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For Sue Horton



CAST OF CHARACTERS


Benjamin Franklin Butler

November 5, 1818–January 11, 1893

The Union general occupying New Orleans. A Radical Republican, he argued for the impeachment of Andrew Johnson and wrote the anti-KKK Act of 1871.

Salmon Portland Chase

January 13, 1808–May 7, 1873

Ohio senator and governor and Lincoln’s Treasury secretary. In December 1864, Lincoln named Chase to replace Roger B. Taney as U.S. Supreme Court Chief Justice.

Jefferson Finis Davis

June 3, 1808–December 6, 1889

A West Point graduate, U.S. senator from Mississippi, president of the Confederate States of America. Captured by Union troops in 1865 but never tried for treason, Davis retired to Biloxi to write his memoirs.

Nathan Bedford Forrest

July 13, 1821–October 29, 1877

Lieutenant general in the Confederate army, he was accused of—but never tried for—the slaughter of black Union troops at Fort Pillow, Tennessee, in 1864. Said to be the first Grand Wizard of the Ku Klux Klan in 1867.

Ulysses S. Grant

April 27, 1822–July 23, 1885

Commanded the Union army in victory over the Southern Confederacy. As the nation’s eighteenth president (1869–1877), he oversaw Reconstruction efforts and opposed the Ku Klux Klan. While Grant was personally honest, his second term was marred by corruption within his administration.

Horace Greeley

February 3, 1811–November 29, 1872

Founder and editor of the New York Tribune, Greeley promoted the nation’s expansion to the Pacific Coast and was widely quoted for advising, “Go West, young man.” Greeley broke with the Radical Republicans to run for president against Grant in 1872 on the new Liberal Republican ticket.

Rutherford Birchard Hayes

October 4, 1822–January 17, 1893

Republican governor of Ohio, Hayes succeeded Grant in 1877 when he became the nineteenth U.S. president by one electoral vote. His supporters had agreed he would withdraw the last Federal troops from Louisiana and South Carolina, ending the twelve-year effort at Reconstruction.

Oliver Otis Howard

November 8, 1830–October 26, 1909

A Union general, he went on to head the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands. His emphasis on education for the former slaves led to the founding of Howard University.

Andrew Johnson

December 29, 1808–July 31, 1875

A slave owner from Tennessee, Johnson became America’s seventeenth president upon Lincoln’s assassination. Clashing with Radical Republicans over Reconstruction policies, he became the first president to be impeached and was saved from conviction by one vote. Johnson was elected to the U.S. Senate in 1875, months before his death.

Pinckney Benton Stewart Pinchback

May 10, 1837–December 21, 1921

Son of a white plantation owner and his slave, he became the nation’s first African American governor (Louisiana, December 9, 1872, to January 13, 1873). Elected to both the House and the Senate, he was denied his seat by Democrats.

Hiram Rhodes Revels

September 27, 1827–January 16, 1901

Born to free parents in North Carolina, he attended Union County Quaker Seminary in Indiana and was ordained as a minister in the African Methodist Episcopal Church. Elected to the U.S. Senate from Mississippi in 1870, Revels became the first African American to serve in the U.S. Senate.

William Henry Seward

May 16, 1801–October 10, 1872

Governor of New York and Lincoln’s secretary of state, he survived an assassination attempt by the John Wilkes Booth cabal. Seward, who remained loyal to Andrew Johnson, bought Alaska from Russia in 1867.

Edwin McMasters Stanton

December 19, 1814–December 24, 1869

Lincoln’s secretary of war, he refused Andrew Johnson’s demand that he relinquish the office because of ties with the Radical Republicans. Stanton died days after Grant nominated him for the U.S. Supreme Court.

Thaddeus Stevens

April 4, 1792–August 11, 1868

A fierce abolitionist and member of the House from Pennsylvania, Stevens was a Radical Republican who drove the fight to impeach Andrew Johnson.

Charles Sumner

January 6, 1811–March 11, 1874

An uncompromising U.S. senator from Massachusetts, he was a leader of the Radical Republicans who first introduced civil rights legislation for former slaves.

Samuel Jones Tilden

February 9, 1814–August 4, 1886

A Democrat who stayed loyal to the Union, Tilden ran as New York’s governor against Hayes in 1876 and lost the brokered election by one electoral vote.

William Magear Tweed

April 3, 1823–April 12, 1878

From a minor New York City job, “Boss” Tweed built a Tammany Hall political machine that controlled state legislators and judges. Tweed was the third-largest landowner in the city, after bribery and payoffs estimated at tens of millions. Convicted of corruption in 1877, he died in a New York jail.

Benjamin Franklin Wade

October 27, 1800–March 2, 1878

As a Radical senator from Ohio, he was highly critical of Lincoln’s Reconstruction policies. Presiding over the U.S. Senate’s impeachment trial, Wade would have replaced Andrew Johnson if he had been convicted.

Morrison Remick Waite

November 29, 1816–March 23, 1888

Waite was appointed by Grant in 1874 as Chief Justice of the U.S. Supreme Court. Despite his early antislavery position, he ruled regularly against new legislation protecting the rights of the former slaves.

Thurlow Weed

November 15, 1797–November 22, 1882

New York newspaper publisher responsible for the political career of William Henry Seward.
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APRIL 14, 1865

LT. GENERAL ULYSSES S. GRANT BEGGED OFF when the president invited Grant to join him and his wife later that evening at the theater. Julia Grant felt she had been snubbed recently by Mary Lincoln, and since Grant had just accepted Robert E. Lee’s surrender at Appomattox five days earlier, he could offer the diplomatic excuse that he and his wife were eager to return to their home and children in Burlington, New Jersey.

The Grants boarded the 4 p.m. train to New York, which entered Philadelphia on Broad Street to let passengers be ferried across the Delaware River. Grant had not eaten since 9 a.m., and at a restaurant near the ferry landing he ordered a plate of oysters.

Before they could be served, an aide appeared with one telegram, and then a second and a third. “Is anything the matter?” his wife asked. “You look startled.”

“Yes,” Grant answered. “Something very serious has happened. Do not exclaim. Be quiet, and I will tell you.”

President Lincoln had been assassinated at the Ford Theater. Secretary of State William Henry Seward and his son had also been shot at their home and might not survive. General Grant was requested to return to Washington immediately.

Grant was overcome with emotion. Like most of his relatives, he had supported Illinois Democratic senator Stephen A. Douglas against Lincoln in the presidential election five years earlier. But before that, as a twenty-one-year-old soldier in 1842, Grant had shared Lincoln’s opposition to war with Mexico.

By the time Grant was commanding troops during the Civil War, he had become the target of scurrilous reports to Lincoln in the White House. The editor of the Cincinnati Commercial summed him up as “a poor drunk imbecile.” But Grant was winning battles, and Lincoln stood by him.

From their first meeting, they seemed to understand each other. Grant had listened sympathetically as the president admitted that he had no military expertise. What he wanted, Lincoln said, was a general who would take responsibility. And act. He would supply such a man with all the assistance at his command.

Grant promised to do his best.

Over time, the general had warmed to Lincoln’s generous heart, and he shared the president’s vision of a country reunited at the war’s end.

Grant had concluded, however, that Vice President Andrew Johnson was a far different sort of man—vengeful toward the South and likely to set back the healing that would be required for a successful reconstruction.

•  •  •

With Burlington only an hour away, Grant decided to escort his wife home before he returned to the capital. By the time he disembarked in Washington once more, Grant saw that the news of Lincoln’s death had spread rapidly. Where there had been joy in the streets over an end to the war, Grant now saw faces contorted with grief. All of Washington seemed to be in mourning.

He found that early rumors about the killings had been exaggerated. George Atzerodt, a German immigrant, had been assigned by the conspirators to kill Vice President Johnson but refused at the last minute to go through with it. Secretary of State Seward had been the target of a more determined attempt; he and his son were in critical condition but alive.

From those first reports, Grant did not learn that he had been another intended victim. Details of the conspiracy emerged only later, weeks after John Wilkes Booth, the actor who had killed Lincoln, was trapped in a tobacco barn in Virginia and shot to death by a Union army sergeant.

For the moment, Grant was forced to turn aside from the turmoil in official Washington and devote himself to winding down the war. Leaving Appomattox, he had ordered George Meade, the victorious general at Gettysburg, to take his armies back to camp and wait for Confederate general Joseph Johnston to respond to Lee’s surrender.

Grant authorized another of his generals, William Tecumseh Sherman, to offer the same terms to Johnston that Grant had accorded Lee.

•  •  •

Grant remembered that Lincoln had set only two conditions for surrender: The Confederacy must agree to preserve the Union and to abolish slavery. If the rebels were willing to concede those two points, Lincoln had said, he was all but ready to sign his name to a blank piece of paper and let them fill out the balance of the terms.

In that spirit, Grant had accepted General Lee’s surrender with the courtesies due a worthy adversary. He allowed Lee’s officers to retain their sidearms and Lee to keep his ceremonial sword. Confederate officers and enlisted men could also hold on to their mules and horses, including Lee’s famous Traveller. At General Lee’s request, Grant provided rations for the rebel troops, who had been near starvation.

