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ADDITIONAL PRAISE FOR ALL THE GREAT PRIZES


“Utterly fantastic . . . the definitive portrait of a man whose life spanned a crucial era in American history—and whose work helped to define that era. A genius of animation works on every page. It’s the author’s best book.”


—Open Letters Monthly


“Given that John Hay’s public career was bookended by his service to Lincoln and Roosevelt, it seems surprising that this is the first biography written about him in 80 years. Thanks to Taliaferro’s skillful work, it seems unlikely that another will be needed for a while.”


—The Dallas Morning News


“A valuable reassessment of an underestimated politician and diplomat.”


—The Economist


“Hay is lucky to have such an accomplished biographer. All the Great Prizes is a pleasure—well-written, well-researched, the worthy story of a worthy man who served two of the most interesting of U.S. presidents.”


—The Concord Monitor


“This is a great biography of a great American.”


—Washington Independent Review of Books


“This book . . . brings a fascinating historical figure to greater prominence. All the Great Prizes shows how central John Hay—often thought of as peripheral—was in preparing America for its 20th-century emergence as a great world power.”


—Pittsburgh Tribune


“Taliaferro’s textured portrait exemplifies the better productions of the biographical craft.”


—Booklist


“Taliaferro’s skillful, admiring biography (the first since 1934) brings Hay vividly to life by setting him among family, friends (many of them well-known figures in their own right), and the well-heeled political circles in Washington, D.C., and elsewhere, in which Hay moved with ease.”


—Publishers Weekly


“The best life of Hay that we have and a persuasive argument for taking another look at the life of a career public servant”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Taliaferro takes the reader on an intimate historical journey through the public and personal lives of Hay. . . . Worthy as the most comprehensive biography of Hay to date.”


—Library Journal


“John Hay has long been one of those remarkable American figures who hide in plain historical sight—until now. With insight and eloquence, John Taliaferro has brought Hay into the foreground, telling a remarkable story remarkably well.”


—Jon Meacham, author of Thomas Jefferson: The Art of Power


“John Hay began his career as private secretary to Abraham Lincoln, writing many of Lincoln’s letters, and ended it as secretary of state in the administrations of William McKinley and Theodore Roosevelt, responsible for many of their foreign-policy achievements. He was at the bedside of Lincoln and of McKinley as each president lay dying of an assassin’s bullet. John Taliaferro’s absorbing biography of this notable author, diplomat, and bon vivant who knew most of the important people of his time fully measures up to the significance of its subject.”


—James M. McPherson, author of Battle Cry of Freedom


“John Hay is one of the seminal statesmen in American history. All the Great Prizes is the grand book he so richly deserves.”


—Douglas G. Brinkley, author of Cronkite


“One of the most intriguing political figures of the Gilded Age, Hay emerges in this beautifully narrated book as an astute, if sometimes unwilling, eyewitness to history. Making deft use of Hay’s own letters, some only recently discovered, Taliaferro brings the man to life.”


—Martha A. Sandweiss, author of Passing Strange: A Gilded Age Tale of Love and Deception Across the Color Line


“John Hay led more than one charmed life—yet endured more than his share of tragedy. John Taliaferro brings Lincoln’s gifted secretary and biographer—and Theodore Roosevelt’s accomplished secretary of state—back to vivid life in this page-turning account of an extraordinary eyewitness to, and maker of, American history. After generations of bewildering neglect, Hay needs a great biography no longer.”


—Harold Holzer, author of Lincoln at Cooper Union


“At long last, John Hay has gotten the biography he deserves. From his youthful service at Lincoln’s side to his late years as Theodore Roosevelt’s Secretary of State, this gifted writer, diplomat, and friend was a central figure in America’s exciting journey from near-death to world power. John Taliaferro tells this remarkable life in rich and flowing detail.”


—David Von Drehle, author of Rise to Greatness: Abraham Lincoln and America’s Most Perilous Year
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In Memory of


John Christopher Taliaferro III (1916–2008)


and


Audrey Wilson Taliaferro (1920–2010)




I know death is the common lot, and what is universal ought not to be deemed a misfortune; and yet—instead of confronting it with dignity and philosophy, I cling instinctively to life and the things of life, as eagerly as if I had not had my chance at happiness & gained nearly all the great prizes.


—JOHN MILTON HAY, 1905





CHAPTER 1


Oughtnottobiography


The White House would never be the same.


To those who worked there, it was an “ill-kept, inconvenient, and dirty old rickety concern,” made even shabbier by the heavy footfalls and hard use of civil war. But for all its disarray, it had been John Hay’s home. For four years he and his fellow private secretary, John George Nicolay, had shared a bedroom across the hall from the president’s office, and throughout the war no one had lived more intimately with the Lincolns; no one had witnessed more closely the toll of work and worry and death—of a son and of three quarters of a million of the nation’s sons—upon Abraham Lincoln.


To be sure, not every day had been dark, and Lincoln’s spirit had not always been so somber. On the occasions, spontaneous and evanescent, when Lincoln’s native humor had shown forth, it radiated most directly on the two secretaries—Nicolay an earnest twenty-nine and Hay a callow twenty-two when they first accompanied the president from Springfield in 1861. With unconditional devotion and respect, Hay and Nicolay had taken to calling their Zeus-like employer “the Tycoon” or “the Ancient.”


But now in May of 1865 they too were a good deal more ancient. And Lincoln was dead. A month after the assassination, the White House seemed like a corpse itself, laid out in the clothes of a stranger.


Of the two secretaries, Hay had been struck more bluntly by the murder. Nicolay was away from Washington on April 14, when the president and Mrs. Lincoln went to Ford’s Theatre. Hay had remained at the White House with Robert Lincoln, the president’s eldest son. Over the past five years, Robert had spent little time with his father—off at boarding school in 1859 as Lincoln prepared to run for the presidency; away at college in 1860 when Lincoln won his party’s nomination and then the national election; gone for nearly the entire Civil War. After Robert’s graduation in 1864, his father found him a place, out of harm’s way, on the staff of Ulysses S. Grant, and Robert had been with Grant at Appomattox when Robert E. Lee gave up his sword. Robert and John Hay had known each other for quite a while, and there could easily have been cause for awkwardness between them. Hay in many respects was closer to the president, knew him better than did the twenty-one-year-old captain home from the war. But to the credit of both, there was no uneasiness at all.


On that fateful Good Friday, the two young men were upstairs in the White House, catching up, when a doorman burst in with the news, “[S]omething happened to the President.” Robert and Hay hurried by carriage to the boardinghouse where Lincoln lay unconscious with a bullet through his brain. There they remained throughout the night, as doctors probed and Mrs. Lincoln sobbed. They were at the president’s bedside at seven the following morning, when he stopped breathing. Indelibly, Hay remembered Secretary of War Edwin Stanton uttering, “Now he belongs to the ages.”


The corpse was taken to the White House, where, in an upstairs bedroom, embalmers drained its blood and doctors autopsied the skull. In the hours that followed, Stanton and the other cabinet members (except Secretary of State William Seward, who had been quite nearly slain by one of John Wilkes Booth’s accomplices) rallied to take charge of the federal government and to arrange for Lincoln’s funeral. The job of handling the president’s personal affairs fell jointly to Robert Lincoln and John Hay. Hay suggested to newly sworn President Andrew Johnson that, under the circumstances, Mrs. Lincoln and the family ought to be allowed to remain in the White House for as long as they wished, and when Johnson’s emissary appeared later in the morning, he found Robert in the presidential office, standing amid his father’s papers. Abraham Lincoln might belong to the ages, but much of the contents of his office now belonged to his family.


Hay stood beside Robert in those first numbed days after the assassination, and when Nicolay at last arrived, he pitched in as well. Hay and Nicolay had been in charge of most aspects of Lincoln’s workday. They had handled nearly every military order, every letter and telegram, every request for appointment, promotion, and pardon that crossed Lincoln’s desk. They had transcribed his letters and speeches. Nicolay, German-born, was the more organized of the two private secretaries and much stiffer in manner and expression. Hay was the stylish one, dapper and erudite, with the pen of a poet. Mastering Lincoln’s signature had been easy for him; what now seems likely is that he also wrote a good many of the letters that went out above Lincoln’s signature, including at least one letter regarded today as a gem of Lincolniana.


Indeed, Hay and Nicolay had a vested interest in the papers of Abraham Lincoln, for, with the consent of the president, they had filed away Lincoln’s correspondence and other writings with the aim of eventually writing a book about him. Though the assassination had been jarring in the extreme, they never lost sight of their objective. While undertakers dressed Lincoln’s body for public viewing in the East Room of the White House, Hay and Nicolay made a careful appraisal of the president’s effects. Once Lincoln’s widow and sons left the White House, Robert Lincoln would become the new custodian of the presidential papers, with the understanding that he would make them available to the two secretaries—to them and nobody else. They signed no agreement; Hay’s friendship with Robert was assurance enough.


Hay and Nicolay’s own eviction from the White House was scarcely a surprise. They were both leaving anyway. As strong as the bond had been between Lincoln and his private secretaries, Mary Lincoln, vengeful and devious, had made life difficult for them from the start, and she had made it quite obvious that she did not want them around for her husband’s second term of office. Hay and Nicolay did not protest. They were thoroughly drained from four years of relentless, at times crushing, toil and stress, and only too ready to move on. The week after the inauguration, Nicolay had been appointed consul to Paris. Hay, too, was going to Paris, as secretary of legation. The jobs had been promised before Lincoln’s death.


Yet neither bright prospects abroad nor an understanding with Robert Lincoln on the presidential papers made the final days in Washington any less dreary. On April 24, five days after Lincoln’s funeral, Nicolay wrote to his fiancée: “Words seem so inadequate to express my own personal sorrow. . . . I think that I do not yet, and probably shall not yet for a long while, realize what a change his death has wrought in . . . the personal relations of almost every one connected with the government in this city who stood near to him.” Nicolay added, “Hay and I are still here arranging the papers of the office, which has kept us very busy.”


Meanwhile, Lincoln’s body wended its way, first northward, then westward, taking more than two weeks to reach Springfield, giving millions of Americans a chance to view the darkening face of the martyr. Hay and Nicolay traveled on their own to Springfield, arriving in time for one last memorial service in the Illinois State House. On May 4, the coffin was closed and the president was placed in a receiving vault in Oak Ridge Cemetery, awaiting the erection of a permanent monument to his greatness.


Hay and Nicolay returned to Washington to finish crating the contents of Lincoln’s office. By the end of the month, they were through and able to make more leisurely visits back to Illinois—Nicolay to be married in Pittsfield, with Hay as his best man; and Hay to see his family in the Mississippi River town of Warsaw.


Once more Hay returned to Washington, this time to receive his instructions for Paris. Throughout the war years, he had become accustomed to the capital’s mood careening from one quarter of the emotional compass to another, depending on the latest news from the war’s many fronts: military, civil, political, and diplomatic. Nevertheless, he was not ready for the scene that greeted him in Washington after an absence of only a few weeks.


Andrew Johnson had begun his dubious tenure by setting up temporary shop in the Treasury Building until Mary Lincoln was ready to decamp, which she finally did on May 22, accompanied by some twenty trunks filled with a great many White House furnishings. When Hay paid a visit to the mansion in June, it felt at once haunted and unfamiliar. “I found the shadow of recent experiences resting on everything,” he wrote Robert Lincoln later. “The White House was full of new faces, a swarm of orderlies at doors and windows—the offices filled with new clerks, the anterooms crowded with hungry visitors. It was worse than a nightmare. I got away as soon as I could from the place. I think it will never be again anything less than the evil days in which we left it.” He sailed for Europe on June 24, along with Nicolay and his bride.


Over the next four decades, John Hay would cross the threshold of the White House hundreds more times, as a friend of presidents, as assistant secretary of state, as ambassador, and finally as secretary of state. But there would always be a before and an after: before the assassination and all that came next. Lincoln was the line of demarcation, by far the deepest tree ring, of Hay’s sixty-six years of personal history and public service. He had lived with Lincoln; he had witnessed the infancy of the Republican Party; he had served and survived the republic’s trial by fire; and while many of his contemporaries would proudly wave the bloody shirt of Republicanism into the next century, Hay bore the distinction of having been bathed, or nearly enough, in the Great Emancipator’s actual blood, not to mention his intelligence, humor, and love.


For the rest of America, Lincoln would represent a bundle of ideals: patience, perseverance, wisdom, humility, kindness, charity—a full panoply of biblical virtues. To Hay, he was the sum of all these, “the greatest man of his time.” Yet to Hay, Lincoln was also corporeal. Hay knew firsthand how Lincoln ate his breakfast, sat a horse, cracked a joke. He had been with Lincoln at Gettysburg. On summer evenings he had rocked with him on the veranda of the Soldiers’ Home. Lincoln would wake Hay in the middle of the night and read aloud to him. When he finished, Hay recalled, “the tall gaunt figure would rise from the edge of my bed and start for the door and on down the dark corridor. The candle carried high in his hand would light the disheveled hair as the President in flapping night-shirt, his feet padding along in carpet slippers, would disappear into the darkness.”


