent means of support.” He considered an offer to lecture at a local college for African American students.

  (“It may serve to bring you more into notice; and, if any fool object because the pupils are negroes, just let him object,” his father counseled.) Wilson’s constant dithering

  continued to affect his intestinal tract. His brother-in-law Dr. George Howe believed he was ailing from “liver torpor.” Wilson’s father accepted Woodrow’s physical

  condition but suggested the real ailment he had to conquer was his “mental liver.” He urged his son to choose a path and commit to it.




  “What do I wish to become?” Wilson asked himself that May; and he responded: “I want to make myself an outside force in politics.” Toward that end, Wilson

  decided to forsake the law for something he loved. Heath Dabney had left America to study for a doctorate in Berlin, and it filled Wilson with envy. “I can never be happy unless I am enabled

  to lead an intellectual life,” he realized; “and who can lead an intellectual life in ignorant Georgia?” In Atlanta, he said, “the chief end of man is certainly to make

  money, and money cannot be made except by the most vulgar methods. The studious man is pronounced unpractical and is suspected as a visionary.” He applied to become a fellow at Johns

  Hopkins.




  Worst of all, Wilson had made only a handful of casual friends. He showed some interest in his landlady’s niece, but his courtship never got beyond the parlor, where he read aloud to her

  and taught her stenography. He was, as he would later recall, “absolutely hungry for a sweetheart.”




  Nothing remained for him in Georgia except the final settlement of the William Woodrow estate, which was to be divided between Wilson’s mother and her late sister’s husband, James W.

  Bones. More than $35,000 worth of land in Nebraska was at stake. In order to hasten the process and maintain amity between the co-beneficiaries, Wilson chose to deal with his

  uncle in his hometown of Rome, Georgia, sixty miles away in the northwest corner of the state. Besides the pleasure of leaving the city for a few days, Woodrow would have a chance to visit with his

  uncle and cousin Jessie Bones—the little girl he had shot from the tree with an arrow in Augusta. She was now living in Rome with her new husband, Abraham T. H. Brower.




  Built upon seven hills, Rome was a charming town situated at the confluence of three rivers. While he visited his cousin Jessie that Saturday, one of her neighbors stood on a porch and asked her

  friend, “Who is that fine-looking man?” The other replied that it was “Tommy Wilson.” The next day, the unknowing object of their admiration attended the Presbyterian

  Church, where he noticed a young woman of luminous innocence. Even though she was wearing a veil, Woodrow could discern her “bright, pretty face,” her “splendid, mischievous,

  laughing eyes.” Or perhaps he saw what he wanted to see, for her eyes were somewhat wistful and dark brown. But she possessed, no doubt, an air of gaiety—a kindliness about her round

  cheeks and delicate mouth. She had burnished copper hair, parted in the middle and combed back almost to her shoulders, with curly bangs. After the service, Woodrow stole another glance in her

  direction and decided to seek an introduction. She was the minister’s daughter, Ellen Louise Axson.




  Her grandfather Isaac Stockton Keith Axson had served as a pastor in South Carolina and rural Georgia and as a president of two different Presbyterian female colleges before shepherding the

  flock who worshipped at the Independent Presbyterian Church in Savannah. Known in church circles as “the Great Axson,” he had four children, including Ellen’s father, Samuel

  Edward Axson, who became pastor at the First Presbyterian Church of Rome.




  Axson had four children, twenty-one years apart, and his wife, the former Margaret Jane Hoyt, died weeks after her last baby’s birth. Thus, at twenty-one, Ellen Louise became a mother to

  her siblings. Her father had periodically suffered from depression, and the death of his wife put Ellie Lou in the position of his caretaker as well, mistress of the manse. Family lore often spoke

  of happier days, when the Axsons had once visited the Wilsons in Augusta, and a very young Tommy Wilson had asked if he might hold the infant Ellen Axson in his lap.




  It was not startling, then, for Woodrow Wilson to call on the Reverend Axson. “I had gone to see him,” Wilson would later record, “for I love and

  respect him and would have gone to see him with alacrity if he had never had a daughter; but I had not gone to see him alone.” Woodrow was unable to forget the face of the pretty

  girl in church, and he asked after his daughter’s health. Axson summoned Ellen to the parlor, oblivious to the young man’s intentions.