•  •  •

Grant suspected that Lincoln would have been relieved if Confederate president Jefferson Davis managed to escape across the Mississippi River and spared Lincoln from dealing with his punishment. “He thought,” Grant recalled, “that enough blood had already been spilled to atone for our wickedness as a nation.”

Looking toward the future, Grant did not believe that most Northerners were in favor of Negroes voting. They might expect that development eventually, but only after a period of probation during which the ex-slaves could—as Grant put it—“prepare themselves for the privileges of citizenship before the full right would be conferred.”

And the rebellious Southerners “surely would not make good citizens if they felt they had a yoke around their neck.”
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CHAPTER 1


CHARLES SUMNER (1865)

CHARLES SUMNER DISAGREED, VEHEMENTLY, WITH General Grant’s vision of life after the Civil War ended. A fifty-four-year-old senator from Massachusetts, Sumner had already been a casualty of that war, four years before its first shot was fired.

Sumner’s grandfather had fought in the American Revolution, but he had inherited his abiding fervor from his father, who opposed segregated schools and the law forbidding marriage between whites and blacks. A lifelong crusader, the elder Sumner was fond of saying, “The duties of life are more than life,” and he passed on that philosophy to his twins, a boy and a girl, born in 1811. Although Matilda Sumner died at twenty-one, her brother Charles never forgot the lesson.

From Boston Latin Grammar School, Charles went on to Harvard, where he strongly impressed his law professor Joseph Story, who was also a justice on the U.S. Supreme Court.

But a trip to Washington soured Sumner on a political career. He developed a loathing for the theatrical airs of the Senate and for what he derided as “newspaper fame.” Apart from Judge Story, he found the Court no better. Calling on Chief Justice Roger Taney, Sumner was disdainful of his “paltry collection of books, which seem to be very seldom used.”

He chose instead to travel extensively throughout Europe, where he picked up fluency in German, Italian, French, and Spanish. Members of the British aristocracy were taken with this young Yankee’s erudition and welcomed him into their circle for fox hunting at their country estates.

Sumner dined at the Garrick Club and took tea with Mary Shelley, the author of Frankenstein. His hostess forgot his nationality so completely that as they chatted she exclaimed, “Thank God, I have kept clear of those Americans!” Sumner pretended not to hear.

Invited by lawyers to Guildhall, London’s administrative center, Sumner was pleased to find a marble bust of an early British abolitionist in a place of honor. At Windsor Castle, he toured the private rooms, where he found the royal dining hall unappealingly “showy and brilliant.”

When Sumner went home after eighteen months, it was only because his money had run out.

•  •  •

Sumner’s father had died during his travels. Back in Boston, he went to live with his mother on Hancock Street while he practiced law and oversaw the upbringing of his brothers and sisters. Friends decided that Europe had sent Charles home more portly but better tailored.

Sumner found that, at six-foot-four and with a powerful voice, he was becoming a popular speaker despite his weakness for fustian language. In the past, Boston’s traditional Fourth of July oration had left John Adams unimpressed. By the time the nation’s second president died in 1826, he was complaining that the event featured “young men of genius describing scenes they never saw” and professing “feelings they never felt.”

When Sumner was chosen for the honor of delivering the oration in 1845, he resolved to do better. The familiar ritual at Tremont Temple began with a prayer, the reading of the Declaration of Independence, and music from a choir of a hundred girls. Then Sumner rose in a dress coat with gilt buttons and white trousers to face an audience of two thousand patriots. Barely referring to notes, he spoke for the next two hours.

Sumner began by denouncing the recent annexation of Texas because it would probably lead to war with Mexico. Amid murmurs of disapproval from supporters of President Polk’s war policy, Sumner spelled out his theme:

“In our age there can be no peace that is not honorable; there can be no war that is not dishonorable.”

Sumner lauded the glories of nearby Harvard University before pointing out that after two centuries, the school had accumulated property worth only $703,175. In contrast, the warship Ohio docked in Boston Harbor had cost $834,845.

“War is known as the last reason of kings. Let it be no reason of our republic. Let us renounce and throw off forever the yoke of a tyranny”—war—“more oppressive than any in the annals of the world.”

It was far from the thrilling martial rhetoric his audience had anticipated. Afterward, during the dinner at Faneuil Hall, Boston’s politicians and military officers angrily disavowed Sumner’s sentiments. To restore a semblance of good humor, the dinner chairman suggested that the problem with his friend Sumner was that since he was a bachelor, he knew nothing of domestic strife and therefore nothing of war.

But at least one Boston general admired Sumner’s reaction to the discord he had aroused: He withstood “all these fusillades with the most quiet good nature, and even with good-humored smiles,” the man reported. “No man could have behaved with more exact and refined courtesy.”

•  •  •

When Judge Story died two months later, Sumner debated whether he wanted to succeed him as head of Harvard’s law school. He worried that taking the position would mean censoring his opinions; he would “no longer be a free man.” But after his Fourth of July oration, Harvard settled the question for him, and the job was not offered.

Over the next two years, Sumner became appalled by the compromises that Senator Daniel Webster and other Northern Whigs were making to preserve the Union. In response, Sumner joined with a group including Salmon P. Chase of Ohio to form a Free Soil Party.

As a Free Soiler, Sumner ran against a Whig congressman in 1848, lost badly, and retreated to the practice of law. But when President Millard Fillmore appointed Webster as his secretary of state, the naming of Webster’s replacement fell to the commonwealth’s legislature.

Many of its members were put off by what they considered Sumner’s arrogance and self-righteousness. These days, when he was invited to speak, Sumner insisted that he appear on a stage and not behind a pulpit, which he called “a devilish place.” To heighten the insult, he added, “I do not wonder that people in it are dull.”

That uncompromising spirit had closed the doors of most of Boston’s first families to him. Even his closest friend from Harvard, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, lamented Sumner’s growing obsession. “Nothing but politics now. Oh, where are those genial days when literature was the topic of our conversation?”

Despite those misgivings, Sumner was sent to the U.S. Senate by the margin of a single vote. Once there, he became an unyielding champion of his father’s ideals and took satisfaction in being described as the conscience of New England.

Sumner was unperturbed by his unpopularity. Ideas mattered to him, the men who held them hardly at all. When he had come across congenial spirits, they tended to be poets and writers—Longfellow, Ralph Waldo Emerson, John Greenleaf Whittier. And the circle was exclusively male. One friend observed that at any gathering, Sumner “would at once desert the most blooming beauty to talk to the plainest of men.”

In the years leading to the war, Sumner had remained a bachelor.

•  •  •

If Charles Sumner was a product of the culture that had produced the stern John Quincy Adams, Representative Preston S. Brooks reflected—like Henry Clay—the more indulgent life of the South and West. By the time he graduated from village grammar schools, Brooks had become so devoted to local taverns that the faculty of South Carolina College felt compelled to tighten its disciplinary code. Even so, Brooks was expelled before he could graduate for what the college described as “riotous behavior.”

Moving on to practice law in Edgefield, South Carolina, Brooks was twenty-one when he fought his first duel—turning a trifling affront into a point of honor. Because dueling was illegal in the state, he met his antagonist on a nearby Georgia island. Brooks took a bullet in his abdomen and thigh. The other man was also wounded, but both of them survived.

At six-foot, Brooks was nearly as tall and imposing as Sumner, but his life involved far more romance. When his first wife died after two years of marriage, Brooks married her sister. A supporter of the war with Mexico, he went off jauntily to fight. A fever soon sent him home again, but his service contributed to his military bearing.

As a Democrat who did not favor immediate secession, Brooks was rewarded for his moderation in 1852, with election to Congress from South Carolina. There he joined his cousin, the state’s senator, Andrew Pickens Butler, and he was present in the Senate chambers on March 19, 1856, when Sumner of Massachusetts rose to argue that for Kansas to enter the Union, it must outlaw slavery.

•  •  •

Sumner had already annoyed fellow senators in 1852 by urging repeal of the Fugitive Slave Act at a time when both parties wanted to slip past that year’s presidential election without debating the issue. Senate leaders did their best to stop Sumner from speaking, but he finally got the floor and introduced a motion to end the requirement that every citizen, North or South, join in apprehending runaway slaves. Sumner attracted three votes besides his own.

Although his crusade failed, Sumner’s eloquence drew disaffected Whigs and Free Soilers to another new movement. In September 1854, they came together in Worcester, Massachusetts, to form a coalition they called the Republican Party.

Other Whigs, however, were still put off by Sumner’s intemperance. For the time being, men like Abraham Lincoln of Illinois and Henry Seward of New York saw a brighter future with the Whigs than with the Republicans or another splinter group, the secretive and anti-immigrant Know Nothings.

And yet, the Know Nothings did much better than any other slate in the election for the Massachusetts legislature—377 Know Nothings won, against a single Whig, one Democrat, and one Republican.

Sumner responded with renewed passion. On a trip through Kentucky, he absorbed the lessons of his first extended exposure to slavery. In Lexington, he watched a slave auction and saw a coach driver whipping a Negro. At his hotel, a black child who was waiting on tables was knocked to the floor by a white man’s blow to his head.

Back home, Sumner’s speeches berated the Know Nothings—“I am not disposed to place any check upon the welcome of foreigners”—and stumped energetically for the Republicans. But within his new party, schisms were already arising. Men who shared Sumner’s resolute politics—Senator Benjamin Wade of Ohio, Congressman Thaddeus Stevens of Pennsylvania—were being called radicals.