Lincoln had four sons: one died very young; Willie died in the White House at age eleven; Tad, though his father’s pet, was unruly and learning-disabled. Robert was bright, but he and his father for some reason never hit it off. More than with anyone else in the immediate family, Lincoln had a rapport with John Hay. Neither of them ever acknowledged that Hay was the son Lincoln wished he’d had, not in so many words. But by default, Hay became Lincoln’s fair-haired boy. Lincoln sanctioned Hay (and Nicolay) to write his biography. Beyond that, he awarded Hay the most precious gift of his patrimony: the spark to forge ahead, first as writer, next as statesman, then both together.


Lincoln did not give his young protégé a specific target so much as the sheer confidence to take aim and fire, and to make his life count for something. The underlying purpose was manifest, the same one Lincoln himself had striven to achieve as president and commander in chief—namely, the protection, preservation, and prosperity of the Union.


Hay was not nearly as single-minded as Lincoln; he was not a man of far-encompassing vision but more a man of successive vantage points, one guiding him toward the next, sometimes by leaps and bounds, at other times rather fitfully, but forward and upward always. He insisted humbly that the opportunities and accomplishments in his life were little more than a series of fortunate accidents, discounting what others recognized as his unfailing perspicacity and sound judgment. Whichever the case, he consistently did his best to repay Lincoln’s largesse—by championing Lincoln personally and by furthering the Republican cause in whatever ways he could. These loyalties in turn brought credit and glory to his own name.


And no matter what, Lincoln was the example that Hay always came back to. Lincoln’s standards were the standards against which he measured everyone in the world, starting with himself.


HAY’S RISE WAS RAPID and enviable. After Paris, he served in two more legations, Vienna and Madrid, returning to the United States a polished diplomat, conversant in four languages, precociously cosmopolitan in his manners and appetites. In New York he joined the staff of Horace Greeley’s New York Tribune and quickly won respect as its most able editorialist. He never gave up poetry, and his verses brought him unexpected and extraordinary fame. He wrote a provocative and widely read novel, and with Nicolay he completed the ten-volume Abraham Lincoln: A History, which, at a million and a half words, was the heftiest historical exposition since Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire and a benchmark for all Lincoln books to follow.


His marriage to Clara Stone, daughter of a Cleveland railroad, steel, and banking baron, ensured he would never again have to worry about money, and his appreciation for fine living bloomed accordingly. His manses on Cleveland’s Millionaires’ Row and on Washington’s Lafayette Square were filigreed to Gilded Age paragon. He built a summer retreat in New Hampshire, and he traveled lavishly in Europe, amassing a magnificent art collection and cultivating distinguished friends, especially in England, which he came to love nearly as much as his own country.


All the while, he never let go of politics. In the years after Appomattox, he looked on with increasing chagrin and frustration as Lincoln’s legacy was blasphemed by the chicanery of his party and the venalities of the Johnson and Grant White Houses. “I’m keeper of the President’s conscience,” Hay had joked in 1861, shortly after first arriving in Washington. Going forward, he never shirked this responsibility. As the age of spoils and graft escalated, he came to be counted on not merely as a steadfast Lincoln man but as a trustworthy guide who helped lead the Grand Old Party back onto the path of righteousness. That he gave generously and regularly to the candidates he considered of the truest mettle further established him as one of the party’s most influential lamplighters.


He served briefly in the administration of Rutherford B. Hayes but turned down the invitation of Hayes’s successor, James Garfield, to stay on. Instead, he returned to New York to guest-edit the Tribune and wound up covering Garfield’s assassination and long slide toward death with a sense of alarm that was as much personal as partisan.


Nudged by Republican high priest Mark Hanna, whom, like Garfield, he had come to know in Cleveland, Hay pitched in to help rescue candidate (and fellow Ohioan) William McKinley from personal insolvency, thereby securing the one job he ever truly coveted, the ambassadorship to the Court of St. James’s. President McKinley quickly recognized that Hay’s extraordinary diplomatic aplomb could be put to higher use, and so, at the close of the Spanish-American War, McKinley brought him home to be secretary of state. In September 1901, for the second time, John Hay hurried to the bedside of a president mortally wounded by an assassin’s bullet. When McKinley expired a week later, the new president was Theodore Roosevelt, whom Hay had known since Teddy was a child. At first Hay was not convinced that Roosevelt was not still a child—so impetuous, so rambunctious, “more fun than a goat,” Hay quipped.


Much could be made of the differences between Roosevelt and Hay. Hay was genteel, soft-spoken, tailored by London’s best, his Van Dyke beard groomed fastidiously. Hay’s word for fun was “gay”; for Roosevelt, “bully” was better. Roosevelt was looking for the next war; Hay had his fill with the last one. (While it was Hay who famously described the 1898 conflict between the United States and Spain as a “splendid little war,” lost in translation is his relief that it was splendid because it had been so mercifully little.) Roosevelt was an unabashed campaigner, a gate-crasher by temperament; Hay was the one whom everyone begged to be on their ticket and in their cabinet, and he gave in only under a heavy barrage of supplication and flattery. Roosevelt dominated his relations with other men as much by physical force as by the acuity of his ideas. Hay was a sublime conversationalist; great men—and women, too—leaned forward to listen to him and the next day repeated his bon mots.


On the other hand, Hay and Roosevelt did have a great deal in common. Roosevelt had two sides—he was both dog and cat, as the newspaperman William Allen White observed—and Hay, while never entirely able to leash the canine in his president, found the feline aspect winsome.


As ardent Republicans, they had mutual aggravations: anyone who was less than one hundred percent convinced that republicanism was the boon and salvation of “civilization,” a list of antagonists that included “jack rabbit” Latin American officials, smug sultans, Filipino insurgents, brigands of any hue, “anti-imps,” labor agitators, not to mention Democrats and their waffling poll mates, the Mugwumps. And to the surprise of each, Hay and Roosevelt formed a superb partnership, navigating tricky waters at home and abroad, where the effective strategy was to tread softly (Hay’s job) and brandish a big stick (Roosevelt, naturally). Together they jockeyed with the so-called Great Powers—England, France, Germany, Italy, Russia, and Japan—a stubborn and testy lot of empires, some too long in the tooth, others too sharp. This family of nations was on the road to dysfunction even before they began competing aggressively in the global grab for “spheres of influence,” a guileful euphemism if ever there was one. The United States and Britain were hardly chaste, not after ugly campaigns in the Philippines and South Africa, but at least the Americans and English had forged a lasting rapprochement, thanks in no small part to the bridge-building that Hay had done while ambassador. The other powers were unapologetically on the make, inferring and avoiding alliances in a jittery choreography of chauvinism and distrust. For the most part, they left the Western Hemisphere alone—once Hay and Roosevelt dissuaded Britain from remapping Canada’s boundary with Alaska, bluffed the Germans from the Caribbean, and, last but not least, pried Panama loose from Colombia in order to build, control, and fortify a long-anticipated “American canal” between the Caribbean and the Pacific.


At the close of the nineteenth century and the start of the twentieth, the biggest canvas of all was China, and here is where John Hay painted his masterpiece, the Open Door. It wasn’t a treaty by any stretch but simply a double dare to play fair in China, consented to by various world powers, one by one, with Hay’s coaxing. If Lincoln had saved the Union, John Hay deserves a nod of credit for saving China from “spoliation” at the hands of the other powers. How he accomplished this is a wonder, an act of feather-light finesse that shaped not just the future of Asia but also the long-term relations of every nation involved.


HAY HAD ONLY FRIENDS, it seems. The closest was Henry Adams, and arguably theirs was one of the most remarkable friendships of any era. They lived side-by-side in Washington (future site of the Hay-Adams Hotel), and for a quarter century they were inseparable, which is not to say they were always together. Yet when they were apart, they wrote to each other faithfully—long, gossipy, joshing, but always affectionate epistles. They wrote to each other knowing that they would see each other before the letter arrived, and they wrote to each other not knowing whether the letter would ever arrive.


From his parlor, Hay could see across to the window of the bedroom where he lived during the Lincoln years. He and Adams took to walking together every afternoon at four o’clock, followed by five o’clock tea with Hay’s wife, Clara, and Adams’s wife, Clover, until the latter’s death; and on rare and cherished occasions, they were graced by the company of Clarence King, the enchanting and far-roving geologist explorer whose follies of love and speculation gave them all fits. On a whim, they named their nucleus “the Five of Hearts.”


Hay and Adams did not see eye-to-eye on a lot of things. For starters, Adams was more of an iconoclast and twice the snob that Hay was. As a grandson and great-grandson of presidents, he looked down his nose on the parade of White House occupants, post-Lincoln, as misfits all. Besides being a keen historian, he also postured himself as a futurist, and the future he foresaw was not pretty. The world order was on the verge of a colossal economic, political, and social comeuppance. Adams poured a steady dose of dourness into Hay’s teacup, but, if anything, it worked as a tonic. Hay, meanwhile, discovered a trustworthy sounding board in Adams. He could go on in detail about the affairs of state, knowing that Adams wouldn’t think of betraying their confidences. When each published novels anonymously—first came Adams’s Democracy, a wry send-up of Washington vanity and corruption, followed by Hay’s The Bread-Winners, a cautionary tale of labor unrest in a city similar to Cleveland—they were tickled when the public suspected that the same author wrote both.


But there were also betrayals within Hay’s circle and deeper secrets kept from one another. It has been conjectured that Hay had a romance with Nannie Lodge, the wife of Massachusetts senator Henry Cabot Lodge. Clara Hay evidently never learned of her husband’s dalliance, nor did Cabot Lodge, though one wonders if the chronic friction between the senator and the secretary of state, ostensibly over treaties and the direction of foreign policy, was not exacerbated by the subtext of cuckoldry.


Clarence King possessed an even bigger secret—now common knowledge but at the time unspeakable. The reason the Hays and Adamses never succeeded in finding a bride for the fifth Heart was because he already had one. Without telling any of his friends, he was leading a life of a completely different sort in New York.


The dance card gets more intricate still, with Elizabeth “Lizzie” Cameron the center of attention. She was from Cleveland also, the daughter of a judge and the niece of two of Ohio’s most illustrious figures, General William Tecumseh Sherman and Senator John Sherman. She arrived in Washington at the age of twenty and within the year was married to Pennsylvania senator Donald Cameron, twenty-four years her senior. Tall, wasp-waisted, and fetching, she quickly became the Madame X of Washington society. After Clover Adams died unexpectedly, Henry Adams was overwhelmed first by grief and then by the charms of young Lizzie Cameron.


The pas de deux between Henry Adams and Lizzie Cameron might otherwise be a sidebar to the life of John Hay if it were not for a trove of titillating revelations: several dozen letters, ignored or misinterpreted for the past hundred years, that now cast the character of John Hay in an immensely more intriguing light. Unbeknownst to Clara Hay, Henry Adams, and Nannie Lodge, Hay too was in love with Lizzie Cameron.


Their romance flamed in London and Paris in 1891, while their spouses were at home in the United States and Henry Adams was half a world away in the South Seas. “You do things so easily,” Hay gushed in one of his tributes to her. “You write as you walk. There seems no muscular effort in your démarche. You go over the ground like a goddess. . . . Don’t you see, you darling, why I love to grovel before you? It is such a pleasure to worship one so absolutely adorable. There is no one in sight of you in beauty, or grace, or cleverness, or substance of character. . . . You are all precious and divine: one to worship en gros et en detail.”


Caution cooled passion when he was in the company of family and friends, and by all outward measures he appeared devoted to Clara, mother of their four children, font of his substantial wealth. But while Lizzie was lithesome and clever, Clara was quiet, matronly, and, as one society column politely described her full proportions, “embonpoint.” During the final fifteen years of his life, Hay repeatedly circled back to Lizzie, never retiring from the field.


“I AM INCLINED TO think that my life is an oughtnottobiography,” Hay wrote in 1902. Unlike Henry Adams, he had no desire to write a memoir. Throughout his life he urged his friends to destroy his letters after reading them (most did not), but despite Hay’s repeated plaints of privacy and self-abnegation, he clearly did not wish to be swallowed by obscurity or diminished to a footnote in the lives of others. He himself kept many thousands of pages of his own writing—diaries, correspondence, poems, speeches—along with letters received over half a century, and he conscientiously kept scrapbooks of newspaper clippings about himself and the events of his day. And to glance at even one of the volumes of his Lincoln oeuvre is to appreciate his high esteem for biography as literature and as one of humanity’s vital measurements. Hay was a low-key man in many respects, but he was not without a sense of his own worth. He was aware of the imprint of his career, the momentous passages of history of which he had been witness and, in many cases, author. He knew he had put his signature on the world.


Even so, few twenty-first-century Americans recognize John Hay as more than a Zelig in the corner of someone else’s portrait. And the hard reckonings of two world wars and the absolutism of the nuclear age have led historians to look upon Hay’s brand of statesmanship as lacking in firmness and forcefulness. Gentleman’s agreements like the Open Door have been dismissed as ineffectual and passé.