  “I am quite conscious that young ladies generally find me . . . tiresome, and often vote me a terrible bore—and that I have not the compensating advantage of being well-favoured and

  fair to look upon,” Woodrow would later write the woman standing before him. But in the right company, when he felt comfortable enough to be himself, he was perfectly capable of becoming

  “highly popular by making a fool of myself, making any and every diversion rather than {being} simply dull.” He had pined for female companionship for so long, he had particularized the

  attributes he sought. As he would later explain, “I had longed to meet some woman of my own age who had acquired a genuine love for intellectual pursuits without becoming bookish, without

  losing her feminine charm; who had taken to the best literature from a natural, spontaneous taste for it, and not because she needed to make any artificial additions to her attractiveness; whose

  mind had been cultivated without being stiffened or made masculine . . . and I still thought that ‘somewhere in the world must be’ at least one woman approaching this ideal, though I

  had about given up expecting to make her acquaintance.”




  Woodrow quickly learned that Ellen was a gifted artist, having studied at the Rome Female College and privately with a graduate of New York’s National Academy of Design. When she was

  eighteen, her portfolio won a bronze medal in a competition at the Paris International Exposition, which brought statewide fame and a number of commissions for portraits. Having arranged to take a

  few walks with her before returning to Atlanta, Wilson also discovered that she was more widely read than he, generally more cultured, and a forthright conversationalist. Woodrow fell in love.




  Through May and June, he kept returning to Rome. Settling his uncle’s estate was the pretext for all his visits, on which he was accompanied by his other new love—a No. 2 Caligraph

  from the American Writing Machine Company. Only a decade after typewriters had entered the American market, Wilson purchased this contraption—with its six rows of keys

  and capable of printing both upper- and lowercase letters—for a whopping $87. It seemed like a sound investment for a man of letters eager to begin graduate school and a literary career. The

  machine served a more immediate purpose: once he typed the final Woodrow estate papers, he would be released from his legal occupation and free to return to his preoccupation—which, he

  revealed to his mother, was winning the hand of Ellen Louise Axson.




  His courtship was tender but relentless, as quaint as the times and place. He called on Ellen with offers of buggy rides along the country roads, walks along the Oostanaula River, and boat rides

  where it met the Etowah and flowed into the Coosa. Jessie Brower planned a large picnic by a spring almost ten miles out of town and arranged to transport a party in a pair of wagons. For the

  ninety-minute ride down a winding dirt road, Woodrow and Ellen sat together in the back on a pile of wheat straw, their legs dangling side by side. While the others waded in the brook and unpacked

  the luncheon baskets, Woodrow and Ellen found a meadow of their own, where they looked for four-leaf clovers, blew fluffy dandelion tops, and pulled petals off flowers while chanting, “Loves

  me, loves me not.” When Jessie inquired as to their whereabouts, a youngster among them said he saw Woodrow carving a heart on a beech tree.




  Later that day, as they were sitting together in a hammock, Woodrow told Ellie Lou, “You were the only woman I had ever met to whom I felt that I could open all my thoughts.” In

  truth, he meant much more than that, as he explained in a handwritten letter:




   




  

    

      I meant that I had begun to realize that you had an irresistible claim upon all that I had to give, of the treasures of my heart as well as of the stores

      of my mind. I had never dreamed before of meeting any woman who should with no effort on her part make herself mistress of all the forces of my natures.


    


  




  As virginal as he, twenty-three-year-old Ellen could hardly entertain the romantic thoughts Woodrow espoused. To each of the many letters he wrote to “My dear Miss Ellie

  Lou,” she responded reservedly to “Mr. Wilson.” After all, she still had younger siblings to care for, to say nothing of her father, who exhibited alarming

  signs of mental illness.




  With his law career completed—“Atlanta is behind me, the boats are burnt, and all retreat is cut off,” he jubilantly wrote Robert Bridges—Wilson returned to North

  Carolina to help his family through a rough patch. Disaffection between Dr. Wilson and his congregation in Wilmington was rising, which was affecting his health; and worse, his wife had been

  stricken with typhoid fever. During the weeks before she showed signs of convalescing, Woodrow spent nights bedside administering his mother’s medication. His only relief came in writing to

  Ellie Lou.




  When his mother was well enough to travel, Woodrow accompanied her to Columbia, to visit his sister and her family. After a few days, they all went to Arden in the Great Smoky Mountains, outside

  Asheville, North Carolina, where Wilson hoped to enjoy some time before starting graduate school. In the meantime, Ellen visited friends in nearby Morganton. The two young lovers wrote to each

  other consistently, but their letters kept crossing in the mail. The second week of September, Ellen heard from her father, who had fallen ill and summoned her home. The best connection she could

  make required her laying over in Asheville for most of Friday, September 14; and so she checked into the Eagle Hotel. That very day Woodrow left his family in Arden to run errands in Asheville.




  Roaming the streets, he passed the Eagle Hotel. Looking up to the second floor, he noticed a young woman in the window and instantly recognized the coil of golden hair. It was Ellen. The

  flabbergasting improbability of their meeting helped him convince her to remain in Asheville another two days, as would he.