•  •  •

By the time Sumner rose for his next two-day oration, the label had become official: Sumner was a Radical Republican. Yet he considered his speech simply a historical review of slavery, and he had shown a draft to New York senator Henry Seward, also an abolitionist but far less impatient and outspoken than Sumner. Seward had not supported Sumner’s repeal of the Fugitive Slave Act four years earlier, and now he urged Sumner to delete any personal attacks from his speech.

Henry Seward already knew, however, how stiff-necked Sumner could be. Once he had asked Sumner, as a personal favor, to support legislation that would benefit a New York steamship line. Sumner refused. He said that he had not been sent to the Senate to get Seward re-elected.

Seward had snapped, “Sumner, you’re a damned fool.”

Sumner ended up voting for the bill, but the two men did not speak for months. Their coolness thawed, partly because Seward’s wife, Frances, had always been unstinting in her praise of Sumner’s “clear moral perceptions” and his being “so fearless a champion of human rights.” But even she had advised Sumner against denouncing his colleagues by name.

Sumner ignored her advice and shifted from a mild review of the Kansas affair to biting ridicule. He assailed President Franklin Pierce for bowing to slave owners and Illinois senator Stephen Douglas for supporting a proslavery community within the Kansas territory.

In the past, Sumner had enjoyed his place on the Senate floor next to Preston Brooks’s cousin, Andrew Butler. In fact, Sumner had once paid him a high compliment: If only Butler had been born in New England, Sumner said, “he would have been a scholar or, at least, a well educated man.”

But Sumner’s opposition to the Fugitive Slave Act had destroyed any traces of friendship. Now Sumner claimed that there was nothing Butler touched “that he does not disfigure.” The accusation was especially pointed since it could be taken as referring to the defect in Butler’s lip that distorted his speech. Sumner went on to add that Butler “cannot open his mouth, but out there flies a blunder.”

Butler was not in the chamber as Sumner mocked the way he had boasted about South Carolina’s venerable traditions. “He cannot surely have forgotten its shameful imbecility from slavery, confessed throughout the Revolution, followed by its most shameful assumptions for slavery since.”

•  •  •

The first Democrat to respond was Michigan’s Senator Lewis Cass, his party’s presidential candidate eight years earlier. Cass called Sumner’s speech “the most un-American and unpatriotic that ever grated on the ears of the members of this high body.”

Speaking next, Stephen Douglas charged that Sumner had shown “a display of malignity that issued from every sentence.” Douglas asked, “Is it his object to provoke some of us to kick him . . . ?”

Answering Douglas, Sumner referred to him as a skunk or—as he put it euphemistically—“a noisome, squat and nameless animal” that was “not a proper model for an American Senator.”

When newspapers published extracts from Sumner’s oration, titled “The Crime Against Kansas,” he received lavish congratulations from throughout the North. The New York Tribune praised his “inspiring eloquence and lofty moral tone.” Sumner’s friend Longfellow called the speech “the greatest voice on the greatest subject that has been uttered.”

•  •  •

After listening to the first day of Sumner’s speech, Preston Brooks had not returned for its conclusion, but Sumner’s diatribe against South Carolina was being hashed over at every dinner party in the capital. A consensus was emerging that the tepid response by Southerners to Sumner’s provocation had been unmanly.

Brooks realized that his cousin was expected to punish Sumner for his insults. Southerners agreed that a duel was out of the question since Sumner was no gentleman. He would have to be whipped like a dog or a slave.

And yet Senator Butler, a frail sixty-year-old, could not carry out that retribution against the powerfully built Sumner. Brooks decided that punishment fell to him, even though Sumner outweighed him by thirty pounds.

For two days, Brooks lay in wait for Sumner to leave the Senate, but each time Sumner got immediately into his carriage. After another sleepless night, Brooks was ready to change his tactic and run up the flights of stairs to confront Sumner as he entered the Capitol. But when he confided that plan to Congressman Henry Edmundson, the Virginian warned him that the exertion would exhaust him. Since Sumner was the stronger man, Brooks should conserve his strength.

On the third day of his vigil, Brooks went inside the Capitol to pass the time until the Senate adjourned. He then had to wait another hour until a group of women visitors finally left the lobby. Edmundson saw that Brooks had taken a seat on the largely vacant Senate floor and said lightly, “Are you a senator now?”

Brooks was in no mood for joking. “I will stand this thing no longer,” he said.

Sumner had remained at his desk, franking copies of his “Crime Against Kansas” speech to mail to constituents. He did not rise when Brooks approached him.

“Mr. Sumner,” Brooks began, “I have read your speech with care and as much impartiality as was possible, and I feel it my duty to tell you that you have libeled my State and slandered a relative who is aged and absent, and I am come to punish you for it.”

With that, Brooks raised a cane that had been given to him a few months earlier. He had chosen it today because it was made from gutta-percha, a tropical wood that he thought would be less likely to splinter.

Brooks brought down his cane on Sumner’s head, pleased to see each strike hitting home. He swung so rapidly that Sumner was soon blinded by his own blood and could not fight back. As the beating continued, however, Sumner made a desperate effort and pulled himself up with such force that he ripped the desk from its iron screws embedded in the floor.

He found, though, that by crouching he had made himself even more vulnerable. The unrelenting blows had splintered the cane, after all, but Brooks persisted, reveling in the sound of Sumner’s pain. His victim was bellowing “like a calf,” Brooks said afterward.

Sumner passed out and was about to fall. Brooks caught him with one hand while he kept beating him with the other. His cane was in shreds, but Brooks was still flailing when two congressmen heard the uproar and rushed to Sumner’s aide. One of Brooks’s friends, Representative Laurence Keitt, brandished his own cane to ward them off and shouted, “Let them alone, God damn you!”

But the two reached the scene and pulled Brooks away from Sumner just as a Kentucky senator was hurrying up the aisle to plead, “Don’t kill him!”

Awakening from his frenzy, Brooks mumbled, “I did not intend to kill him.” As he pocketed his cane’s gold head, he added, “But I did intend to whip him.”

•  •  •

With Brooks being led to a side room, Sumner slipped again toward the floor. Supported by a friendly congressman, he leaned against a chair while he regained consciousness. A Senate page brought him a glass of water.

Sumner’s bleeding head was soaking his coat and trousers. He said he could walk to a sofa in the Senate anteroom but asked that someone recover his hat and the papers on his desk. A doctor arrived to stanch Sumner’s wounds and sew four stitches in his scalp.

Soon afterward, he visited Sumner at his lodgings and warned Sumner’s friends that he must have absolute quiet. As he drifted off to sleep, Sumner murmured, “I could not believe such a thing was possible.”

•  •  •

The doctor was optimistic about Sumner’s recovery. He described the beating as producing “nothing but flesh wounds” and predicted that Sumner could take up his Senate duties within a few days. But when Sumner continued to run a high fever, his brother brought in specialists who found that Sumner’s spinal cord had been injured, which made his walking erratic and painful.

As time passed and Sumner did not return to the Senate, his enemies accused him of cowardice. But it took many months at health spas before he could move about freely. In the meantime, Republican lawmakers in Massachusetts elected him to a second Senate term.

When Sumner finally returned to the Capitol, he found that the first day at his desk exhausted him and “a cloud began to gather over my brain.” He decided that the most effective cure would be a return to Europe after twenty years.

During the next seven months on the continent, Sumner’s hectic social calendar suggested a full recovery. In Paris, the young novelist Henry James, expecting stigmata from the abolitionist hero, was surprised to find Sumner’s wounds “rather disappointingly healed.”

But returning again to Congress for the new session in December 1857, Sumner discovered that he was still not ready. He could concentrate for only short periods, and he took no interest in the jousting over the status of Kansas between Stephen Douglas and the new president, James Buchanan. Sumner withdrew to Boston and diverted himself by examining a collection of engravings recently donated to Harvard College.

•  •  •

Preston Brooks’s assault had made both men famous. From the time of the attack, crowds throughout the North cheered Sumner’s name and groaned and hissed at any mention of Brooks. At an Indignation Meeting, Emerson spelled out the lesson of Sumner’s beating: “I think we must get rid of slavery, or we must get rid of freedom.”

In the South, acclaim and calumny were reversed. The Herald of Laurensville, South Carolina, described Brooks as “noble” and Sumner as “notorious.” The merchants of Charleston took up a collection to buy Brooks a new cane inscribed “Hit Him Again.”

That theme was taken up by the Richmond Whig, whose editors had argued in the past for civility. Now they regretted only that Sumner had not been horsewhipped and urged that “Seward and others should catch it next.” Another Virginia newspaper, the Petersburg Intelligencer, went further in singling out Henry Seward of New York:

“It will be very well to give Seward a double dose at least every other day until it operates freely on his political bowels.”

But North Carolina’s Wilmington Herald spoke for other Southerners when it argued that although perhaps “Sumner deserved what he got,” the editor could “not approve the conduct of Brooks” and found the entire episode “disgraceful.”

Andrew Butler, his honor avenged, returned to the Senate in time to hear Sumner’s friend Henry Wilson denounce Brooks’s “brutal, murderous and cowardly assault.”