But to most of Hay’s contemporaries, his manners, his mind, and his conduct as spokesman for a nation finding its voice on the world stage were nonpareil and pitch-perfect, and their praise for him was profuse. “He so far overshadows all the other ‘statesmen’ in Washington and is so far superior to any and all Republicans who have held high office in Washington in the last decade,” the Evening Sun of New York editorialized in 1903. “That John Hay has been the main wheel of the Roosevelt administration . . . has long been made manifest to everybody who has observed the numerous instances wherein Mr. Roosevelt’s strenuous, headstrong actions have been deftly smoothed over by the quiet, notoriety-hating secretary of state. There have been a score of instances . . . where the president in his happy, devil-may-care, we-can-lick-the-world style has overstepped the bounds of diplomacy and the presidential prerogative only to be rescued from a difficult predicament by John Hay.” “In sum,” the Sun declared, “John Hay has performed greater and more substantial service to his country than any Republican since Abraham Lincoln.” This from an otherwise unfriendly paper.


His partisans were even more appreciative. “If a man [were to] look over the changes in the world during the last decade to decide what is the most hopeful measure of human progress,” the highbrow journal World’s Work eulogized in 1905, “he might well say that it is the lifting of diplomacy from the level of sharp practice to the level of frank and fair dealing; and this change is the measure of the work of John Hay. For he was a great man [and] if we had not such a man . . . [d]iplomacy might have gone on as the art of low cunning applied to great problems—the good weak and the strong tricky. He made frankness and uprightness strong, and he made trickiness weak by forcing it to confess its character or to retire.”


Hay’s successor as secretary of state, Elihu Root, was at once a student, observer, and beneficiary of Hay’s superb tact and politesse—his “extreme refinement,” as Root reminisced at the dedication of the John Hay Library at Brown University in 1910. “He was the most delightful of companions. One found in him breadth of interest, shrewd observation, profound philosophy, wit, humor, the revelations of tender and loyal friendship and an undertone of strong convictions—and now and then,” Root went on, “expression of a thought that in substance and perfection of form left in the mind the sense of having seen a perfectly cut stone.”


And yet, Root continued in his encomium, “His life was his own and he shared it only with those he loved. The proud modesty of his self-respect made it impossible for him to testify in his own behalf or to allege his own merits.”


The pages that follow aim not so much to speak for John Hay as to allow him to speak for himself, in order that the brilliance of his life, the example of his life, and, what is more, the sheer poignancy of his life might at last be considered in full.





CHAPTER 2


Spunky Point


Hays were Scots originally. The first to set foot in America arrived by a roundabout route. John Hay’s great-great-grandfather, also named John, hired out as a soldier in the Rhineland of what was not yet Germany before immigrating to the Atlantic colonies in the mid-eighteenth century. One of his sons, Adam, settled in Virginia and served bravely in the Revolution. Adam’s son, another John, remembers receiving a pat on the head from George Washington.


This John Hay—our John Hay’s grandfather—was of a restless family who came of age in a restless nation. Like so many young men, he rankled at the “harsh and arbitrary ideas” of his father and, at the age of eighteen, launched himself westward, alighting in the bluegrass of Fayette County, Kentucky, where he became an ardent Whig (along with neighbor Henry Clay), a manufacturer of cotton goods, and the husband of Jemima Coulter, with whom he had fourteen children. The John Hay who is the subject of this biography recorded that his grandfather met with “gratifying success” in Kentucky. “But he always had his doubts of the advantages of the system of negro-slavery,” and so after thirty years sought “a new home in a region which was, at least, free of this objection”—across the Ohio River in Illinois, where slavery had been proscribed by the original state constitution of 1818.


The Hays relocated to Sangamon County in 1830, the same year, coincidentally, that Abraham Lincoln arrived in Illinois and with his father built a cabin on the Sangamon River. Hay’s cotton business did not thrive in its new location, nor did a brick mill, although he had better luck in land speculation. He and his family lived not in a log cabin but in a solid house in Springfield, where Hay became a pillar of the Baptist Church and, reportedly, the first man to sign the promissory note securing the building of the State House, once Springfield was declared the capital in 1839. The boy who had felt the touch of George Washington lived until he was ninety, lasting just long enough to watch the funeral cortège of his friend Abraham Lincoln pass by his parlor window.


In the 1830 exodus from Kentucky, the one member of the Hay family who did not come along was son Charles, perhaps the most scholarly. Lexington, Kentucky, where Charles was raised, had a reputation as the Athens of the West, a prosperous hub of aristocratic refinement, where Mary Todd, future wife of Abraham Lincoln, learned to speak French with a southern accent. Charles Hay attended a “classical” school, where he made easy progress in Latin and Greek. His son later boasted that his father never lost his command of Virgil and Homer.


Charles received a medical degree from Transylvania University in Lexington and, instead of joining his parents and siblings in Illinois, chose to set up a practice in the town of Salem, Indiana, thirty-five miles from Louisville. Here he married Helen Leonard.


Charles was a man of broad curiosity, and he was by all reckoning a capable physician. But when it came to sheer, demonstrable intellect, the Leonards were of even finer weave. The family of John Hay’s maternal grandfather, David Leonard, had founded Bridgewater, Massachusetts. David graduated from Brown University, in Providence, where he delivered the class poem in 1792. While in college he was welcomed into the Baptist Church in “the rigorous fashion of those days,” John Hay recounted, “by immersion in the Seekonk River, a hole having been cut in the ice for the purpose.” He went on to a distinguished career in various Baptist pulpits in New York and New England; a number of his sermons were published and enjoyed wide circulation. He settled with his family in Bristol, Rhode Island, where he became postmaster, newspaper editor, and insurance agent. Eventually he shed the starched polity of the Baptists for the roomier doctrine of Unitarianism, undertaking his own translation of the New Testament, only to lose the manuscript in the great gale of 1815.


Undaunted, in 1817 he answered the call of the West and set out for Indiana, buying a tract of land on the Ohio River. Two years later, he was dead, leaving a widow and eleven children, the fourth of whom was Helen, age fifteen. She was taken in by a sister married to a lawyer in Salem, named, apparently by pure chance, John Hay Farnham. The Farnhams chaperoned Helen’s courtship to the town’s bright young doctor, Charles Hay. They were married in October 1831.


Charles did not exactly flourish in Salem—not at first, and only modestly during the decade that followed, despite the steady passage of immigrants through the Ohio Valley. “[Y]ou are no doubt anxious to know whether I am likely to make enough here to keep my masticators going,” he wrote his family in Illinois. In order to establish himself, he assured his relatives, he simply needed more time, “ ‘the nurse and breeder of all good,’ as Shakespeare expresses it.”


Helen and Charles received a nest egg, perhaps as much as $1,000, from the estate of her father, and in November 1832, their first child, Edward Leonard Hay, was born. The following summer, an epidemic of cholera struck. “It has made our town look like a place besieged by Indians more than anything that I can compare it to,” Charles wrote to his brother Milton. “I am sure that Black Hawk with all his forces could [not] carry more terror and dismay into any place than the inhabitants of Salem have shown during this epidemic.” Try as he might, there was little Dr. Hay could do to stanch the suffering. His own family was spared, but sixty or seventy of his neighbors died within a few weeks.


The doctor’s tireless service won him the admiration and loyalty of Salem, yet even then he pursued other interests besides medicine. He involved himself in Whig politics, needling the “ultra Jacksonians” in a Fourth of July speech and decrying the migration of pro-slavery Kentuckians to Indiana. He became part owner of a local printing office and assumed the editorship of the newspaper, changing its banner from Democratic to Whig. As the region continued to boom, he began speculating in real estate. Three more children were born: a son, Augustus Leonard (known first as Gus, then as Leonard); a daughter, Mary; and on October 8, 1838, a third son, named for Charles’s father John and his brother Milton. That an esteemed poet also bore the name was perhaps an added inducement.


For all his engagement with the affairs of Salem, Dr. Hay still felt unsettled. More than anything, he craved a life of the mind, of literature—“the le[a]ven of a better character,” he called it. “He cared very little for light reading,” his son John recalled. “He barely tolerated the novelists later than Scott; from modern essayists he always went back with pleasure to Addison and Steele; the stately measures of Pope and Dryden were far more to his taste than the ingenious melodies of contemporary poets. But his favorite reading was in the departments of history and natural science.”


Charles could be stuffy in his own literary tastes, but he was the first to acknowledge that education, by any means, was the key to advancement and well-being. In a letter to Milton Hay, he declared, “There are quite as many distinguished orators, writers, lawyers, and doctors amongst those who have never been to college as are to be found amongst those who have. . . . But there must still be opportunity, there must be books, there must be society, there must be congenial minds.”


How surprising, then, that when Charles at last decided to leave Indiana for Illinois, instead of choosing Springfield, the burgeoning state capital, he picked Warsaw, a Mississippi River town no bigger than Salem.


Warsaw is situated on a high, wooded bluff on the Illinois shore of the Mississippi, opposite the mouth of the Des Moines River, one hundred miles west of Springfield. First it had been Fort Johnson, which quickly burned, then Fort Edwards, both constructed by the army to discourage downstream incursion by the British during the War of 1812. After the war, John Jacob Astor made it a fur-trading post. Speculators arrived in the 1830s, optimistically platting a town they named Warsaw, after the popular historical novel, Thaddeus of Warsaw, written by Jane Porter, an Englishwoman. In the heyday of Mississippi steamboats, the location was promising. Rapids immediately upstream prevented bigger boats from navigating farther north in certain months, and many of their goods and passengers wound up on the wharf at Warsaw.


John Hay, who was roughly the same age as his fictional neighbors, Huckleberry Finn and Tom Sawyer, soaked up the sights and sounds of river life. “[H]e had an inexhaustible repertoire of ‘river slang,’ ” recalled one school chum. On the map his hometown may have been called Warsaw, but he preferred the more colorful nickname used by pilots and river men: Spunky Point. “[S]ome idiots . . . who had read Miss Porter thought Warsaw would be much more genteel,” Hay griped to an eastern acquaintance, “and so we are Nicodemussed into nothing for the rest of time.”


But it wasn’t the name that aborted Warsaw’s destiny. Sandbars, the blockades of the Civil War, and the eventual decline of steamboats had much more to do with stunting the town’s growth. As Henry Adams later remarked, Warsaw was “one of the many western towns which then aspired to the rank of future western metropolis, and which the course of time has not carried perceptibly toward its object.”


John Hay’s memories of Warsaw cut two ways. In a short story he published in 1871, he reflected on the Mississippi “reposing from its plunge over the rapids” and the rolling hills “patched with the immortal green of cedars and gay with clambering columbines.” In a poem, “On the Bluff,” his nostalgia was even more mawkish:


O grandly flowing River!


O silver-gliding River!


Thy springing willows shiver


In the sunset as of old;


They shiver in the silence


Of the willow-whitened islands,


While the sun-bars and the sand-bars


Fill air and wave with gold.


On the other hand, he was ever so eager to be shut of his roots. When he left Warsaw as a teenager, he would dismiss western Illinois as “a region whose moral atmosphere was never remarkable for purity.” And on visits home, he would lament to eastern friends that he was in “exile”—that is, exile from the East. He likewise spilled his disdain for the “barbaric” Illinois frontier in the early pages of the Lincoln biography: “The ruling motive which led most [settlers] to the wilds was that Anglo-Saxon lust of land. . . . Accompanying this flood of emigrants of good faith was the usual froth and scum of shiftless idlers and adventurers, who were either drifting with a current they were too worthless to withstand, or in pursuit of dishonest gains in fresher and simpler regions.”


Like two of his lifelong literary friends, William Dean Howells, born in small-town Ohio in 1837, and Samuel Clemens, born in Hannibal, Missouri, just downriver from Warsaw, in 1835, Hay did not regard the West as the Holy Grail. Their forefathers had wandered in the wilderness long enough. The rosier horizon lay in the direction of the sunrise: New England, New York, Europe. While absence tended to soften John Hay’s heart toward home, absence is what it took, for over the years he made it plain that he was glad to have Warsaw in his past and doubly glad that he had made for himself a more cosmopolitan future, as a son who did not so much follow his father’s example as his father’s vision of a wider world rich with higher ideas.


Hay was not yet three when his family settled in Warsaw. His eldest brother, Edward, had died the previous fall, at the age of seven, perhaps one more reason Salem had lost its appeal to his parents. Charles Hay built a handsome two-story brick house upon the bluff and set about reestablishing himself as a physician. His wife bore him two more children, Charles and Helen.


In Warsaw, Dr. Hay was a solid citizen, but he did not make much from either his medical practice or several farms he had bought in the county. “They were not especially profitable,” his son recollected. “[H]e treated his tenants somewhat as if they were his children or his wards.” But, Hay added, “[T]he hours he spent among them were at least wholesome and agreeable. They gave him a beneficial contact with reality, and a reason for being in the open air and on horseback.”


Dr. Hay much preferred to devote his time to books—he was a founder of the Warsaw library—and to the education of his children. He sent them to a schoolhouse in town, and he and his wife, who had received an uncommonly good education from her own father, administered an even more rigorous curriculum at home. “The rule of the household was never lax,” John Hay recalls. “Obedience was very much a matter of course.”