  The next day, Woodrow took Ellen down the road to Arden to meet his family. His mother was charmed, and she later told Woodrow that “it was impossible not to love her.” On Sunday,

  just before his departure for school, he blurted all that he had been bottling inside for five months. He quoted Bagehot, who had said that a bachelor was “an amateur at life,” and that

  a man who lived only for himself had not begun to “learn his use . . . in the world.” He asked Ellie Lou Axson to marry him, and she accepted. And for the first time, they kissed.




  Wilson boarded the train to Baltimore, where his father had come to help him find accommodations. Dr. Wilson immediately discerned a change in his son; and he said that he

  was already jealous of Ellen—“for having so much of {Woodrow’s} life, to the ousting of everything else.” Checking into a hotel, the young man composed a letter to

  Ellen’s father, officially informing him that he had “declared my love to her and been accepted.” His only disappointment, as he told him, was that the engagement “must

  necessarily be prolonged, because my course here will cover two years and our marriage at the end of that period must depend upon my securing a professorship. These facts made me hesitate for some

  time about declaring my feelings to your daughter, because I felt that I should be selfish to ask her to engage herself to me when my prospects were so indefinite. But our almost providential

  meeting in Asheville upset my judgment, which is of so little force in such matters.” The Reverend Axson sent his blessing. Jessie Wilson expressed her personal happiness, knowing at last

  that her son’s “heart is at rest.” Ellen told her brother Stockton she was going to marry “the greatest man in the world.”




  “What are we aiming at?” asked Daniel Coit Gilman in 1876 at his inauguration as the first president of the Johns Hopkins University. “The encouragement of

  research . . . and the advancement of individual scholars, who by their excellence will advance the sciences they pursue, and the society where they dwell.” That accorded with Wilson’s

  goals as he stated on September 18, 1883, in answering Question VI of the college application. “My purpose in coming to the University is to qualify myself for teaching the studies I wish to

  pursue, namely History and Political Science.” Except to his fiancée, he kept his underlying motives to himself: “A professorship was the only feasible place for me, the only

  place that would afford leisure for reading and for original work, the only strictly literary berth with an income attached.”




  Johns Hopkins was a Quaker merchant who had invested in the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad and amassed a $7 million fortune, half of which he left for the establishment of a nonsectarian

  university in Baltimore. Founding president Gilman accepted his post with the understanding that he might build America’s first research university—aiming to advance human knowledge as

  much as that of its students. It would employ “the German Method,” a system of individual scientific investigation in pursuit of the truth. German higher education had long advocated

  the principle of Lernfreiheit, a freedom enjoyed by university students to pursue the subjects they wished to study, as they wished. Under a professor’s

  supervision at a seminar table, they would present their findings to their peers. Reluctantly Gilman opened the university doors to undergraduates. “There can be no question about this being

  the best place in America to study, because of its freedom and its almost unrivalled facilities, and because one can from here, better than from anywhere else in the country, command an appointment

  to a professorship,” Wilson wrote Heath Dabney.




  The university then consisted of a few remodeled buildings close to Baltimore’s business district and the Peabody Institute, six magnificent stories of marble and wrought iron, its

  bookshelves holding sixty thousand volumes. With no dormitories, the 150 graduate students were left to secure their own lodging, an easy task in a city of 350,000—then the seventh largest in

  the country.




  Wilson settled into a boardinghouse at No. 8 McCulloh Street, where he was surrounded by other university men. Forging no friendships there, he allowed homesickness and self-pity to stoke his

  work, as, for the first time in his life, he had a “sweetheart” to whom he could unburden himself. “I have never grown altogether reconciled to being away from those I

  love,” he wrote Ellen on October 2, 1883; “and, my darling, my heart is filled to overflowing with gratitude and gladness because of the assurance that it now has a new love to lean

  upon—a love which will some day be the centre of a new home and the joy of a new home-life!” He poured practically every other waking minute into his scholarly reading and writing.

  Whether he addressed Ellen as Ellie, Nell, or ultimately Eileen, the torrent of his effusions followed one path: “I shall not begin to lead a complete life, my love, until you are my

  wife.”




  Wilson immersed himself in his work at Johns Hopkins. Three days a week, Herbert Baxter Adams, an Amherst graduate and one of America’s first German-trained professional historians, taught

  a course in international relations; Richard Theodore Ely, educated at Columbia before doing graduate work at Heidelberg and becoming one of the founders of the American Economic Association,

  taught Advanced Political Economy; and once a week Dr. J. Franklin Jameson, also of Amherst and Hopkins itself, taught English constitutional history. Additionally, Adams offered a one-hour course

  in American colonial history.