At that, Butler shouted, “You are a liar!” and demanded a duel. Wilson turned away the challenge as a “lingering relic of a barbarous civilization.”

•  •  •

The Senate appointed an investigative committee of two Southern Democrats and three Northerners considered moderate on the issue of slavery. They invited Brooks to offer his version of the incident. After he declined to appear, they concluded that he could be punished, if at all, only by his colleagues in the House.

While the House debated over expelling Brooks, a denunciation by one of Sumner’s friends provoked Brooks to issue his own challenge to a duel. The other man agreed. But to avoid U.S. laws, he proposed a site on the Canadian side of Niagara Falls.

Brooks backed out, complaining that he could not be protected from Northern mobs. His enemies turned that refusal into a ditty:

“But he quickly answered, No, no, no.

“For I’m afraid, afraid, afraid,

“Bully Brooks’s afraid.”

Nearly two months after Sumner was assaulted, the House motion to expel Brooks came to the floor. It passed 121 to 95, less than the required two-thirds vote. The following day, the House censured Laurence Keitt for his role but absolved Henry Edmundson.

In New York State, Frances Seward was resigned to the verdict. In the days after the hearing, she had been asked whether Brooks would hang if Sumner died from his wounds. No, she said cynically, only slaves were hanged in Washington, and then by men who thought it was too mild a punishment.

After a district court fined Brooks three hundred dollars, voters returned him to the House in the next election. When he died from a throat infection early in 1857, Sumner was visiting Longfellow in Boston and received the news calmly. He saw Brooks as “a mere tool of the slaveholders,” Longfellow recalled.

To another friend, Sumner said, “The Almighty has settled this, better than you or I could have done.”

•  •  •

When Sumner returned full-time to the Senate, however, his colleagues learned that any mildness had been fleeting. As a martyr, he had been spared criticism from Northern Whigs, even those who considered him insufferably self-righteous. They found that it was a trait his convalescence had not mitigated.

Sumner said he dreaded being again in Washington “amidst tobacco-spitting, swearing slave-drivers, abused by the press, insulted so far as it is possible, pained and ransacked by the insensibility . . . to human rights and the claims of human nature.”

On their side, Southerners had forgiven nothing. They sent threatening letters promising “another pummeling.”

Through an accident of history, Sumner was drawn into the debate over a raid of a Southern arsenal by the untamable abolitionist John Brown. After the attack by Preston Brooks, Brown had called on Sumner in Boston to ask if the senator still had the coat he had been wearing on the fateful day.

With effort, Sumner limped to a closet and brought out the coat, caked with his blood. Brown did not speak but held it with his lips pressed tight, while his eyes, Sumner recalled, “shone like polished steel.”

Now with Brown about to be hanged for his failed raid at Harper’s Ferry, Sumner granted that Brown must be punished, but he also recognized a kindred soul. Yes, he condemned Brown’s actions and the bloodshed, Sumner said, “but how can I refuse admiration to many things in the man?”

That spirit was on display when President Buchanan invited Sumner to the White House to urge that he endorse recent Senate propositions aimed at warding off civil war.

Sumner heard Buchanan out, then replied that the people of Massachusetts “would see their state sink below the sea and become a sand bar” rather than acknowledge that a human being could be treated as property.

•  •  •

With the presidential election of 1860 approaching, many men in Sumner’s Republican Party hoped to attract Northern Whigs and prevent Stephen Douglas from fanning emotions throughout the South. They certainly did not want Sumner’s intransigence on public display.

He, in turn, was contemptuous of their caution. He was resigned to the prospect of Henry Seward being the Republican nominee. But Sumner had never fully trusted Seward’s commitment to immediate and outright abolition.

When the Republicans met in Chicago, however, delegates passed over Seward to nominate a man who had served only one term in the Congress. Although Sumner did not know Abraham Lincoln, he decided to spell out the principles that Lincoln must embrace.

The result was a four-hour oration on June 4, 1860, titled “The Barbarism of Slavery.” Sumner began mildly, alluding indirectly to the recent deaths of Preston Brooks and Senator Butler—“tombs that have been opened since I spoke.”

After assuring his audience that he was not motivated by vindictiveness, Sumner laid into the slave-owning states, with special disdain for South Carolina. And, he argued, if the African race was indeed inferior, as the slave owners claimed, “then it is the unquestionable duty of a Christian Civilization to lift it from its degradation, not by the bludgeon and the chain,” but by a “generous charity.”

Republican politicians deplored Sumner’s unrepentant diatribe. His friends began sleeping on his parlor floor to protect him against further retaliation. When Lincoln was sent a copy of the speech, he would not be drawn into the controversy. “I have not yet found time to peruse the speech,” Lincoln wrote in his note of thanks, “but I anticipate much both of pleasure and instruction from it.”

•  •  •

Although Sumner still had not met the Republican nominee and knew little about him, when the election returns were counted he celebrated Lincoln’s victory with a partisan group called the Wide-Awake Club. Throughout the campaign, its members had been demonstrating for Lincoln in Northern cities by carrying torches on long poles to light up the night sky.

Even though they could not vote, the female Wide-Awakers at Mount Holyoke College were no less enthusiastic. The young women were described as “laughing and shouting and drinking lemonade” as they carried a banner that read, “PRESIDENT—ABRAHAM LINCOLN. Behind a homely exterior, we recognize inner beauty.”

When Wide-Awakers in Concord reached the home of Ralph Waldo Emerson, the exuberant crowd spotted Sumner and shouted to him for a speech. At that point, Sumner still hoped that South Carolina’s threat to leave the Union would prove idle, but his remarks acknowledged that a cataclysm might be coming:

“A poet has said that the shot fired here was heard round the world, and I doubt not that this victory, which we have achieved in our country, will cause a reverberation that will be heard throughout the globe.”

•  •  •

As the consequences of Lincoln’s election became inevitable, Sumner could sound torn—never about abolition, but about the fate of the Union. “Much as I desire the extinction of Slavery,” he wrote in a letter to an English correspondent, “I do not wish to see it go down in blood.”

At other times, he seemed to take a fatalistic satisfaction in the crisis. When South Carolina became the first state to secede, Sumner predicted that “Virginia will go, and will carry with her Maryland and Kentucky. They will all go.”

At their first meeting, the president-elect managed to reassure Sumner that he would be steadfast. All the same, Sumner concluded that Lincoln lacked the social grace and dignity to lead the nation. But he had to admit that his conversation could flash with extraordinary insights.

Lincoln was also taking the measure of his guest. Commenting on Sumner’s imposing height, he suggested that they stand back to back to see who was taller.

Sumner declined with a reproach: This was “the time for uniting our fronts against the enemy and not our backs.”

Lincoln, who admired Sumner’s idealism, took the rebuff in good part. He told the story afterward with the glint in his eye that his friends recognized. He had found Sumner’s remark “very fine,” Lincoln said. “But I reckon the truth was . . . he was afraid to measure!”

In the same teasing tone, Lincoln reminded listeners that he had “never had much to do with the bishops down where I live. But do you know, Sumner is just my idea of a bishop.”

From that time on, Lincoln tried to shield Sumner’s sensibilities. John Eaton, an army chaplain, recalled the day that Lincoln had been lolling comfortably with a long leg twisted over the arm of his chair. When Sumner was heard approaching, Lincoln instantly snapped to, rose to his feet, and prepared to return his visitor’s bow.

Sumner had come to recommend a name for a consulship. Lincoln thanked him warmly and saw him out. Returning to Eaton, Lincoln sank back in his chair, resumed straddling its arm, and explained his hasty attempt at propriety:

“When with the Romans, we must do as the Romans do!”

Sumner’s patronizing of the new president persisted to the day he was walking home from the inaugural. He had been pleased with Lincoln’s address, and he observed to a Massachusetts colleague that the speech could best be described as “a hand of iron and a velvet glove.”

But, Sumner added, Lincoln might not recognize Napoleon’s famous phrase.

•  •  •

The president was soon to disappoint Sumner in a more substantial way. Sumner felt he could legitimately expect appointment as secretary of state, since few Americans matched his wealth of experience or his contacts overseas. And yet Lincoln chose Henry Seward, the man he had just defeated for the Republican nomination.

As Lincoln’s term unfolded, however, the president and Sumner adjusted to each other. Mary Lincoln reported that she sometimes overheard them in her husband’s office, where they would talk and “laugh together like two schoolboys.”

•  •  •

When Lincoln struggled with the proclamation that would define his presidency, he did not turn to Charles Sumner for advice. Instead, the president called together his cabinet on July 22, 1862, and even then he confided the purpose of the meeting only to Secretary of State Seward and Secretary of the Navy Gideon Welles.

Overcoming his lingering reluctance, Lincoln was ready to declare that slaves within every state rebelling against the Union were free “thereforward and forever.” The result would put an end to slavery for three and a half million black men, women, and children but not for the 425,000 within the states that had not rebelled, since they did not fall under the president’s war powers authority.
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Before reading his proclamation aloud, Lincoln announced that his mind was made up and that he “had not called them together to ask their advice.”

When he had finished reading, most cabinet officers were stunned into silence or quietly indicated their support. Only Salmon Chase, despite his reputation as a fervent abolitionist, recommended caution. He would have preferred a more sweeping decree, Chase said, but he recommended that discretion be left to the generals on the ground to free the slaves within their occupied territory “as soon as practical.”