Young John demonstrated an early facility with languages, beginning with Latin and Greek, followed by German, taught at night by a German immigrant. “John was a student with the others, who were all grown men,” his brother Charles remembered. “John was so small that he would occasionally fall asleep during the evening, but he surprised them all by showing he had learned his lesson and could recite easily well with the best of them when awakened.”


IN HAY’S EARLY CHILDHOOD, two events stand out vividly. Both involved acts of violence against outsiders seeking freedom. In each case, Hay was only vaguely aware of what had transpired at first, although in later years, once he was able to place these disturbing instances in the context of his own and the nation’s history, their import struck a deeper nerve.


In 1839, just as Warsaw was getting its footing, a rival town sprang up twenty miles upstream. Expelled from Missouri, Joseph Smith and his Mormon followers founded Nauvoo; by 1844 its population had swelled to more than twelve thousand, making it the second largest city in Illinois, after Chicago, with more church members pouring in every day from as far away as England. Anti-Mormon hatred was fanned by the Warsaw Signal; its editor accused Joseph Smith and his elders of every form of turpitude: perjury, robbery, counterfeiting, and fleecing of their own flock. The most inflammatory offense by far was polygamy and the sexual predation said to go with it. “It can be proven,” the Signal charged, “that Smith’s principal supporters and confidential friends are among the basest seducers and violators of female virtue—that Smith himself has aided villains to accomplish their unholy designs; and . . . that he acted from the impulse of Heaven’s dictation, while endeavoring to rob virtuous females of their chastity.”


Yet the threat to Warsaw went beyond outrages of morality or religious doctrine. By sheer number of Mormon voters, Joseph Smith, “sitting on his throne,” the Signal warned, could control the government of Hancock County, which included both Nauvoo and Warsaw, and “without molestation hold over us an iron rod.” (Mormons voted solidly Democratic.) Such was Smith’s vision of grandeur that he declared his candidacy for president. Another cause of contention was economic: Mormons had nearly succeeded in buying a section of land immediately downstream from Warsaw, which, if the deal had been completed, would have effectively surrounded Warsaw and quite possibly rendered the town obsolete as a viable port.


The crisis came to a head at the end of June 1844, when anti-Mormon militias from Warsaw and nearby Carthage converged on the Carthage jail, where Joseph Smith and his brother Hyrum were being held on a flimsy charge of treason. The vigilantes forced their way into the jail and murdered both men. The succession of Brigham Young and the great Mormon trek to Utah were the direct result of this extralegal aggression.


The only account of Charles Hay’s role in the Mormon “war” comes from his son John, who was five years old at the time. “[H]e was everywhere known to be a strong and determined opponent of the Mormons,” Hay acknowledged after his father’s death. Yet he quickly clarified that his father’s “voice and influence” had always been firmly on the side of law and order. “[H]e protested vigorously, but ineffectually, against the march to Nauvoo,” Hay insisted. Even so, Dr. Hay did join the Warsaw militia as its surgeon. It was only after the governor of Illinois ordered the regiment disbanded that he and several dozen others decided to turn back.


Twenty-five years later, in an effort to give shape to the wisps of memory of the Mormon unpleasantness and Warsaw’s part in it, Hay submitted an article to the Atlantic Monthly, which, while denouncing Smith and his leaders as “blackguards” and Mormons in general as “bad neighbors,” also castigated the anti-Mormon mob of Warsaw as loutish and craven. “The moment the work was done,” Hay wrote, “the calmness of horror succeeded the fever of fanatical rage. The assassins hurried away from the jail, and took the road to Warsaw in silence and haste. They went home at a killing pace over the wide dusty prairie. Warsaw is eighteen miles from Carthage; the Smiths were killed at half past five: at a quarter before eight the returning crowd began to drag their weary limbs through the main street of Warsaw,—at such an astounding rate of speed had the lash of their own thoughts driven them.”


In expectation of Mormon vengeance, the women and children of Warsaw—no mention of whether John Hay, his mother, and siblings were among them—fled to safety across the Mississippi while the men “kept guard in the hazel thickets around the town.” The reprisal never came, and when the state eventually endeavored to bring the murderers of the Smiths to justice, it took ninety-six men, Hay chided, “before twelve were found ignorant enough and indifferent enough to act as jurors.” Every citizen of Warsaw knew who had done the deed. None talked; none was convicted. “And you cannot find in this generation an original inhabitant of Hancock County who will not stoutly sustain that verdict,” Hay concluded snidely.


The second violent incident of Hay’s childhood was slighter but in many ways more terrifying and far-reaching. He himself left no written record of it; the following account is from his brother Charles:


“When we were both quite young [John] told me he was in the basement of our house, and he heard a ghost. [The ghost] spoke to him and said, ‘Little Master, for the love of God bring me a drink of water.’ [John] said he was so frightened he hurried upstairs and went to his room. The next day my father told at the table that a party of three runaway slaves had been overtaken by a party of officers from Missouri and the slaves had resisted arrest, and one was captured and taken back, one of the other two was fired upon and killed, and the third had been badly wounded but escaped leaving blood tracks in the wood. I saw my brother John staring at me across the supper table, but saying nothing. After the meal, he told his father about the voice he heard in the basement, and my father, John and I went down to investigate and on a pile of kindling wood was the appearance of some one having used this for a bed, but there was a stain of blood shed there nearly eighteen inches in diameter. This was probably the blood shed by the runaway slave who had escaped capture. What became of the slave afterward, I never heard. Fully forty years afterward I asked John if he remembered this occurrence, and he replied, ‘I will never forget it, and that incident has given me a greater horror than anything I have ever read about slavery.’ ”


This same brother, who went on to serve in the army and later became mayor of Springfield, offered one final glimpse of John’s formative years. “[H]e was spoken of as ‘Honest and Efficient,’ ” recalled the younger Hay. “He repeated this remark to me and said, ‘I feel my character has been established,—honest and efficient,—this is my pride for my after life.’ These words were spoken by a boy not ten years of age.”


BY THE AGE OF thirteen, Hay had exhausted the educational possibilities of Warsaw. In 1851 he moved to Pittsfield, in nearby Pike County, to live with his uncle Milton in order to attend a private classical school that would better prepare him for college. A fellow student remembers him as a “red-cheeked, black-eyed, sunshiny boy, chock full of fun and humor and devilment that hurt nobody.” Hay instantly won over his schoolmaster, an Irishman named Thomson, with the ease and fluency of his Virgil translation, and he spoke German “like a native.” His knowledge of natural history was equally impressive. “[T]he boy could talk of the Eocene period and the old red sandstones like a professor,” the classmate attested.


It was in Pittsfield that Hay first made the acquaintance of John George Nicolay. Nicolay was born in Bavaria in 1832, and his family immigrated to the United States when he was six; by the age of fourteen he was an orphan. When Hay arrived to attend school, Nicolay was nineteen, self-educated, and employed in the printing office of the Whig weekly, the Pike County Free Press. Within three years he would be the paper’s editor and sole proprietor. Gaunt and earnest, he was in many respects the opposite of the younger, more winsome Hay. Still, Pittsfield was a small town and they were two of its brightest residents. They took each other’s measure and evidently took a liking as well. Ten years hence they would be roommates in the White House.


After a year of schooling in Pittsfield, Hay moved from his uncle Milton’s house to Springfield, this time accompanied by his older brother Leonard, to attend Lutheran-run Illinois State University, which was barely a university at all but, in Hay’s case, a stepping stone to one. He and Leonard lived with their grandfather, their bachelor uncle, Nathaniel, and several aunts.


To the eye of John Hay, Springfield was a grand, if muddy, entrepôt. With a population of five thousand, it was ten times the size of Warsaw. “There had been very little of what might be called pioneer life in Springfield,” he would write in the Lincoln biography. “Civilization came in with a reasonably full equipment at the beginning.” Hay liked his new surroundings immediately. “[A]ll the sentimental talk we hear from the poet and the novelist, about the simplicity and quiet ease of village life, is all humbug,” he lectured to one of his sisters. “The city is the only place to gain a knowledge of the world, which will fit a man for entering upon the duties of life.”


His coursework included Latin (the Odes of Horace), Greek (Homer’s Iliad), rhetoric, and algebra. He also joined a literary society that gathered to debate and share members’ essays. Potentially more absorbing were the activities of the Illinois legislature, which convened in the red-topped State House on the city square. At least once Hay attended a session to hear a debate on the extension of slavery to the territories west of the Mississippi.


But even Springfield and the education it had to offer were not enough for the family scholar. All agreed that he had the makings to go much further. His father and mother set their sights on Brown University, the alma mater of Helen Hay’s father. Alas, they could not afford the expense, which, including tuition, room, and sundries, came to about $100 a year. Milton Hay, whom Charles Hay had encouraged to pursue a career in law, stepped forward and offered to pay his nephew’s way.


JOHN HAY, NOT YET seventeen, boarded a train for Providence in September 1855. “I had a whirling, bustling time on the way here,” he wrote his family upon arrival, assuring them he was “safe & sound in every thing except my eyes, mouth & ears were full of cinders & dust.” He was the farthest from home he had ever been but adapted quickly. “I don’t know whether I will come back to Illinois next summer or not,” he announced. “That is too far ahead to look at present.” He passed his entrance exams and, despite his age, was admitted to the junior class.


Brown was founded by Baptists in 1764; by the time John Hay matriculated, the curriculum was both classical and practical. Hay’s first courses were in chemistry, trigonometry, and rhetoric, for which he received high marks. “He at once took rank among the brightest boys in the college, and maintained it with a degree of ease that was the envy of his classmates,” his friend Billy Norris remembered. “In those days, all text was memorized, and it was the general opinion that Hay put his books under his pillow and had the contents thereof absorbed and digested by morning, for he was never seen ‘digging,’ or doing any other act or thing that could be construed into hard study.”


Hay took to life at Brown so readily that in November he persuaded his parents and uncle to let him fall back to the sophomore class. Not that he doubted he could graduate in two years; but, he reasoned, “[I]f I go through so hurriedly I will have little or no time to avail myself of the literary treasures of the libraries. This is one of the greatest advantages of an eastern college over a western one.”


He waxed further on the charms of campus life: “The professors are all men of the greatest ability, & what is more, perfect gentlemen. . . . I heard Oliver W. Holmes deliver a poem here last week which was a splendid thing. . . . Thackeray will be here before long & I expect to hear him lecture.” Such expressions of enlightenment were surely music to the ears of Dr. Hay.


Brown was beginning a period of refreshing change just as Hay arrived. Incoming President Barnas Sears was loved and respected by the two hundred or so undergraduates for relaxing the restrictions on campus life. Student rooms were no longer subject to daily inspection; for the first time, fraternities and literary societies were allowed to meet in the evening. Hay joined Theta Delta Chi, enduring the customary hazing and the nickname “Thaddeus of Warsaw.” At an early banquet, his fraternity brothers prodded him to make an impromptu address—and be sure to make it lively. To which Hay retorted waggishly, “Hay that is green can never be dry.”


In a debate, he argued the affirmative to “Resolved—that a prohibition liquor law is an unjustifiable violation of individual rights.” For a college man, albeit seventeen and still baby-faced, the cause was just, but he lost nonetheless. Later as a member of the Philermenian literary society, he took on more sober topics: “Resolved—that the course of the President on the Kansas [territorial slavery] question has been unconstitutional” and “Resolved—that prose writers have done more for the English language than poets.” In the former, the boy who had heard the bloody ghost in the basement took the affirmative and won; in the latter, the budding bard took the negative and won again.


Hay’s cleverness won over his school chums and teachers as well. To a roommate, he was “a young Dr. Johnson without his boorishness, a young Dr. Goldsmith without his frivolity.” James B. Angell, professor of modern languages and eventually president of the University of Michigan, remembered Hay a half-century later as “the most felicitous translator I ever met in my classes.” He won top honors in rhetoric for a paper entitled “The Saxon Conquest and the Norman Contrasted in Respect of Their Influence on the Language and the Literature of the Conquered Race.” Other papers not only reveal his maturing talent as a writer but also hint of the gracious statesman he would become. On the possibility of war with England—hypothetical, one assumes—the future ambassador to the Court of St. James’s made the case for comity:


“They are our brothers, speaking the same noble tongue, of which we are all so proud, the tongue which heard in a foreign land makes the warm blood leap gladly to the flushing cheek; the tongue in which Alfred prayed and Chaucer sung, in which Milton embodied the grand tale of a lost Eden & the bard of Avon wrote his deep lore of the soul of man. . . . Our history is the same with theirs, & we claim an equal share in all the story that a thousand years have shed upon the Saxon name.”


And the youngster from the Mississippi, who would one day tour the grand hotels, galleries, salons, palaces, plazas, and ruins of the Old World, cast a wistful eye to the horizon in “Foreign Travel Beneficial to the Man of Letters”:


“The first who undertook an extensive journey for purposes purely literary was Herodotus the Ionic historian, who travelled over the greater part of inhabited Europe, Asia & Africa, gathering from actual observations, from the testimony of eye-witnesses, and from the traditions of the priests, materials for the construction of his immortal work. . . . A marked difference is presented by our times. By the mighty agency of steam, time & distance are almost annihilated; regions which in other days were considered by each other as the Ultima Thule of earth, are brought by iron chains to within a few days journey.”