  The specialty of the department was Professor Adams’s Seminary of Historical and Political Science. On Friday nights between eight and ten o’clock, faculty and

  graduate students gathered in a former biology building, which had become the repository for the archives of Johann Kaspar Bluntschli, a professor of international law and Adams’s mentor from

  Heidelberg. As the laboratory for the study of political science, the seminar room was also crowded with books and periodicals and maps and busts of such statesmen as Hamilton and Calhoun and

  Washington and Lincoln and Gladstone. From the end of a massive red table that could seat two dozen, Professor Adams presided over free-form discussions, which included students sharing their

  writings and ideas for group consideration and correction.




  “The main idea here,” Adams told his disciples, “is that it is a place where students lecture, and is distinguished from class in that there the instructors lecture.”

  Each of the students was given a drawer in the seminar table; and a generation of significant American historians and economists pulled the first drafts of their works from that table. Periodically

  important guests speakers led discussions. Wilson briefly befriended a minister’s son from North Carolina named Thomas R. Dixon, Jr., who remained only a few months before proceeding to

  careers in theater, government, the ministry, and literature. His most enduring work—a novel called The Clansman—would be based on a childhood memory of a Confederate

  soldier’s widow who claimed a black man had raped her daughter, a crime that would be avenged by the Ku Klux Klan. Although a hotbed of political ideas, the seminar left Wilson strangely

  cold.




  “There’s something very rotten in this state of Denmark,” he wrote Heath Dabney, who was enjoying an authentic experience in “the German Method” in Heidelberg.

  Wilson recognized the opportunities within the libraries and “stimulating atmosphere” of Johns Hopkins but questioned the level of instruction. He considered Adams a

  humbug—“superficial and insincere, no worker and a selfish schemer for self-advertisement and advancement”; Ely seemed “stuffed full of information” but without

  original thoughts; and Jameson, four years younger than Wilson, did little more than parrot Adams. In short order Wilson realized “that everything of progress comes from one’s private

  reading—not from lectures; that professors can give you always copious bibliographies and sometimes inspiration or suggestion, but never learning.”




  Wilson created a college of one for himself. He had every intention of playing by the university rules, but after less than a month on campus, he asked his chairman if they

  might bend them. After tea on October 16, 1883, he told Professor Adams that he had “a hobby which I had been riding for some years with great entertainment and from which I was loath to

  dismount.” Wilson’s Constitutional studies were already of such consequence that Adams could see the value for both his student and the school. He released Wilson from much of the

  “institutional” assignments so that they would not interfere with his independent work. In so doing, Wilson reengaged in his Seminary work with new vitality. He became the keeper of the

  class minutes and the most powerful orator in the room. He was especially effective in a debate on the Blair bill, which intended to allocate millions of federal dollars to education in rural

  areas, largely for the purpose of improving Negro schooling. Wilson opposed the bill because such aid would be a deleterious incursion of federal power. Future educational reformer and Pragmatist

  John Dewey, then a Hopkins student, confronted his colleague’s “vigorous attack” on the bill at the red table, but to little avail. He never forgot his table-mate’s

  “eloquence” that day, nor his feeling that Wilson “could go far in politics if he wished.”




  Wilson did his most impressive work in private. Encamping day after day in a snug alcove of the seminar room or beneath the towering skylight of the Peabody, he read prodigiously and wrote

  profusely. In the fall of 1883, he delivered his first academic lecture, on the subject of Adam Smith. He invested three weeks of research and composition into this one-hour talk about government

  control of monopolies.




  Wilson’s greatest satisfaction came in writing Congressional Government, a book that grew out of one of his prior unpublished essays. As he wrote his fiancée, “I want

  to contribute to our literature what no American has ever contributed, studies in the philosophy of our institutions, not the abstract and occult, but the practical and suggestive, philosophy which

  is at the core of our governmental methods.” In a series of connected essays, Wilson hoped to “treat the American constitution as Mr. Bagehot . . . has treated the English

  Constitution.” Unlike his unpublished tract, this work would avoid advocacy of specific reforms. “I have abandoned the evangelical for the exegetical,” he wrote Robert Bridges,

  which he thought would keep it from being nothing more than a political pamphlet. He worked on the book whenever possible, writing first in longhand and then incorporating his corrections while

  pecking at his Caligraph.