Speaking last, Henry Seward raised one consequence that Lincoln admitted he had not considered: Given the reverses suffered lately by the Union army, Lincoln’s action might look like a desperate last resort.

The list of the North’s defeats was indeed sobering, beginning with the first major battle of the war at Bull Run in Northern Virginia. When the troops of Confederate general Thomas Jackson had stood fast and forced the Union army to retreat, both North and South had been shocked into accepting that the war would be a long one. From that day, the general had been called “Stonewall” Jackson, and now a second battle at Bull Run promised to go no better.

Seward recommended that the president wait for a battlefield success. Then, when “the eagle of victory takes flight,” Seward said, Lincoln could “hang your proclamation about his neck.”

Lincoln was persuaded. He returned the two foolscap pages to his pocket and hoped for a military success.

•  •  •

That moment was slow in coming. In mid-September 1862, General Lee made a daring decision to carry the war to the North. By invading Maryland, he intended to tie down the Union forces that were defending Washington.

Lee did not know that a letter outlining his tactics had been left behind when his army vacated an earlier camp at Frederick City. Recovered by a Union soldier, the letter had been sent to George McClellan, the thirty-six-year-old commander of the Army of the Potomac.

Although McClellan was admired for his meticulous planning, he was proving to be sluggish on the ground. But with Lee’s strategy in his pocket, he moved to vanquish Lee’s vastly outnumbered Confederate troops.

The battle was fought at Antietam Creek, near the town of Sharpsburg, Maryland. When fighting ended on September 17, 1862, the number of American casualties was greater than in any other single day in the nation’s history.

Nearly 24,000 Union and Confederate soldiers had been killed or wounded or were missing in action. Despite the disparity in the number of troops committed to battle, the losses on both sides proved to be close—about 12,500 of McClellan’s men against 11,500 of Lee’s.

But McClellan’s critics pointed out that the general—always worried about being outnumbered—had held back from battle two corps of his reserves that totaled more than Lee’s entire force. McClellan’s caution had enabled Lee to withdraw to fight again.

•  •  •

Five days after the battle, Lincoln issued the first of a two-part proclamation. He set a deadline of January 1, 1863, for freeing slaves in any state that did not return to the Union.

Lincoln’s ultimatum infuriated the South. Jefferson Davis swore that if freed slaves were recruited as soldiers, he would never recognize them as legitimate combatants and would punish black troops harshly along with their white commanders.

The Union army responded by publishing a code of conduct that protected prisoners of war and forbade torture. The pamphlet warned against mistreating Negro troops and held that the rules of war allowed for “no distinction of color.”

When Lincoln’s deadline came and went, his second proclamation freed the slaves in the ten states of the Confederacy. But while invoking his authority under Article II of the Constitution, Lincoln exempted the border states that had not seceded—Kentucky, Missouri, Maryland, and Delaware. Also exempted were the state of Tennessee, back again under Union control, and the city of New Orleans, together with thirteen Louisiana parishes.

•  •  •

Claiming victory at Antietam had not improved George McClellan’s standing with Lincoln. On November 5, 1862, the president removed him from command of the Army of the Potomac and two days later appointed Ambrose Burnside to replace him.

Only two years older than McClellan, Burnside wanted to prove his eagerness to fight. On December 13, he provoked a battle at Fredericksburg, Virginia, where his casualties ran to 12,653 men, almost 1,300 of them killed. Lee’s losses were less than half that number—5,377, with 608 dead.

The fiasco led Radical Republicans to step up their scornful criticism of the president’s conduct of the war. Lincoln lamented, “If there is a worse place than hell, I am in it.”

He sent Burnside to the Army of the Ohio to repair his reputation and, with severe misgivings, appointed Joseph Hooker, a major general approaching fifty but unflagging in his enthusiasm for liquor and for the women available at military encampments.

•  •  •

Further Union losses served to test the alliance between the president and Charles Sumner during the months leading to Lincoln’s re-election campaign. Early in January 1864, during a second battle at Cold Harbor, northeast of Richmond, Virginia, Ulysses Grant had lost nearly 7,000 men to General Lee’s 1,500.

Dispirited, Sumner became sympathetic to a movement by other Radicals to replace Lincoln, even after he had been nominated by the Republicans for a second term.

Sumner’s rift with the president was repaired, however, during the intense debate over a constitutional amendment to outlaw slavery. Although abolition was the crusade of his lifetime, Sumner had not been leading the congressional charge. Instead, it was Missouri senator John Henderson who submitted a joint resolution for the amendment in January 1864. Henderson, no Radical Republican, was a Democrat who had stayed loyal to the Union.

As variations on the amendment were put forth, Sumner found all of them wanting. In a speech on April 8, 1864, he denounced his colleagues for their past inaction:

Since “nothing in the Constitution” supported slavery, Sumner said, no amendment had been necessary. Congress could have acted on its own. But because members had been too timid, he grudgingly acknowledged that an amendment might now be called for.

In the end, Sumner voted for a version cobbled together by the chairman of the Senate Judiciary Committee that would add the United States to the expanding list of nations that banned slavery.

France’s revolution had ended slavery in 1794. England first abolished the slave trade in 1807, then outlawed slavery itself in 1832. As America was launching its civil war, Russia had freed its serfs in 1861, and the Netherlands ended slavery in its colonies two years later.

The pending amendment reversed the intention of an amendment offered by Congressman Thomas Corwin of Ohio that had passed Congress in the last days of the Buchanan administration. If ratified by the states, Corwin’s proposal would have forbidden any future amendments to abolish or restrict slavery.

Corwin’s Thirteenth Amendment would have been the first change in the Constitution in almost sixty years. It had passed both houses of Congress, and in his first inaugural address, Lincoln had seemed to endorse its sentiments.

By April 1864, however, the president had become committed to an amendment that would end slavery. With a vote of thirty-eight to six, the Senate approved the measure on April 8, 1864. When Democrats in the House blocked passage, Lincoln saw to it that the amendment was added to the Republican platform during his re-election campaign.

That election produced enough gains for the Republicans for Lincoln to predict its inevitable passage in the next Congress, but he pressed former Whigs who had become wavering Democrats to switch their votes even before that. He sent aides to lobby for the amendment with a stirring admonition:

“Remember that I am President of the United States, clothed with immense power, and I expect you to procure those votes.”

On January 31, 1865, the amendment passed the House 119 to 56, and Lincoln signed it the next day, the final step on the path he had begun with the Emancipation Proclamation.

The president’s home state of Illinois hastened to become the first to ratify the amendment on the day he signed it. By the night that Lincoln was shot, Arkansas had become the twenty-first state to ratify, and eight months later, with Georgia’s ratification on December 6, 1865, the amendment became part of the U.S. Constitution.

A few states rejected or tabled the change and ratified it only later. The state of Mississippi did not add its approval until 1995 and neglected to notify Washington until February 2013.

The language of the amendment was terse:

1.	Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as a punishment for crime whereof the party shall have been duly convicted, shall exist within the United States, or any place subject to their jurisdiction.

2.	Congress shall have power to enforce this article by appropriate legislation.

Charles Sumner had already moved on. He was preparing to confront the discrimination that he expected the newly freed slaves to face, and he protested a system in the District of Columbia that designated separate streetcars for black passengers. Sumner called it “a disgrace to the city, and a disgrace to the National Government, which permits it under its eyes.”

He achieved only limited success—barring discrimination on a single railway—but he did win equal pay for the black soldiers who had been recruited since 1862.

Sumner’s crusading continued to come at a price. One of his friends, a Polish translator in the Senate, lamented that he “is attacked by political enemies and is obnoxious, nay at times, nauseous, to men of the same party principles as his.”

That same friend acknowledged that Sumner’s manner was at least partly to blame—“his petty schoolmaster-like conceit, and by the everlasting pompous display of his rhetorical superiority and undigested erudition.”
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CHAPTER 2


WILLIAM HENRY SEWARD (1865)

WILLIAM HENRY SEWARD—CALLED HARRY FROM boyhood, Henry afterward—had always scoffed at the threat of assassination. It was “so vicious and desperate” that it simply could not occur in the United States. “Assassination is not an American habit,” Seward had chided a Parisian informant in 1862 who warned of a plot against Lincoln and his cabinet.

And when Seward was laid low three years later, the cause was not a bullet. He had been out for a carriage ride with his daughter Fanny and son Frederick when their coachman pulled to the side of the road to let Fred jump down and repair a broken door. At that point, their horse bolted.

The sixty-four-year-old Seward lunged for the reins. Instead, he fell out of the coach, fracturing his jaw, breaking his right arm, and wrenching his shoulder from its socket.

Seward had already dislocated a shoulder in a similar accident two decades earlier. At that time, a coach wheel had broken free, throwing him from the top of the carriage, where he had been riding so that his cigar smoke would not annoy other passengers.

This second time, he was carried unconscious to his house, where he awoke in great pain. His doctor pronounced his injuries serious and fitted his head with a metal frame to allow the broken jaw to knit. Seward’s wife, Frances, at home as usual at her father’s house in Auburn, New York, was notified by wire and hurried to Washington. She wrote to her sister that, seeing him for the first time, “It makes my heart ache to look at him.”