Yet he did not confine himself to campus life by any means. For instance, in the spring of 1856, in a letter to his uncle Milton, thanking him for his financial support, Hay mentioned that “Political feeling is running very high in Providence at present. . . . I went to a Republican meeting a few nights ago.”


And for all his intellectual gravity, he was not above a little mischief. He and his fraternity brothers often repaired to an off-campus location known as the What Cheer. Professor Angell recalled the night that Hay and several others, having fallen under the influence of Fitz Hugh Ludlow’s 1857 memoir, The Hasheesh Eater, determined to partake of the potion themselves—to excess, apparently. Hay and a roommate were the only ones in the group able to make their way to Dr. Angell’s door at 1 am and lead him back to their room to care for their disabled friends.


Increasingly over his three years at Brown, Hay assumed the pose of the poet, precociously world-wise and prematurely world-weary. For his muses he reached out to Sarah Helen Whitman and Nora Perry, the leading ladies of Providence’s small yet vibrant literary salon. Whitman was a widow the same age as Hay’s mother. A Transcendentalist-turned-Spiritualist, séance participant, and an occasional poet herself, she draped herself in scarves and veils, and wore a coffin-shaped charm around her neck. Her coterie of friends included Margaret Fuller and Emerson. Perhaps her most noteworthy bona fide was that she had once been engaged to Edgar Allan Poe.


Nora Perry was one of the brightest talents in Whitman’s circle. Seven years older than Hay, she had already gained enviable renown; her first poem appeared in Harper’s when she was eighteen. With deep blue eyes and golden hair, she quickly won Hay’s thorough admiration and unrequited adoration.


Like his grandfather sixty-six years earlier, Hay was chosen to deliver the poem for his graduating class. His contribution, “Erato,” named for the Greek muse of song, is a 436-line testimonial to the enduring power of verse, of poetry. Its rhymed exhortation is saccharine, but it satisfied the genre and the occasion ably. “To say it was a class poem is sufficiently to characterize it,” William Dean Howells later remarked, “and to add that it was easily better than most class poems is not to praise it overmuch.”


In every age the poet’s lyre has rung,


In every land the God-sent bard has sung.


Old memories wedded to the minstrel’s rhyme,


Stray ever down the rippled shores of time.


IT WAS ONE THING to sing the glory and resilience of poetry, quite another to find honest work as a poet. Upon graduation from Brown in the summer of 1858, Hay had no choice but to return to Warsaw, loath as he was to make the journey. “When I look around me and see my trunk packed . . . I begin to realize that I have completed my self-immolation,” he sighed to Hannah Angell, daughter of Professor Angell, whose company on picnics he would miss. “A life, not new, but strange from long absence, calls upon me now.” Once home, his spirits flagged further. “I am unhappy in my morbid delicacy of spiritual perception,” he wrote again to Hannah.


Such brooding was plainly the affectation of a swain bent on winning feminine sympathy. And in Hay’s case it was a pose that mimicked the masters. In one of his papers at Brown he had written of the poet whose name he shared: “The prevailing tendency of Milton’s mind was to a pensive melancholy. . . . [T]hrough all his writings reigns a saddened sublimity which imparts additional beauty to the creations of his genius. Even in the bright period of his youth, when the sky knew as yet no cloud . . . his writings were pervaded with the same thoughtful pensiveness that adorns the grand music of Paradise Lost.”


Hay reckoned that to be a poet one had to act like one, and in Warsaw he clutched the cloak of melancholy with an even more histrionic flourish. “[N]ow that my journey is finished,” he wrote to Nora Perry, “I am willing to turn away from the familiar faces I meet in the streets of Warsaw and go to my room to converse with shadows.” As fall became winter, he turned the lamp even dimmer. “I have been very near to the valley of the shadow,” he told Sarah Whitman. “A few months of exile has [sic] worn the lustre from my dreams.”


His depression may in fact have been clinical. “I alternate between weeks of sickness & months of my normal condition of chronic worthlessness. . . . I have carried with me this winter in my own heart a portable Hell,” he divulged to Hannah Angell. Over the course of his life, he would fall into similar sloughs of “darkness.” Yet his distemper also bore the stamp of another tendency that was similarly chronic: affected snobbery. “If you want to see beauty & stupidity united, just go to a party in Warsaw,” he confided to a schoolmate. And to Hannah he groused at length: “How like a fool I once dreamed of raising the mental standard of this place. The one cannot raise the many. . . . The average Westerner always spells badly & rides well. Believes in himself & in [Stephen] Douglas [who in 1858 defeated Abraham Lincoln in the race for U.S. Senate], has a profound contempt for goodness & grammar, puts on his gloves & religion only Sundays . . . & is bored when he dies because he thinks heaven will be quiet.”


He took a similar posture toward Nora Perry, claiming that “I prefer, for my friends, men who can read,” adding, “There is, as yet, no room in the West for a genius”—by which he meant, only half-facetiously, himself.


In Warsaw he continued composing poetry, forwarding his efforts to Providence for suggestion and encouragement. One poem, “In the Mist,” was an unapologetic ode to gloom: “Drearily sweeping above the dim plain,/Wanders the rain. . . . Through the murk air/Wails the faint voice of a sullen despair. . . . Dreary the sky!/Dreary the heath! . . . Weary the strife/Of our wintry life!”


Yet aestheticism was not a profession; nobody, not in Warsaw anyway, was hiring sensualists. His parents wanted the best for him, and his father especially hated to see his son’s education squandered, even by taking a job as a schoolteacher. Hay briefly tried public lecturing, delivering a talk on, of all topics, the “History of the Jesuits” to an enthusiastic crowd in Warsaw. But he saw no future in this line of work, either. “I believe in the maxim of old Horace, Poeta noscitur orator fit,” his father remarked. “[T]he Poet is born but the orator is made by cultivation.” Hay next weighed the ministry then rejected it as well. “I would not do for a Methodist preacher for I am a poor horseman,” he joked to his uncle Milton, who remained very much invested in the graduate’s future. “I would not suit the Baptists for I dislike cold water. I would fail as an Episcopalian for I am no ladies’ man.”


Finally, after months of deliberation, it was agreed that he would move to Springfield and read the law with Milton Hay, who recently had opened a practice there with Stephen Logan, Abraham Lincoln’s former partner. “In a short while I shall begin the study of the law,” Hay wrote a friend of Sarah Whitman’s, “not on account of any love that I bear for the science, but because I do not clearly see what other path of life is open to me. . . . I am aware that I could not depend upon my pen for my life-labor, yet if I have any talent for writing, I should be sorry to let it entirely die. . . . The only numbers which are respected in this country are those preceded by the magical sign ‘$.’ In a year or two, if I live so long, I shall probably fall (or rise, if you will) to the lure of the money-getting masses around me. When I have made my moderate ‘pile,’ I hope there will be enough soul left within me to draw me back to the beaches & the bays of the blessed Atlantic.”


To this letter Hay attached several verses, including:


Blindly to the grave we go


Life to-day is death tomorrow;


God has kindly willed it so—


Shorter life is shorter sorrow.


He arrived in Springfield in May 1859, boarding with his grandfather and maiden aunts once again. Located halfway between the pro-slavery southern tier of the state and the abolitionist-leaning north, Springfield was very much in the throes of the great debate, waged so recently by Abraham Lincoln and Stephen Douglas, on whether slavery ought to be allowed to expand into the territories west of the Mississippi. Lincoln had scored well in his face-to-face exchanges with Douglas, and though he lost his bid for a seat in the U.S. Senate, he was now a political figure of national clout.


As fate would have it, the office of Milton Hay and Stephen Logan adjoined that of Lincoln and his partner, William Herndon, on Fifth Street, across from the Illinois State House. Lincoln, despite his growing renown, still very much depended on the income from his law practice. He continued to work in the courts of the Eighth Judicial Circuit, settled estates, and untangled the affairs of merchants, railroads, and the local gaslight company. In August, he took on the defense and won the acquittal of one Peachy Quinn Harrison, accused of stabbing to death a Sangamon County attorney named Greek Crafton. The other attorneys of record in the case were Herndon, Logan, and Milton Hay. All the while, John Hay fidgeted in the office of Logan & Hay, reading Blackstone’s Commentaries and whatever other arid texts his uncle prescribed.


Social, rather than legal or political, diversion seemed to be his primary focus, and at first the prospects did not look promising. “I am stranded at last, like a weather-beaten hulk, on the dreary wastes of Springfield,” Hay wrote a college roommate. Gradually, though, he was welcomed into a circle of young people, squiring the girls to church, lectures, and socials. He took French lessons, impressing his fellow students with his knack for language. His punning won him favor as well. “One of his original conundrums was this: ‘Why is a dog fight like a flirtation?’ ” recalled the daughter of the town’s leading banker, Mary Ridgley, who later married Hay’s younger brother Charles. “An[swer]—Because it is an ‘affaire du coeur.’ ”


Another of the Springfield girls noted merrily that he had “a tongue that could have talked the traditional bird off of the bush.” And there was something about those “bright, dark eyes that wrought havoc in the hearts of susceptible maidens.”


Hay was now twenty-one, still smooth-faced but with an urbane affect. He gave his height as five foot eight, which was the average for an American man in 1860. Though somewhat slight of build, he carried himself with a jaunty self-confidence. “He was, for those days, elegantly dressed—better than any of us,” a Springfield friend observed. Mary Ridgley was another who was taken with his “dark, lustrous” eyes. She remembered, too, his “red cheeks and clear dark complexion; small, well-shaped hands which he had a habit of locking together, interlacing the fingers, and carrying at arm’s length, which the girls thought particularly fetching. He wore a long, loose overcoat, flying open, his hands thrust into his pockets, which was also thought very graceful and attractive as he swung himself along the street, for he had a rocking walk in those days.”


WHAT FINALLY DREW JOHN Hay into the affairs of Abraham Lincoln, other than his ambivalence for the law, was his renewed friendship with John George Nicolay. If Hay had kept to the periphery of public debate, Nicolay had jumped in with both feet. He and Lincoln had first met in 1856, when Nicolay was editor of the Pike County Free Press and Lincoln needed someone to print campaign literature. That same year, Nicolay attended the Republican Convention as a Free-Soiler. After the election, in which the Republicans’ first presidential candidate, John C. Frémont, lost to James Buchanan, Nicolay sold the Press and moved to Springfield, going to work for Lincoln’s close friend Illinois secretary of state Ozias Hatch. Nicolay studied law under Hatch’s supervision and was admitted to the bar in 1859, a few months before Hay arrived in Springfield. By then Nicolay had been under the sway of Lincoln for three years.


Nicolay and Hay mixed in the same society, which centered on the Ridgley household. Nicolay was neither as handsome nor as outgoing as Hay. He had “the close, methodical, silent German way about him,” commented John Russell Young, who later got to know Nicolay in the White House. “[He was] scrupulous, polite, calm, obliging, with the gift of hearing other people talk . . . [and] with the soft, sad smile that seemed to come only from the eyes.” Nicolay compensated for his reserve with a sweet tenor voice and by playing the flute. And unlike Hay, who in those days was sometimes too quick to please, Nicolay was admired for his quiet industriousness; already he had several patents in his name. “[I]f ever there was a man who worked, John Nicolay was that man,” Mary Ridgley attested.


Nicolay was in the colossal Wigwam in Chicago on May 18, 1860, when an invigorated Republican Party nominated Abraham Lincoln, everybody’s second choice, as its candidate for president. Lincoln had remained in Springfield; the news reached him by noon, and the rest of the capital was soon notified by the ringing of church bells and the firing of a cannon, one round for each state of the beleaguered Union. Crowds packed the State House, then moved to Lincoln’s house, where “the Rail-Splitter,” as he was now known, made a few modest remarks.


Hay, it must be said, was slow to join the Lincoln bandwagon. He had returned to Illinois from Providence in plenty of time for Lincoln’s titanic debates with Douglas. But, while he likely read transcripts in the local papers and could hardly have ignored the enormous hoopla surrounding the seven encounters between the race-baiting Democrat and his unshakeable, anti-slavery nemesis, he never mentioned attending one of them. (The nearest debate to Warsaw took place on October 13, 1858, at Quincy, some forty miles away; none was held in Springfield.) And despite Lincoln’s ever-growing stature as a leader of the national Republican movement, nevertheless the ungainly, unkempt lawyer who came and went to and from the adjoining office on Fifth Street may at first have struck Hay as another of the backwoods strivers whom he thought he had escaped when he had gone east to college. Then, too, Lincoln would have been far too preoccupied to pay more than cursory attention to the sharp but slightly glib young man with the clean cuffs and tidy cravat who was making a halfhearted stab at learning laws that Lincoln had absorbed by a far dimmer light more than twenty years earlier.


At best, Lincoln was a long shot. Few men, not even in Springfield, honestly believed he had a chance to be president. (While Lincoln did win Springfield, barely, in the fall election, a majority of Sangamon County voted against him.) For the moment, Lincoln was merely a dark-horse politician—after which, it was assumed, he would be a lawyer again.