  The book required little new research, as it was largely a collage of other people’s ideas. Wilson wrote Heath Dabney that “its mission was to stir

  thought and to carry irresistible practical suggestion.” He discussed, especially, a disequilibrium in American government despite the principles of checks and balances. “The President

  was compelled, as in the case of treaties,” he wrote clairvoyantly, “to obtain the sanction of the Senate without being allowed any chance of consultation with it.” Tellingly, he

  added, “He has no real presence in the Senate. His power does not extend beyond the most general suggestion. The Senate always has the last word.” For the rest of his life, Wilson would

  question the efficacy of a government in which power rested in its legislative body while the Chief Executive was the only person elected by all the people. He believed “the prestige of the

  presidential office has declined with the character of the Presidents. And the character of the Presidents has declined as the perfection of selfish party tactics had advanced.”




  Wilson slaved from the time he entered Johns Hopkins until the day he left. A doctor friend who saw him feared he was verging on a breakdown. “I am working for big stakes,” he wrote

  Ellen. “I am working for you, my darling; and the better my work the sooner you shall be won!” Beyond his long epistles of news, observations, and pining, the only respite

  Woodrow allowed himself was in joining the newly organized University Glee Club and the Hopkins Literary Society, for which, of course, he wrote a new constitution, rechristening it the Hopkins

  House of Commons. By the end of October, he had already overtaxed his eyes, which resulted in throbbing headaches. His health steadily worsened, as he remained in Baltimore and worked through the

  holidays.




  It did not improve his mood when he learned that several others in his family were feeling even worse. At a time when his father should have been considering retirement, he began suffering from

  vertigo and was looking for work beyond Wilmington. At sixty-one he would soon be teaching at South-Western Presbyterian University in Clarksville, Tennessee. His mother continued to languish in

  malarial fever. “I have, it would seem, been given your love to be my stay and solace,” Woodrow wrote Ellen. But she had her own sorrows to deal with, as her father’s depression

  forced him to surrender his parish and move into his father’s manse in Savannah. In January 1884, the Reverend Samuel Axson turned violent and was committed to the Georgia State Mental

  Hospital in Milledgeville.




  Ellen joined the rest of her family in Savannah; and, while he could ill afford it, Woodrow scraped together enough money to take the train to Georgia. She spoke of having

  to break their engagement, but he would hear none of it. After a week together, Ellen realized how deeply in love she was. Woodrow had completely altered her mood, as his presence alone left her

  “strangely, deeply happy, with a new kind of happiness.”




  Wilson thought of dropping out of school. At age twenty-seven, he was eager to take responsibility for his life—to marry Ellen and support her younger siblings. His father ascertained that

  there were few teaching positions available, even fewer without the “signal endorsement” of Johns Hopkins. So Woodrow returned to the grind of graduate studies and his work on

  Congressional Government. Between January and March 1884, he wrote the first half of the book—its introduction and two essays on the House of Representatives. On April 4 he submitted

  the chapters to Houghton Mifflin in Boston for publication, with a proposition: “If you approve of the parts I send, and would publish the whole as a small volume . . . I shall set out upon

  the completion of the plan indicated as soon as possible.” The publishers would not commit to an incomplete manuscript but wrote back assuring Wilson of their confidence in his ability to

  “produce an interesting and acceptable book.” Wilson read most of the chapters he had finished to the Seminary and submitted them to the administration with his application for one of

  the university’s twenty coveted fellowships.




  The Hopkins semester for graduate students ended in late May; in bidding him goodbye, President Gilman informed Wilson that he was going to receive one of the two fellowships in his

  department—a stipend of $500 along with various academic privileges. He had not even told Ellen that he had applied, for fear of disappointing her had he failed. Now, it seemed, nothing could

  stop him from completing his book. On the very day that Woodrow reported his joyful news, the Reverend Samuel Edward Axson committed suicide.




  For Ellen and Woodrow, the stars remained crossed most of that summer. Again she felt it best to break their engagement, while he thought he should leave school so they might

  marry at once. A job possibility appeared likely at Arkansas Industrial University in Fayetteville, and she spoke of teaching art in Atlanta. Each talked the other out of any such ideas. Then

  Woodrow asked if Ellen would visit him in Wilmington, which he could not leave, as his father was away and his mother was ill; Ellen suggested that her grandmother would not

  hear of such a visit, an unwed girl visiting her fiancé’s family. In truth, Ellen had so many things on her mind, she could not focus on marriage. Her seventeen-year-old brother,

  Stockton, was exhibiting early signs of the mental illness that lay ahead, and her eight-year-old brother, Edward, had begun stuttering. Woodrow slumped into his predictable maladies, virtually

  unrelieved until news came that Ellen’s grandmother had reversed herself about the visit to Wilmington. By summer’s end, he had completed Congressional Government, having only

  to run the pages through his Caligraph.
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