President Lincoln had gone to Virginia to wait outside Richmond until Lee’s surrender was ensured. He had been informed of Seward’s accident and, returning to Washington, walked across Lafayette Park to his bedside. The family had been turning away most well-wishers as Seward moved in and out of delirium, but the sight of the president roused him.

Barely able to speak, Seward whispered, “You are back from Richmond?”

“Yes,” Lincoln replied, “and I think we are near the end at last.”

As the nurse and family members withdrew, Lincoln stretched across the bed, resting on his elbow to get closer to Seward. For half an hour, he spoke of the situation on the war front. When Lincoln stepped back outside, he gestured to the family that Seward had fallen asleep.

•  •  •

The warm regard between the two men had not come easily. Grandson of a Revolutionary War officer, son of a successful land speculator, Henry Seward had been a small and frail child with a jutting nose, unruly red hair, and an unusually quick mind. At fifteen, he entered Union College in Schenectady, New York, but after two years he quarreled with his father over his meager allowance and ran away with a friend to Augusta, Georgia. In a newly opened academy, Seward set himself up as a teacher of Latin and Greek.

Eight weeks later, Henry’s father read in a newspaper about his being hired and wrote to the headmaster that his “much-indulged son” had plunged his parents “into profound shame and grief.”

Contrite, the boy returned home, but his escapade in the South—and what he had seen there—fortified a lifelong aversion to slavery.

•  •  •

Graduating from Union College at nineteen with highest honors, Henry went to New York to pursue the law and any willing young women. On being admitted to the bar, however, he settled down in Auburn, New York, and married Frances Miller, the daughter of his law firm’s senior partner. Because his high-strung bride felt secure only in her childhood home, the newlyweds moved in with her family.

As Henry became drawn to politics, he broke with New York state party leader Martin Van Buren and his Democrats because they supported slavery. In the 1824 presidential election, he declared publicly for John Quincy Adams.

During that campaign, Seward denounced the practice in New York State of a political party passing over the best-qualified applicants for public jobs to fill them instead with “supple and needy parasites of power.” Seward was describing the spoils system that Van Buren and his candidate, Andrew Jackson, would introduce into the federal government four years later.

Seward found a home in the Anti-Masonic movement, the faction formed to protest the influence of Freemasonry in American life. The apparent murder of William Morgan, who disappeared after threatening to publish Masonic secrets, had ignited enough outrage that Seward was nominated for Congress by the Anti-Masons.

He withdrew, to avoid losing with John Quincy Adams in his re-election campaign. In defeat, Seward soured on politics but remained with the Anti-Masons. He found Adams’s political heir, Henry Clay, unacceptable because Clay owned slaves.

As it happened, however, Seward’s political career had just begun.

Four years earlier, he had been coming back from an excursion to Niagara Falls when his coach suffered another mishap and lost a wheel. As Seward struggled to get back on the road, he was grateful for help from a strapping newspaper editor from Rochester named Thurlow Weed.

At that first meeting, Weed detected in Seward—four years his junior—enough political promise that he resolved to know him better.

•  •  •

Edward Thurlow Weed, son of a father in and out of debtor’s prison, had a passion for books that compensated for the few months of formal education he got in a family that was always obliged to move on.

Sixteen at the time of the War of 1812, Weed volunteered for the Fourteenth Regiment of the New York State Militia. He patrolled along Lake Ontario but saw no action. At war’s end, Weed worked as an apprentice journalist, following the jobs from Auburn to Albany. His fledgling career was interrupted briefly in Cooperstown when he was arrested and charged with assault and battery.

According to the complaint, Weed had been with two other youths when one of them offered to assist a girl onto her wagon. She claimed that during the hoisting, he had been “guilty of some rudeness to her person.”

With no money, Weed spent a night in jail as an accomplice. But the trial itself was brief. Jury members did not leave their seats before they acquitted all three defendants.

His reputation restored, Weed courted sixteen-year-old Catherine Ostrander, the daughter of his Cooperstown landlady. By the time they were allowed to marry, he had spent an interlude in New York City, where he printed political tracts and indulged his love of the theater. Only the offer of a foreman’s job at the Albany Register lured him back to the state capital.

When a paper that had backed Martin Van Buren was put up for sale, Weed and a partner bought it and converted it to the Republican Agriculturalist, a four-page weekly dedicated to farm news. Very soon, however, politics proved irresistible, and Weed made his first endorsement; his candidate lost.

Moving on to Rochester, a flourishing mill town, Weed became an influential columnist with an intemperate style, attacking opponents as “Van Buren’s pimps” or as mentally damaged. Weed drew the line at a candidate’s family, however, and never joined in the scurrilous onslaught against Andrew Jackson’s wife, Rachel.

•  •  •

Weed used the coach-wheel incident to foster an unlikely friendship—he, burly and aggressive, given to mispronouncing words and committing spelling errors that betrayed his spotty education; Seward, acknowledged to be brilliant but lacking Weed’s sharp insights into human nature.

As they exchanged letters, Seward began to call on Weed whenever his legal practice took him to Rochester. Their wives swapped recipes; the Seward children took to calling the bluff, generous editor “Uncle Weed.”

Weed’s notoriety had won him a seat in the state assembly, but after a term he had drifted home to his newspaper and his regular softball games. By 1830, however, Weed was confessing that he “liked the excitement of politics” and was ready to return to the state capital. He decided that Seward should join him as a member of the state senate, and by that time Weed could make it happen.

•  •  •

Seward’s move to Albany set a pattern for his family. While he was mastering the intricacies of practical politics, Frances stayed behind in her father’s house with their two small sons, Augustus and Frederick. In the capital, Seward developed a lifelong interest in the banking system and in transportation—the canals and railroads of New York State.

When Andrew Jackson assailed the Bank of the United States, Thurlow Weed saw it as a shrewd political maneuver on the president’s part. Weed himself favored the bank as a necessary tool for conducting the nation’s business. But he had also found it “easy to enlist the laboring classes against a ‘monster bank’ or ‘moneyed aristocracy.’ ”

Other leaders of his party, including Seward, disdained that populist tactic. In 1834, he rose in the state senate to subject his colleagues, who were accustomed to folksy homilies, to a formal discourse on high finance.

The chamber was filled with Albany’s prominent citizens, come to hear one of the state senate’s youngest members. Driving home his central point, Seward did not disappoint them. If Jackson’s Democrats were so afraid that a national bank would create an aristocracy, why did his administration want to charter state banks that would foster similar elites in every corner of the state?

His audience agreed that Seward’s rhetoric had been impressive, even when delivered in his flat and uninflected voice. They came away feeling, in the words of one observer, “lost in admiration at the power of intellect.”

•  •  •

In recent months, the Anti-Masons had joined with some Southern Democrats and the National Republicans of New England to form the Whig Party, which promised to speak for an emerging middle class. With his banking speech and others like it, Seward was becoming more than a one-note Anti-Mason spokesman.

His new stature led the Whigs to nominate him for governor. Jacksonians struck back by shaving eleven years off Seward’s age and claiming that, at a mere twenty-two, Seward was far too young for a governor’s responsibilities.

Their deceit had been unnecessary. Andrew Jackson’s popularity was too strong to withstand, and his party’s candidate beat Seward by twelve thousand votes.

Thurlow Weed granted that his “disappointment occasioned temporary depression.” It certainly dampened Seward’s normal ebullience. Then, at home, he found further cause for dismay.

While he had been traveling in Europe with his father, Frances had been courted by Seward’s good friend, a state senator named Albert Tracy. Handsome, a few years older than Seward, and a better listener, Tracy’s ardent letters had convinced Frances that she was in love with him.

And yet Frances was pious. Being unfaithful, even by mail, caused her such guilt that she confessed her temptation to her husband and handed him Tracy’s letters. Seward burned the letters without reading them, but the marriage seemed ended.

Then, after he lost the governorship, Seward wrote his own letter to Frances at home in Auburn, to assure her that he had always loved her despite his being led astray by political ambition. He regretted that he could not share her Christian fervor, but he was ready to try to repair their marriage.

“My heart turns to you,” Seward wrote, “possibly with less than its original force but still with all the energy . . . left to it.”

Frances replied that she accepted the fact that she would always love him more deeply than he cared for her, but the flirtation with Tracy had convinced her that she could never love anyone but Henry.

•  •  •

As Seward was reconciling with his wife, his feelings toward Albert Tracy remained convoluted. He wrote to his former friend, pointing out that, except for Frances’s virtue, Tracy would have destroyed Seward’s peace, “if not my honor.” He concluded, “I have long since forgiven you this wound, for weakness I knew it was, but I cannot forget it.”

Tracy’s enthusiasm for politics had declined, however, and he withdrew from public life just as Seward was returning to the fray with renewed vigor.

During the 1838 race for governor, Thurlow Weed professed to be impartial even as he went about burnishing Seward’s reputation. Weed had calculated that Seward was the best choice for “awakening enthusiasm especially among the young men of the state.” To mend fences, Weed assured Henry Clay’s supporters that Seward had overcome his distaste for Clay as a slave owner and would support him for president in 1840.