Hay still regarded himself as a poet, lukewarm at best about joining the profession of his uncle and the other occupants of the musty, cluttered office on Fifth Street. And so, for the sake of his literary cohort back in Providence at least, he adopted a condescending antipathy. “My insanity has not yet changed its form from rhyme to politics,” he told Hannah Angell in early May 1860, two weeks before the Republican Convention. “I occupy myself very pleasantly in thoroughly hating both sides, and abusing the peculiar tenets of the company I happen to be in. . . . This position of dignified neutrality I expect to hold for a very long time unless Lincoln is nominated at Chicago.”


With the surprising outcome of May 18, the view from Logan & Hay was transformed dramatically. Lincoln’s horse was no longer so dark, and the moody young dilettante could suddenly see the heroic possibilities of the drama taking shape in his midst. “Dignified neutrality” was abandoned. To borrow a term from the forthcoming presidential campaign, he was now Wide Awake.


At the urging of his Brown professor James Angell, Hay submitted an eyewitness account of the Lincoln victory celebration in Springfield to the Providence Journal under the pen name Ecarte. Clearly the author of the following item was no fence-sitter: “When the lightning came down from Chicago . . . to tell us that the nation had honored the honest man whom we have so long delighted to honor, the deep and earnest enthusiasm of the hearty western populace burst forth in the wildest manifestations of joy.” Suddenly the skies were bright. “No more of the martyr-spirit of four years ago; no more of the forlorn-hope appeals; no more of that feeling of contention against overwhelming odds. . . . [E]very heart seemed filled with the dauntless energy which comes from a premonition of success. . . . The Republicans of the Prairie State feel large-hearted and jubilant.”


Hay loved seeing his words in print—and if he could not gain attention as a poet, he would carry on as a propagandist. Anything was better than the programmatic prose of the law. After his first item appeared in the Providence paper, he was invited to submit articles to the Missouri Democrat of St. Louis (which, despite its name, was sympathetic to the Republican cause). Lincoln, however self-effacing, had never eschewed publicity, and he and his fellow Republicans understood all too well that to improve the chance of victory in November, they must put a face and personality to the rail-splitting debater from Springfield and create an aura of enthusiasm that, they hoped, would become contagious.


Hay was only too eager to oblige. After another rally in Springfield in August, Ecarte wrote breathlessly: “The deluge of enthusiasm that has swept over us has left no soul unsubmerged by the swelling waters. Lincoln men are too jolly to give any particular reason for the faith that is in them. . . . It was certainly the greatest political demonstration that our State has ever seen. Veteran stumpers, who have mingled in every fight since Jackson’s time, fail of comparisons to describe it. Editors and reporters who have haunted for years the mass meetings of the nation, say they have seen nothing to be compared to it. Grey-haired Whigs”—another of Hay’s puns—“who shouted and drank hard cider on the Tippecanoe battle field, at the monster meeting of twenty years ago and have lived ever since in the confident belief that no other meeting ever would be like it, shake their heads since yesterday, and mourn over a broken idol, an ideal eclipsed. . . . It was worth many years of ordinary life to see the wild rush and impetuous enthusiasm of the crowd when Mr. Lincoln appeared upon the grounds, to see for a moment, and be seen by the eager thousands who had come so many miles with that one purpose and hope; and to hear when he had been forced onto the stand by their loving violence, the friendly, yet dignified words by which he stilled their clamorous plaudits.”


A month later, he wrote, again as Ecarte, “It is one of the truest evidences of the innate nobility of Abraham Lincoln, that he impresses all with whom he is brought in contact, lofty or lowly, with the irresistible magnetism of a large and catholic nature.”


One of the magnetized was John Hay, and for the next four years he would make the most of his conversion, sharing his views anonymously or pseudonymously with the press and observing the Lincoln presidency like no other. His bombast was born of artistic ego, but, as time passed, it was even more a measure of his appreciation and admiration for his subject.


NOT LONG AFTER THE nomination, it became obvious that Lincoln could not run a presidential campaign out of a cramped law office. In early June, he moved into the more commodious governor’s office on the second floor of the State House, unoccupied when the legislature was not in session. It had room for ten or twelve people, at least before it became cluttered with the miscellany sent by supporters: axes, split rails, surveying tools, and a twelve-foot chain, its links carved from a single piece of wood “to symbolize the indissoluble union of the states.” Mail arrived by the bushel. “I wish I could find some young man to help me with my correspondence,” Lincoln asked Ozias Hatch. “I can’t afford to pay much, but the practice is worth something.” Hatch recommended Nicolay, who had initially hoped for the assignment of writing Lincoln’s campaign biography. When the job went to a young William Dean Howells, Nicolay readily took the secretary position for $75 a month.


Throughout the summer and into the fall, Nicolay was Lincoln’s only secretary; his job was to greet prominent Republicans and manage the mail. Ever more swamped, Nicolay suggested to Lincoln that they enlist John Hay to turn his gifted hand to answering letters. Hay had already proven himself in the articles for the Providence and St. Louis newspapers, and Milton Hay further vouched for his nephew’s “great literary talent and great tact.”


Hay, needless to say, was all too willing to set aside his legal education. Always a quick study and now a Lincoln believer, he stepped in nimbly, writing letters for the nominee’s signature and continuing to beat the Republican drum in his Ecarte submissions. When Milton Hay offered to underwrite his nephew for the first six months, Lincoln declined the offer, pledging to pay the salary out of his own pocket, if it came to that. For the time being, Hay worked for nothing.


With the astonishing victory of November—in which Democrats splintered their ticket, allowing Lincoln to win every northern state but one, while earning only 40 percent of the popular vote—the office in the Illinois State House was deluged with exponentially more letters, some seeking autographs, interviews, and jobs in the new administration; others offering congratulations, advice, and, from more than a few southerners, condemnation. Yet as capable and indispensable as Hay was proving to be, Lincoln wasn’t sure whether he would be able to keep his new aide on the presidential staff. Officially the White House payroll allowed for only one private secretary, Nicolay. “We can’t take all Illinois with us down to Washington,” Lincoln supposedly said. And then, after a moment’s reflection, he gave in: “Well, let Hay come.”


A QUARTER CENTURY LATER, when Nicolay and Hay at last divided up the job of writing Lincoln’s biography, Hay would assume responsibility for the chapters dealing with Lincoln’s years in Indiana and Illinois and his emergence as a lawyer and political figure. Like Hay, Lincoln had endured bouts of melancholy—“a sea of perplexities and sufferings beyond the reach of the common run of souls”—most famously after the death of a girl he had loved, Ann Rutledge, and after his fitful engagement to Mary Todd. By the time Hay sat down to chronicle this period of Lincoln’s life, he had spent four years in intimate contact with the president and understood him much more thoroughly than he did in November 1860. Yet Hay had not been acquainted with the young Lincoln at all, and when he gave himself to the task of explaining the travails of Lincoln’s early life, he brought to bear two frames of reference, both of them sentimental and entirely subjective: one was his appreciation of the Lincoln he had come to know; the second, perhaps more insightful, was his own poetic passage from self-absorbed adolescence to more enlightened manhood.


“In many respects he was doomed to a certain loneliness of excellence,” Hay was to observe of Lincoln. “[T]he whole course of his development and the tendency of his nature made it inevitable that his suffering should be of the keenest and his final triumph over himself should be of the most complete and signal character. In that struggle his youth of reveries and day-dreams passed away. Such furnace-blasts of proof, such pangs of transformation, seem necessary for exceptional natures. The bread eaten in tears, of which Goethe speaks, the sleepless nights of sorrow, are required for a clear vision of the celestial powers. Fortunately the same qualities that occasion the conflict insure the victory also. From days of gloom and depression . . . no doubt came precious results in the way of sympathy, self-restraint, and that sober reliance on the final triumph of good over evil peculiar to those who have been greatly tried but not destroyed.”


Through his own experience, Hay came to know Lincoln. Through Lincoln, he began to find himself.





CHAPTER 3


Potomac Fever


Abraham Lincoln, who had served a single previous term as a congressman and had traveled beyond the prairie of Illinois only on rare occasions, could have chosen any number of private secretaries more worldly than John George Nicolay and John Milton Hay. Doubtless there were many in the Republican Party who advised him to cast a wider net for men of greater experience and sophistication. But out of loyalty and surely because of the competence and compatibility that his two young aides had demonstrated thus far, he stuck by them. These were two of the easiest decisions he would make over the next four years.


For Hay, the invitation to join the White House staff came as an enormous reprieve from a profession he had chosen by default. “It is cowardly in me to cling so persistently to a life which is past,” he had written to Nora Perry before Lincoln had won the party nomination. “It is my duty, and in truth it is my ultimate intention to qualify myself for a Western Lawyer, et praeterea nihil, ‘only that and nothing more.’ ” Lincoln’s coattails spared him, and he gave no further thought to being a lawyer, although on February 4, 1861, one week before the presidential train left for Washington, he was admitted to the Illinois bar. “I never practiced law myself,” he would tell his son Del almost forty years later, “but I have never considered the time wasted I spent studying it.” Perhaps not, but in 1861 he was glad to apply himself otherwise.


But now that he was at last getting to escape what so recently he had regarded as the coarse, stunting climate of the West, he found himself unexpectedly wistful for Warsaw. “I shall never enjoy myself more thoroughly than I did that short little winter [1858–59] I spent at home,” he wrote a friend in Springfield. “It was so quiet and still so free.”


In the four months between the election and inauguration, the mail kept everyone busy. Hay noticed letters overflowing from Lincoln’s coat pockets. He spotted Lincoln reading letters as he trod down the street with his distinctive mule’s gait. “I believe he is strongly tempted [to read] in church,” Hay chuckled.


Lincoln had prudently decided to say as little as possible about his intended positions and appointments until after he was in office. Yet despite campaign assurances that he would not interfere with slavery in states where it already existed, the South declined to give the new administration the benefit of the doubt. Between December and February, seven states seceded from the Union to form their own confederacy. Departing President James Buchanan, eager to keep the peace—and pass the buck—weighed whether to abandon one or more forts in South Carolina.


Hay, in the role of Lincoln’s press agent, exhorted the public not to jump to conclusions. “Mr. Lincoln will not be scared or coaxed into any expression of what everybody knows are his opinions until the will of the people and the established institutions of the Government are vindicated by his inauguration,” he wrote as Ecarte in the Missouri Democrat. “Then if anybody doubts his integrity, his liberality, his large-hearted forbearance and his conservatism, their doubts will be removed. Until then let them possess their souls in patience.”


Lincoln left Springfield on February 11, accompanied by Hay, Nicolay, twenty or so friends, colleagues, military escorts, and seventeen-year-old Robert Lincoln. Hay and Robert had first met during Hay’s pre-college days in Springfield, and the two had become better friends during Robert’s recent visits home. Lincoln, too, was just now getting reacquainted with his eldest son. Thus far they had never been close for the simple reason that they had been too often apart. Lincoln was frequently absent from home as a circuit lawyer when Robert was a boy. Then it was Robert’s turn to go away, graduating from Phillips Exeter Academy in New Hampshire and entering Harvard College in the fall of 1860.


Mrs. Lincoln and Robert’s younger brothers, Tad and Willie, joined the train in Indianapolis, and over the next ten days and two thousand miles, Lincoln would deliver more than a hundred speeches to crowds totaling nearly a million. Yet the journey had only just begun. For better or worse, this small nucleus, consisting of the Lincolns and the presidential secretaries, would continue as fellow travelers for four more years, living in close quarters, baring every seam of their natures, as war and the affairs of the nation enveloped them, and they in turn endeavored to steer the nation’s course.


Hay took advantage of the shared captivity to sketch his employer. “If the reader could see him, as the writer hereof sees him,” Ecarte wrote as they passed through Buffalo, “sitting upon yonder seat, deep-eyed, bending forward, his face channeled with deep wrinkles, which hold a shadowy significance of the man within—large-browed, thoughtful, an aspect generally expressive of rugged strength in repose, and of resolute decision in action—the reader would probably arrive at the conclusion that he was the man, of all others, to see that he was right, and then to go ahead. If he be not such a man, why, then physiognomy is a delusion and a snare.” Hay’s message, above all, was that Abraham Lincoln was in possession of a singular greatness.


Equally evident was Lincoln’s unusual, unaffected humanness. After a speech in Trenton, Hay described Lincoln’s voice as being “as soft and sympathetic as a girl’s.” Although he never raised it “above the tone of average conversation, it was distinctly audible throughout the entire hall.” After pledging his devotion to “peace and conciliation,” Lincoln had added emphatically, “ ‘[B]ut yet I fear we shall have to put the foot down firmly.’ ” And with “a subdued intensity of tone,” Hay observed, Lincoln “lifted his foot lightly and pressed it with a quick, but not violent, gesture upon the floor.” Hay noticed that “[t]here was a peculiar naiveté in [Lincoln’s] manner and voice, which produced a strange effect upon the audience. It was hushed for a moment to a silence which was like that of the dead. I have never seen an assemblage more thoroughly captivated and entranced.”


Lincoln’s manifest calm and confidence helped to allay Hay’s fear that something bad might happen before they arrived in the capital. After bodyguards spirited Lincoln through Baltimore under the cover of darkness, Hay scoffed at various rumors of “an organized plan to throw the train off an embankment,” “sharpshooting desperadoes,” “torpedoes . . . thrown beneath the carriage,” and “so many desperate and murderous things . . . done that if the President elect had all the lives of a cat he would lose them all.” Arriving in Washington on a later train with the rest of the Lincoln party, he denied that Lincoln had altered his itinerary in order to avoid violence, explaining that Lincoln had not made a public appearance in Baltimore, which lately had earned the nickname “Mobtown,” simply because he had not been invited to do so.


But even while Hay outwardly doubted the existence of a plot against the president-elect’s life, he nevertheless jotted a hasty note to a cousin on the night before he was to leave Harrisburg: “Tomorrow we enter slave territory. . . . If all is well, this letter will do no harm. If anything happens, you will remember that I was, at the present date, very affectionately, your friend, John Hay.”


HE FOUND WASHINGTON AT once august and disgusting. Marble for the Capitol’s new wings lay stacked about the grounds; the statue of Freedom, intended for the dome, stood ominously earthbound. Below Capitol Hill, the Washington Monument was an unfinished stub of marble and granite, with cows grazing about its base. Streets throughout the city were unpaved, alternately rutted or choked with vile mud; garbage lay everywhere; the Potomac estuary was a swill of waste and fever.


The young secretary had never been in the American capital before, but he was familiar enough with the great cities of civilization—by way of the classics he had absorbed as a student. From afar, Washington appeared to him “in broad avenues, which converge upon the capitol as all roads of the Roman empire converged upon that golden milestone by the Pincian gate.” Pennsylvania Avenue took on “the stately air of a grand Appian Way.”


But on closer inspection he found Washington “a congerie of hovels, inharmoniously sewn with temples,” and he wondered, “Why did they attempt to build a city where no city was ever intended to be reared?” Within two weeks of his arrival, his young eyes could see into the future: “It will never be a capital, except only in name; never a metropolis, like Rome, or London, or Paris. . . . Yet it will sometime, of course, be clustered about with historic memories. Caesar will be slain in the capitol, and Brutus harangue the roughs from the terrace.”


Officially Hay was not a secretary at all. Lincoln had found a way around the restriction on the size of his personal staff by appointing him to a clerkship in the Department of the Interior at the modest salary of $1,600 a year, later increased to $1,800. His workplace, however, would always be the White House. John George Nicolay held the position of Lincoln’s private secretary; Hay’s title, to everyone but the federal paymaster, was designated as assistant private secretary.


He and Nicolay moved into the White House along with the Lincolns immediately after the inauguration on March 4. Hay was on hand when James Buchanan welcomed his successor. “I waited with boyish wonder and credulity to see what momentous counsels were to come from that gray and weather-beaten head,” Hay wrote. “Every word must have its value at such an instant.” To his surprise and disappointment, Buchanan said merely: “ ‘I think you will find the water of the right-hand well at the White House better than that at the left,’ and went on with many intimate details of the kitchen and pantry. Lincoln listened with that weary, introverted look of his, not answering, and the next day, when I recalled the conversation, admitted he had not heard a word of it.”


Ever since John Adams, American presidents had lived where they worked, a point of pride for the American republic but, by the time the Lincolns moved in, a challenge to both practicality and privacy. The Lincoln family occupied just seven rooms on the west end of the second floor. The president’s office, which was also the cabinet room, was down a central hallway, buffered from the importunate public by only a small vestibule and waiting room. The president had no private entrance. Nor, for that matter, were the first floor and grounds of the White House off limits to the general populace most of the time. Hay and Nicolay shared a bedroom on the other side of the waiting room from the president’s office. Each had their own office—Nicolay’s immediately next to Lincoln’s in the southeast corner, Hay’s in the northeast corner, looking out to Lafayette Square.


The White House, like the country, had seen better days. Some visitors found the private and public rooms “seedy,” “shabby,” and “dilapidated”—an “ordinary country house wanting in either taste or splendor.” To another it had all the charm of “an old and unsuccessful hotel.” When Mrs. Lincoln counted the good china, she discovered there were not a dozen place settings that matched.


Her husband’s secretaries were too busy to complain much. “We have very pleasant offices and a nice large bedroom, though all of them sadly need new furniture and carpets,” Nicolay wrote to his fiancée, Therena Bates.


As they settled in, Hay and Nicolay assumed somewhat different duties. Nicolay tended to be more in charge of the office proper, including cabinet meetings, and Hay, the better writer, took greater responsibility for the correspondence. From the very first day, they were both astounded by “the intolerable press of business about the President’s office,” Hay wrote. “I have positively not had a moment’s leisure since we arrived in this city. The throng of office-seekers is something almost fearful. They come at daybreak and still are coming at midnight.”


Hay and Nicolay did their best to shield Lincoln from interruption, and their steadfastness elicited hard feelings. “The President is affable and kind, but his immediate subordinates are snobby and unpopular,” reported one visitor. Nicolay took the brunt of the ill will, earning a reputation as a “grim Cerberus,” after the multi-headed hound that guarded the gates of the ancient underworld. But where Nicolay was “sour and crusty,” Hay’s nimble humor bought him leniency. “[John Hay] might have drawn to himself more criticism in Washington had he not been born with peculiar charm of manner,” Nicolay’s daughter later explained.


Neither Nicolay’s Germanic tenacity nor Hay’s affability was enough to insulate Lincoln, however, for the president was reluctant to cooperate. When Massachusetts senator Henry Wilson suggested to the president that he limit interviews, Lincoln purportedly replied, “They don’t want much; they get but little, and I must see them.”


And yet, Lincoln confided to his secretaries that he felt as if he were “letting lodgings at one end of the house, while the other end was on fire.”


THE SURRENDER OF FORT Sumter in mid-April, followed by the secession of Virginia and three more states, soon brought the war that Lincoln never wanted but was now his to end. And as the nation split apart, Washington found itself surrounded and vulnerable. Maryland, Delaware, and the District of Columbia allowed slavery, and their allegiance to the Union could not be taken for granted. Confederate campfires were visible across the Potomac, and the White House was within range of rebel mortars. Some of the first northern volunteers who arrived to defend the capital were billeted temporarily in the East Room. “The White House is turned into barracks,” Hay wrote in the very first entry of the diary he kept through most of the war.


He did not feel so much endangered by the southern threat as insulted by the low-down gall of the Confederacy. “I have seen rough company in the west and north, but never in the kennels of the great cities or the wild license of flat boating on the Mississippi did I ever hear words that were not purity, compared with the disgusting filtrations of the Chivalric Southern mind,” he snorted after sampling the mail addressed to the White House from the rebel states. “The history of the world is leprous with . . . instances of national folly and crime, but it was reserved for the Southern States to exhibit an infamy to which other crimes show white as mother’s milk, and a madness to which an actor’s phrensy is sane.”


When Lincoln mentioned to him privately that he would like one day to go down to Charleston “and pay her the little debt we are owing her,” Hay recorded in his diary, “I felt like letting off an Illinois yell.”


Yet for Hay the war began not with a yell but a sob. In May, Colonel Elmer Ellsworth, who had studied law in Lincoln’s office and accompanied the Lincolns from Springfield, was killed while cutting down a Confederate flag that waved from atop a hotel in nearby Alexandria, Virginia. Hay knew Ellsworth well and mourned him as everything a soldier and a gentleman ought to be. “He always seemed like a Paladin or Cavalier of the dead days of romance and beauty,” Hay wrote in the Atlantic Monthly, yet another outlet for his pro-Union evangelizing. “He was so generous and loyal, so stainless and brave.” After paying his respects to Ellsworth’s uniformed body as it lay in state in the East Room, Hay wrote to Hannah Angell (who by now was married): “When Ellsworth was murdered all my sunshine perished. I hope you may never know the dry, barren agony of soul that comes with the utter and hopeless loss of a great love.”


With the war now pressing on the White House, there was no such thing as routine. Nevertheless, Hay and Nicolay tried as best they could to make a life of their own. They took their meals at Willard’s Hotel, nearby on Pennsylvania Avenue—“[m]iraculous in meanness; contemptible in cuisine,” Hay reviewed. They were no strangers to the “blear caravanserai” of the city’s barrooms, where Hay catalogued a clientele representing “every stage of official eminence and every grade of inebriety. There are generals, and colonels, and majors, and captains, governors, senators, honorables; all chew tobacco; all spit; a good many swear, and not a few make a merit of being able to keep two cocktails in the air at once.”


The society they kept was not always so raucous. Hay was a regular at the Sunday evening “drop-ins” of Mr. and Mrs. Charles Eames, émigrés from Massachusetts whose drawing room was a gathering place for “the brains of society”—politicians, diplomats, authors, and artists speaking a variety of languages. As an eligible bachelor, he was invited to levees and soirées, though he admitted to his deficiency as a dancer: “ ‘Those light at heart tickle the senseless rushes with their heels,’ says Romeo, and though I am rarely heavy in the vicinity of that organ, I am saurian in the deliberation of my movements; never dance, in fact.”


As much as his busy schedule would allow, he went to the theater, including several trips to Ford’s with the president. Somehow, too, he found time for literature, reading, among other books, George Eliot’s Silas Marner, and Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables in French. Besides keeping up his diary, letters, and submissions for publication, he also wrote the occasional poem, customarily sentimental but now bathed in patriotism:


O strong, free North, so wise and brave!


O South, too lovely for a slave!


Mostly, though, the days and many nights overflowed with secretarial duties. “I am getting along pretty well,” he joked. “I only work about 20 hours a day.” The war increased the size and persistence of the crowd that lined up each morning in the waiting room, corridor, and stairway—thousands seeking “the crumbs of official patronage”; “cold-water” temperance committees who blamed the Union’s early setbacks on the military’s weakness for alcohol; Quakers petitioning for peace; mothers begging pardons for sons; and more than a few callers of uncertain sanity. When a man appeared in the waiting room, claiming to be the son of God, Hay assured him that the president would be delighted to see him—but first would the caller mind providing a letter of introduction from his father?


Letters arrived at the rate of two or three hundred a day. Hay and Nicolay soon realized that they would never be able to manage the volume and asked the president to find them more help. William Stoddard, a newspaperman from Illinois, had wanted Nicolay’s or Hay’s job but initially had to settle for a menial position in the Department of the Interior. By the early summer of 1861, however, he was brought aboard the White House staff, chiefly to help with the mail. He was given a desk in Hay’s office, where he sorted letters by category: requests for jobs, contracts, money, and autographs—intermixed, Stoddard recalled, with “the rant and drivel of insanity, bitter abuse, foul obscenity, [and] slanderous charges.”


Hay welcomed Stoddard but never entirely embraced him, calling the third secretary “statuesque,” whether for his vanity or his immobility is not clear. Stoddard was more generous in his appraisal of Hay, remembering him as “quick witted,” “a born diplomat.” Stoddard also noted Hay’s “almost boyish complexion” and remarked that he was “quite a favorite among the ladies . . . with a gift for epigram and repartee.” And there was no denying Hay’s potential. “What he will make of himself remains to be seen,” Stoddard commented, “but he is capable of something far better.”


Hay’s emergence from boyishness to manliness is evident in a photograph he had printed on a carte de visite, the calling card of Washington society. Hay wears a smartly tailored double-breasted coat and broad-looped bow tie; on one hand he wears a leather glove; his other hand is bare, gracefully gripping its glove—the casual but decorous pose of a gentleman wishing to appear somewhat rakish but not so young. (“Ah me! whither are gone my adolescent days?” he groused in one of his newspaper columns.) His dark eyes hold the camera, while his mouth withholds a smile. Like Lincoln, he is now hirsute: draped across his upper lip is a wispy but promising mustache that he would tend for the rest of his life. “I think the mug is absurd,” he said of the photo self-consciously. “The expression of the features reminds me of the desperate attempts of a tipsy man to look sober.”


THE WAR NEWS WAS sobering enough. On July 21, the Confederates routed the federal army at Bull Run, near Manassas, Virginia, stampeding the troops across the Potomac, briefly sparking alarm that the capital would be overrun. The fighting came so close to the city that the thunder of artillery rumbled through the open windows of the White House. Hay rode out to the battle, returning at dawn the following morning amid the ongoing rout. “With the ushering in of daylight there came pouring into the city crowds of soldiers, some with muskets, some without muskets, some with knapsacks, and some without knapsack, or canteen, or belt, or anything but their soiled and dirty uniform, burned faces and eyes . . . to indicate that they were soldiers,” he reported to the New York World. “The bodies of the dead were piled on top of one another; the pallid faces and blood-stained garments telling a fearfully mute but sad story of the horrors of the war. And the appearance of the wounded, bereft of arms, of legs, eyes put out, flesh wounds in the face and body, and uniforms crimsoned with blood, proclaimed with equal force the savage horrors of humans battling with weapons of war.”