Despite Weed’s efforts, Seward’s chances for the nomination were looking dim by the time the party met in Utica. Then, after a third ballot, Weed went to work. He took care not to offend delegates pledged to other candidates since he wanted to guarantee that “the nominee would be cheerfully and heartily accepted by the whole convention.”

After Weed’s night of strenuous lobbying, Seward was nominated, and his nomination made unanimous.

As the campaign progressed, Seward was cautious to a fault. Pressed by abolitionists to spell out his position in specific terms, he hedged so blatantly that Weed worried a backlash from antislavery voters might lose them the election.

Weed’s own talents, however, were on constant display. He courted the growing Irish vote, and he oversaw the hiring in Philadelphia of laborers who worked and voted in New York. When Seward won by ten thousand votes, he knew whom to thank.

“God bless Thurlow Weed!” the new governor exclaimed. “I owe this result to him.”

•  •  •

Weed made creative use of his victory. Lawmakers soon learned that Weed avidly collected information about their lives and was prepared to expose their secrets if he was crossed. Since Whigs now controlled the legislature, he immediately rewarded himself with the post of state printer, the most lucrative contract the legislature could bestow.

Very soon, Weed had established such sway over the appointment of judges and commissioners that he was being denounced as a dictator or, snidely, as “My Lord Thurlow.”

•  •  •

While Governor Seward preferred to stay aloof from national politics, Weed continued to wield a potent influence. In 1840, he had considered Clay unelectable, managed to undercut him for the presidential nomination, and helped swing the party to William Henry Harrison.

During the campaign, Weed led the charge against President Van Buren by painting him as a luxury-addicted fop compared with honest, homespun General Harrison. To pursue that line of attack, Weed backed a partisan newspaper called Log Cabin, edited by one of his protégés, a fervent twenty-nine-year-old abolitionist, Horace Greeley.

Like Weed, Greeley was an early believer in gaudy trappings for a political campaign. Promoting the catchy “Tippecanoe and Tyler, too,” he assured Weed that “our songs are doing more good than anything else.” Greeley printed them on the back pages of his newspaper and wrote, “really, I think every song is good for five hundred new subscribers.”

The campaign produced a landside vote for Harrison, and a jubilant Weed ran an editorial mocking those who had wagered against him in the election. To pay off their bets, he wrote, “please call one at a time, approaching our office from Washington Street and departing through Congress Street, keeping in line, so as not to block up the highway.”

•  •  •

During the second of Seward’s two-year terms as governor, he proved more liberal than other Whig leaders on the issues of improving public education and abolition. His call for a freer immigration policy made him popular with the Irish, even though many went on voting for the Democrats. As he declined to seek a third term, Seward addressed that paradox:

“My principles are too liberal, too philanthropic, if it be not vain to say so,” Seward observed, with a degree of self-satisfaction. “My principles are very good and popular only for a man out of office.”

•  •  •

At home in Auburn, the Sewards settled into a routine of limited intimacy. Frances’s father had moved his bed into the cooler living room for the summer, and while Frances was visiting friends in Rochester, Seward installed his own parents in one of their parlors.

Frances had insisted that Seward refrain from conducting his law practice from home because of the unsavory men it would attract. But on one occasion former president John Quincy Adams, returning from a trip to Montreal, passed through Auburn, and Frances looked on aghast as his admirers led a torchlight parade to her yard, where they broke the gates and trampled her rosebushes.

•  •  •

As he practiced law in Auburn, politics were never far from Seward’s thoughts. When President Harrison died after a month in office, his successor, John Tyler, tried to keep Thurlow Weed appeased with patronage, but as Tyler lost support, Weed drifted reluctantly to Henry Clay. Equally halfhearted, Seward put aside his earlier qualms and went on the campaign trail.

Since Clay was still waffling on slavery, Seward’s speeches addressed the issue head-on: “You will say that Henry Clay is a slave owner. So he is. I regret it as deeply as you do.” He went on to remind voters that Clay’s rivals would be even less acceptable.

But the Democrats nominated James K. Polk, who ran on a popular promise to annex the state of Texas. Seward opposed the extension of slavery that Texas would bring and the war with Mexico that was sure to follow.

Clay lost narrowly to Polk, and war soon broke out. When their son, Augustus, graduated from West Point and was ordered immediately to fight in Mexico, Seward feared that Frances might not survive her forebodings.

Four years later, Seward was out stumping again for the Whig nominee, this time the victorious general of the Mexican war, Zachary Taylor. For his efforts, Taylor’s brother had promised Thurlow Weed that Seward would be appointed secretary of state.
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Sticking by the Whigs, Seward and Weed had resisted the appeal of another new party, the Free Soilers, which was more outspoken against slavery. Charles Sumner and the other Northern liberals who became Free Soilers nominated ex-president Martin Van Buren, even though he had been repudiated by his own Democrats.

The campaign provided Seward with his first look at Illinois congressman Abraham Lincoln. He deplored Lincoln’s rambling speeches, which depended more on homespun stories than on a forthright denunciation of slavery. But Seward granted that Lincoln did excel at “putting the audience in good humor.”

Twenty years later, Seward reminisced about one night on the campaign trail in Worcester, Massachusetts, when limited accommodations at an inn forced him to share a bed with Lincoln.

As they talked throughout much of the night, Seward exhorted Lincoln to speak out more boldly for abolition. Finally, in Seward’s telling, Lincoln “admitted that I was right in my anti-slavery position and principles” and rolled over and went to sleep.

•  •  •

Zachary Taylor’s election as president in 1848 encouraged Seward to seek a U.S. Senate seat, and on January 31, 1849, the New York legislature chose him by a four-to-one margin. The birth of their fifth child had left Frances Seward even more housebound, but since she regarded her husband’s election as a victory for the forces of virtue, she was almost cheerful as she sent him off to Washington.

In debates over the Compromise of 1850—which excluded slavery from California and New Mexico but also included the Fugitive Slave provisions—Seward seemed to imply in one speech that the dictates of God overruled the U.S. Constitution.

Looking on, Thurlow Weed fretted that the ensuing outcry would be politically damaging. Seward remained unrepentant, however, even after Frances forwarded a packet of threatening letters from South Carolina.

Seward had grown close to President Taylor. Then in July, Taylor died and Millard Fillmore succeeded him. When Seward realized that Fillmore would not honor Taylor’s Whig principles, he predicted doom:

“All is dark for him and for the country, and there is not a ray of light to enable me to see through it.”

Although Weed was urging caution for political reasons, Seward had come to see himself as fervently antislavery. He remembered rejoicing “almost as heartily as the slaves themselves” after a law passed in New York State to provide for gradual emancipation.

Given that mood in the north, Weed’s Evening Journal was finally prepared to throw down a challenge to the South: Rather than wrangling over the status of Kansas and Nebraska, those territories should be settled immediately by antislavery homesteaders.

Seward took up the cry in the Senate:

“Come on, then, gentlemen of the slave states! Since there is no escaping your challenge, I accept it in behalf of the cause of freedom. We will engage in a competition for the virgin soil of Kansas, and God give the victory to the side which is stronger in number, as it is in the right!”

When thousands of Northerners responded, the ensuing battles caused the territory to be called “Bloody Kansas,” and Seward’s wish to see Kansas enter the Union as a free state would go unrealized until January 21, 1861, the same day that Jefferson Davis resigned from the Senate to join the Confederacy.

For the present, Weed was directing his energies to fusing support from Northern Democrats and Whigs with the new Republican Party, aiming for a unity that would guarantee Seward the presidency in 1856. As for the anti-immigrant Know Nothings, Seward predicted that, despite their current strength, they would “inevitably disappear.” He said, “The heart of the country is fixed on higher, nobler things. Do not distrust it.”

Preparing for his campaign, Seward tried to lure Frances to Washington by taking a house on Twenty-first and G streets. When the pull of Auburn remained too great, Seward excused her absence to Charles Sumner on the grounds that life in the capital was raw and uncongenial: “She is too noble a woman to think of parting from and too frail to hope to keep long.”

To inspire voters, Seward authorized the publication of a campaign biography and a three-volume collection of his letters. Weed began extolling him in the Evening Journal as heir to the lofty principles of John Quincy Adams.

But by the time the Republicans convened, Weed considered the timing premature and arranged that Seward’s name not be entered. The nomination went instead to John C. Frémont, who proceeded to lose to the Democrat James Buchanan.

•  •  •

With Weed’s tutoring, Seward had learned his way around the nation’s financial centers at a time when New York, with the largest population, was also the wealthiest state. Leading the new Republicans, Seward was increasingly well regarded in the Senate, even by Democrats and Southerners. His easy amiability allowed him to count among his friends both Douglas of Illinois and Davis of Mississippi.

With Frances in Auburn, Seward’s daughter-in-law acted as his hostess, providing a convivial background for lavish dinner parties and lively conversation. Soon after Mississippi’s second senator, Henry “Hangman” Foote, had blistered Seward on the Senate floor, he was surprised to be invited to Seward’s house for terrapin, fried oysters, and roast duck.

When Jefferson Davis’s wife, Varina, came near death during childbirth, Seward sent his carriage to brave a Washington blizzard and take the Davises’ nurse to her side. Mrs. Davis later praised his genuine “earnest, tender interest.”

As threats to the Union grew, Seward’s advice was eagerly sought by Southern Whigs and antisecession Democrats. Above all, he was determined not to commit Charles Sumner’s unforgivable sin: Seward never attacked his fellow senators by name.

Thirty years earlier, Van Buren, another New Yorker, had been considered a magician for his mastery of the art of politics. Now observers were regarding Seward as the same kind of sorcerer.

Carl Schurz, a young German-born journalist, saw past “the slim wiry figure, the thin, sallow face, the overhanging eyebrows, and the muffled voice” to glimpse “a sort of political wizard who knew all secrets and commanded political forces unknown to all the world, except himself and his bosom friend, Thurlow Weed, the most astute, skilful, and indefatigable political manager ever known.”

By the time of the 1860 presidential election, Seward seemed headed inevitably to the Republican nomination. His competition included former congressman Lincoln, but Seward was eight years older and far more experienced. As for renown, Seward’s speeches had been circulated across America in printings of fifty thousand copies while Lincoln had begun to build his national reputation only in 1858, through a series of debates with Stephen Douglas.

During the fourth debate in the central Illinois town of Charleston, Lincoln had reacted to Douglas’s unyielding defense of slavery with a concession that distressed his Northern allies without winning him the Senate seat. “I am not,” Lincoln had said, “nor ever have been, in favor of bringing about in any way the social and political equality of the white and black races.”

Lincoln went on to insist that he did not favor Negroes voting, or Negroes serving on juries, or holding public office, or intermarrying with whites.

•  •  •

By 1860, the issue of race dominated the presidential campaign. The attack by John Brown at Harper’s Ferry had churned up emotions to such a pitch that Seward’s former Southern friends in the Senate stopped speaking to him. One of them warned the Republicans, “You may elect Seward to the presidency of the North. But of the South, never!”

Addressing again the admission of Kansas to the Union, Seward delivered a principled speech that was well received throughout the Northeast. But on February 27, 1860, Lincoln spoke in New York at a hall built by an industrialist and fervent abolitionist, Peter Cooper, for a new school that would offer free classes to workingmen.

Lincoln’s message at Cooper Union was more equivocal than his audience may have expected. He argued that slavery should be prohibited in the future but not overturned where it already existed, and yet the elegance of Lincoln’s language won over urbane Easterners who had questioned entrusting the presidency to a backwoods lawyer.

“Let us have faith that right makes might,” Lincoln said, “and in that faith, let us, to the end, dare to do our duty as we understand it.”

•  •  •

After counseling against Seward’s run four years earlier, Thurlow Weed now counted on the division among Democrats to elect a Republican president. On the first ballot at the Republican convention in Chicago, Seward’s vote far outstripped those of his challengers, and Weed’s confidence seemed justified.

But Seward’s delegate count still fell short, and by the third ballot, the Republicans had turned to Lincoln as more electable in the Middle West.

Despite his aching disappointment, Seward took his cue from Henry Clay, who had overcome his bitterness to campaign for William Henry Harrison in 1840 and for Zachary Taylor eight years later. In defeat, Seward remained true to his nature—calm, wry, and detached, even fatalistic. He wrote back to one sympathizer, “Who can certainly know that what has been done in Chicago will not prove better” than if he had been the nominee?

Gamely, Seward campaigned throughout New York State for the Republicans and moved on by rail through the Middle West. His retinue had picked up Charles Francis Adams, Jr., grandson and great-grandson of presidents. The young man, four years out of Harvard, became a devotee of Seward’s “really remarkable speeches,” sometimes so elevated that Seward forgot to mention his party’s ticket.

Charles’s brother, Henry, three years younger, described an evening he spent with Seward:

“I sat and watched the old fellow with his big nose and his wire hair and grizzly eyebrows and miserable dress, and listened to him rolling out his grand, broad ideas that would inspire a cow with statesmanship if she understood our language.”

To bolster Lincoln’s prospects, Seward again tempered his antislavery jeremiads as he campaigned for the Republicans in fifteen states and territories. To a Detroit audience, he described Negroes as “a foreign and feeble element” that was “incapable of assimilation.”

But Southerners were not placated. Twenty-three Southern representatives and seven senators were already urging the creation of a Southern Confederacy.

When the ballots were counted, Lincoln had won less than 40 percent of the popular vote, and Republicans took control of neither house of Congress.

At that, South Carolinians acted on the threats they had been making for more than twenty years. On December 20, 1860, the state withdrew from the Union. Laurence Keitt, who had cheered Preston Brooks’s caning of Charles Sumner four years earlier, announced, “Loyalty to the Union will be treason to the South.”

As president-elect, Lincoln invited Thurlow Weed to Springfield to spend two days reviewing the political landscape. When they said good-bye, Lincoln asked playfully whether Weed hadn’t forgotten something.

Weed looked blank. Lincoln prompted him: “You have not asked for any office.”

Weed hedged. Yes, he said, when the proper time arrived, “I should probably, like hosts of other friends, ask for such favors.”

Lincoln said confidingly, “I was warned to be on my guard against you. And the joke of the matter is that those who gave the warning are after offices themselves, while you have avoided the subject.”

•  •  •

Weed had merely retreated to his preferred role behind the scenes. He knew that Lincoln had asked his newly elected vice president, Maine senator Hannibal Hamlin, to sound out Seward about accepting the post of secretary of state. Weed had been furious since 1854, when Horace Greeley had defected from his ranks. He could finally revenge himself by blocking Greeley for the Senate seat that Seward might be vacating.

In contacting Seward about a cabinet position, Hamlin was not initially persuasive. Seward’s loss of the nomination had deflated him, despite his soldiering on for Lincoln through the campaign. And at home, Frances Seward was plainly relieved by the outcome. She wrote to her husband, about to turn sixty, “You have earned the right to a peaceful old age.”

But when Hamlin presented Seward with a note from Lincoln, its language touched Seward’s heart. In formally tendering the offer, Lincoln expressed his “belief that your position in the public eye, your integrity, ability, learning and great experience” all testified to Seward’s fitness for the position.

Problems arose almost immediately. During a second visit, Weed learned that Lincoln intended to appoint former Whigs and rival Democrats to his cabinet. Seward joined Weed in protesting, but reluctantly he had to accept the president’s decision.

•  •  •

In the months before Lincoln arrived from Springfield to take office, leadership of the Republican Party in Washington fell to Seward, and he seized the chance to expand his portfolio beyond foreign affairs. Almost alone among Republican officials, Seward promoted further concessions to the South in hopes of staving off civil war. All the same, on January 9, 1861, Mississippi led the procession of states that followed South Carolina out of the Union.

•  •  •

By February, Lincoln’s safety was in sufficient jeopardy that to assume the presidency he had to be smuggled into the capital. Inevitably, he then replaced Seward as the head of their party, and Seward resented his demotion. He particularly objected to Lincoln’s choice of Salmon P. Chase as secretary of the Treasury since he distrusted Chase as one of the Radical Republicans who would insist on a hard line in dealing with the South.

Not that Seward was entirely without influence. At Lincoln’s request, he went over a draft of the president’s first inaugural address and struck out phrases he considered too partisan. Seward also offered a coda, which Lincoln refined into immortality when he invoked “the better angels of our nature.”

On April 12, 1861, Jefferson Davis, acting as the Confederacy’s president, ordered that his guns compel the surrender of a Union enclave at Fort Sumter, South Carolina. The skirmish confirmed Lincoln’s doubts that the surrounding border states could ever be sufficiently appeased to keep them in the Union, and it silenced Seward’s plea for concessions to the South.

The onset of the war in earnest provoked new restrictions from the Lincoln administration. For the first time, Washington began to censor reporters by stationing soldiers at the telegraph offices to prevent reports of early casualties.

Seward explained to the outraged journalists that releasing such information would make reconciliation more difficult later.

He also urged Lincoln to act when a secessionist mob in Baltimore threatened to disrupt Northern troop movements. To prevent them from tearing up the train tracks between Annapolis and Philadelphia, Lincoln suspended the writ of habeas corpus and ordered General Winfield Scott to arrest summarily anyone who threatened the public safety.

•  •  •

In the despairing days of reversals for the Union forces, Lincoln confronted an insurrection in the Senate. Recent evidence of military incompetence had provoked a growing movement in the North to end the war. The Confederate army had long been plagued by desertions; now two hundred Union soldiers were deserting every day.

Unwilling to attack the president directly, Radical Republicans looked for a scapegoat to explain a recent battlefield humiliation at Fredericksburg, Virginia, and settled on Henry Seward. They already viewed Seward with suspicion, and lately he had offended Charles Sumner and other Radicals by equating their stubborn insistence on ending slavery with that of the Confederates in defending it.

Led by Salmon Chase, the Radicals called for Seward’s resignation, accusing him of being a “paralyzing influence” who dominated Lincoln’s thinking. In the Chicago Tribune, Joseph Medill wryly explained Seward’s dominance: He “has been President de facto and has kept a sponge saturated with chloroform to Uncle Abe’s nose.”

•  •  •

Informed on December 16, 1862, of an impending vote by his former colleagues, Seward wrote out a letter of resignation and sent his son, Fred, to deliver it at the White House along with Fred’s note resigning as assistant secretary of state. Lincoln understood that he, not Seward, was the target and resolved not to part with the man he had come to consider his most valued adviser.
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