In the New York Tribune, Horace Greeley had described Bull Run as the “shipwreck of our grand and heroic army.” In his role as White House propagandist, Hay begged to differ, insisting that “the defeat was not a defeat—only a victory of vastly superior numbers over a few segmentary regiments.” Lincoln, who had stayed awake all night absorbing the first major reversal of the war, offered Hay a more honest and self-reproachful assessment: “There is nothing in this except the lives lost and the lives which must be lost to make it good.”


Lincoln’s first step after Bull Run was to relieve General Irvin McDowell as commander of the Army of Northeastern Virginia (soon reformed as the Army of the Potomac) and replace him with General George McClellan, whose credentials were both impressive and worrisome. As a veteran of the Mexican War and an observer of the Crimean War, he was one of the country’s foremost experts on military science. A West Point engineer who became a railroad president, he was superbly qualified to manage men and matériel. But he was also a conservative Democrat who had actively supported Stephen Douglas. He had witnessed at least one of Douglas’s debates with Lincoln, whom he regarded as “not a man of very strong character.” McClellan’s opinion of his own character was considerably greater. Upon accepting the promotion from Lincoln, the general confided to his wife, “I almost think that if I were to win some small success now I could become Dictator or anything else that might please me.” “Little Mac,” as his troops called him, was an avid student of Napoleon.


Hay, too, received a new assignment. At the end of August, the president sent him to Long Branch, New Jersey, with Mrs. Lincoln and the children, ostensibly as their caretaker but also to give him a needed respite from the White House. Returning to Washington somewhat refreshed, he promptly came down with bilious fever, known not so endearingly in Washington as “Potomac fever.” The cause was usually pinned on the fetid summer air. “The ghosts of twenty thousand drowned cats come in nights through the South Windows” is how Hay described the toxic atmosphere.


By September 1 he was better, in time to make another trip at Lincoln’s request. He traveled to St. Louis, carrying a letter from the president to General John C. Frémont, commander of the Department of the West. The venerable Frémont—explorer, conqueror of California, and the Republican Party’s first presidential candidate—had committed one egotistical blunder after another in Missouri, leading indirectly to the debacle at Wilson’s Creek on August 10, which caused the Union to surrender control of nearly half the state. Lincoln was already losing faith in his less than obedient general, when on August 30 Frémont declared martial law in Missouri and freed slaves belonging to anyone considered disloyal to the Union. His reckless initiative threatened to undermine the adherence of border states. Moreover, emancipation was a decision that the president would make in due time and not on a piecemeal or temporary basis. Lincoln was highly irritated and began the delicate process of removing the popular Frémont.


Whether or not Hay knew the content of the message he delivered to Frémont, he concurred with the president’s opinion that Frémont had grown too big for his breeches. In his diary he called the general “imperious.” Meanwhile, writing for the New York World, anonymously as usual, he endeavored to quell attacks on Frémont—and attacks on Lincoln by abolitionists who approved of the general’s initiative—by calling the general a “born leader . . . always equal to himself and the occasion.”


Regardless of the outcome, for Lincoln to send his young secretary on a mission of such enormous political and military delicacy was testament to the growing trust he had in Hay’s discretion and diplomacy. More such assignments would follow. For Hay, by far the best part of the trip west was the chance to stop in Warsaw for a visit with his family.


IN WASHINGTON, LINCOLN WAS already having trouble with General McClellan. On October 21, the Union was again routed, this time at Ball’s Bluff, where hundreds of soldiers were presumed drowned as they attempted to retreat across the Potomac. The following night, Lincoln summoned McClellan to the White House for a talk. Hay listened in. Despite the latest loss, the commander of the Army of the Potomac “seemed very hopeful and confident,” Hay noted in his diary. But as the conversation continued, Hay commented, “it became painfully evident that [McClellan] had no plan.”


Ten days later, Lincoln and McClellan met again; this time Lincoln, accompanied by Hay, called on McClellan at his house on Lafayette Square. The purpose of the visit was to inform McClellan of the resignation of General Winfield Scott as general in chief and to promote McClellan to the supreme command of the entire army. McClellan was honored but hardly humbled. “I can do it all,” he told the president.


The honeymoon lasted scarcely two weeks. “I wish to record what I consider a portent of evil to come,” Hay recorded in his diary on November 13. “The President, [Secretary of State] Seward and I went over to McClellan’s house tonight. The Servant at the door said the General was at the wedding of Col. Wheaton at General Buell’s, and would soon return. We went in, and after we had waited about an hour McC[lellan] came in and without paying any particular attention to the porter who told him the President was waiting to see him, went up stairs, passing the door of the room where the President and Secretary of State were seated. They waited about half-an-hour and sent once more a servant to tell the General they were there, and the answer came that the General had gone to bed.”


Lincoln appeared not to be offended, but Hay was incensed, as evidenced by his diary and by more subtle criticism published, without byline, in the Missouri Republican a month later. “[I]t is ill for a Republic when the military arm begins to rival the civil power,” he admonished, adding more pointedly: “Gen. McClellan has always recognized this. . . . He is a soldier, and knows that his duties in that capacity will occupy all the time he has.”


Hay’s resentment of McClellan began but did not end there. He would wait twenty years to settle his grudge against the general afflicted with the “slows”—who was too cautious to fight or follow orders; who committed repeated acts of near treason; who called Lincoln an “idiot” and a “baboon” behind his back; and who strategized to bring about, if not the defeat of the Union, then certainly of the president. In reviewing a book on McClellan’s military career for the New York Tribune, Hay would call McClellan “weak, vacillating, insubordinate.” And in a long screed in the Lincoln biography, Hay would lambaste McClellan for his “long mismanagement of a great, brave, and devoted army, backed by a Government which strained every nerve to support him, and by a people whose fiery zeal would have made him the idol of the nation if he had given them the successes which their sacrifices deserved, and which was a dozen times within his grasp.”


Hay’s low regard for the president’s enemies, doubters, and detractors—which did not stop at the Confederacy but also included the Democratic Party and the Radical wing of his own party—was an accurate, if inverse, gauge of his increasing affection for his employer. The nicknames that he and Nicolay gave to Lincoln—“the Ancient,” “the Tycoon”—while never used within earshot of the president, were an acknowledgment of his Olympian stature and of their wholehearted and steadfast commitment to him.


Although Lincoln, for the most part, treated the two secretaries equally, he did not treat them the same. Not that he gave Nicolay short shrift, but Hay filled a space that only he could occupy. He was so quick-witted, precociously canny in the ways of men, savvy in the customs of both East and West. Perhaps for these reasons, Hay was more often at Lincoln’s side when he ventured away from the White House—say, to McClellan’s house or to the theater. In summers, when the Lincolns escaped the close air of the White House by sleeping at the Soldiers’ Home on the northern fringe of the city, Hay would often ride out with the president and spend the night. Of one such evening, he mentioned, “I went with him to the Soldiers’ Home & he read Shakespeare to me, the end of Henry VI and the beginning of Richard III till my heavy eye-lids caught his considerate notice & he sent me to bed.”


Lincoln, though, was a poor sleeper, and insomnia frequently drew him to pace the White House—whence comes one of the oft-told stories of the president in his nightshirt. One evening after midnight, as Hay and Nicolay readied for bed, the president appeared at their door, laughing at a caricature he had come across in a book by the humorist Thomas Hood. Lincoln, as Hay recorded in his diary, was entirely unconscious of his “short shirt hanging about his long legs & setting out behind like the tail feathers on an enormous ostrich.” The president, Hay wrote, “was infinitely funnier than anything in the book he was laughing at.”


Rather than laugh at Lincoln, Hay could only admire him the more: “What a man it is! Occupied all day with matters of vast moment, deeply anxious about the fate of the greatest army of the world, with his own fame & future hanging on the events of the passing hour, he yet has such a simple wealth of simple bonhomie & good fellowship that he gets out of bed & perambulates the house in his shirt to find us.”


The contrast between the president’s lofty station and his austere habits was a source of constant wonder to the young secretary, whose own proclivities were hardly so reserved. “He was one of the most abstemious of men; the pleasures of the table had few attractions for him,” Hay would write of Lincoln in Century Magazine. “His breakfast was an egg and a cup of coffee; at luncheon he rarely took more than a biscuit and a glass of milk, a plate of fruit in its season; at dinner he ate sparingly of one or two courses. He drank little or no wine; not that he remained always on principle a total abstainer, as he was during a part of his early life in the fervor of the ‘Washingtonian’ reform; but he never cared for wine or liquors of any sort, and never used tobacco.”


Beyond serving merely as a sidekick on rides to the Soldiers’ Home or as audience to Lincoln’s recitations of Shakespeare and lesser literature, Hay also gave as good as he got. Recognizing that Lincoln relied on humor to distract him from the pain of war, Hay did his best to divert the president’s attention whenever he could—although not even he could soothe the mood for long.


One quiet Sunday, Hay returned to the White House “all one bubble,” William Stoddard recalled. “Generally he could tell a story better than most, but this time he broke down with a laugh before he was well started. Through the open door Nicolay heard the peal of laughter and came over from his room, pen in hand, and sat down to listen. Hay began at the beginning and went on very well until the first good point was reached . . . and all three of us exploded as one.” Suddenly, there stood Lincoln at the door, drawn by the uproar, and demanded, “ ‘Now, John, just tell that again’ . . . and he sank into Andrew Jackson’s chair . . . with Nicolay seated by him and Hay still standing by the mantel. The story was as fresh and was even better told that third time up to its first explosive place. Down came the President’s foot from across his knee with a heavy stamp on the floor, and out through the hall went an uproarious peal of laughter.”


“It was dying away,” Stoddard continued, “and Hay was about to go ahead when we heard, ‘Mr. President, if you please, sir, [Secretary of War] Stanton is in your room.’ . . . There was something all but ghastly in the manner of the death of that story. Through all the sunny, laughter-filled chamber of the Executive Office poured thick and fast the gloom of death in life. The shadow came back to Mr. Lincoln’s face, and he arose, slowly, painfully. . . . [T]he worst news of the war [came] on Sundays, such as brought Stanton in person. . . . What was the point of [Hay’s] story, the thing so irresistibly funny? Nobody can tell.”


Anecdotes like this have led those with only secondhand knowledge of the war years to suggest that Hay “laughed through his term.” But while his levity was welcome in the White House, he was hardly the White House’s court jester. Like Lincoln, he frequently sagged under the gloom of war, especially in the early going when the fortunes of the North appeared not so favorable. On days when the Telegraph Office brought word of yet another setback for the Army of the Potomac, Stoddard remembers Hay “mourning around . . . as he always did after bad news, for his patriotism was fairly a burden to him.”


Other burdens were even harder to shake. Friday was the usual day for Lincoln to review court-martial cases in which convicted soldiers, at the president’s signature, could be executed for crimes that included desertion and sleeping on guard duty. Lincoln called it “butcher’s day.” As the war continued, the volume of cases grew astronomically. Hay recalled one six-hour session during which the president slogged through a hundred of them. Lincoln, though, was no butcher. “I was amused at the eagerness with which the President caught at any fact which would justify him in saving the life of a condemned soldier,” Hay wrote in his diary. (In at least one instance, Hay himself played a direct role in a pardon: that of a Theta Delta Chi fraternity brother.) The president was “only merciless in cases where meanness or cruelty were shown,” Hay observed. “Cases of cowardice he was specially averse to punishing with death. He said it would frighten the poor devils too terribly, to shoot them.” Lincoln, after all, had been a soldier, too, during the Black Hawk War of 1832.


And he understood too well the pain of losing a loved one. A son, Eddie, had died in 1850 at the age of three. Then in February 1862 the two younger Lincoln sons, eleven-year-old Willie and eight-year-old Tad, fell ill with fever. Willie was by most accounts Lincoln’s favorite—smart and good-hearted. Tad was sweet-tempered in his own way, but more unruly, hampered by a speech impediment and learning disabilities. The two boys had the run of the White House, interrupting their father at will, playing pranks on visitors and the staff, and frequently pulling the spring bell that connected the president’s office to the secretaries’.


On February 20, Willie, the golden boy, died. Hay’s diary and correspondence are silent on the tragedy that brought the White House to a standstill, but Nicolay wrote in his journal: “At about 5 o’clock this afternoon”—minutes after Willie’s death—“I was lying half asleep on the sofa in my office, when [Lincoln’s] entrance aroused me. ‘Well, Nicolay,’ said he choking with emotion, ‘my boy is gone—he is actually gone!’ and bursting into tears, turned and went into his own office.”


Tad Lincoln survived and was loved even more dearly by his parents, sleeping many nights in his father’s bed. But Tad, who could not, or at least did not, dress himself while he lived in the White House, was not capable of filling the void. Robert Lincoln, never entirely at ease at home, came down from Harvard when he could, but over the next three years, from the death of Willie to Lincoln’s assassination, it was Hay who became, if not a surrogate son, then a young man who stirred a higher form of paternal nurturing that Lincoln, despite his best intentions, did not successfully bestow on either of his surviving children.


And Hay, who held his own father in high regard, found something more, and surely more immediate, in the example and attentions of Lincoln. Lincoln was every bit as high-minded as Charles Hay, but unlike Hay’s father, Lincoln was also quintessentially reasonable and pragmatic. “With the fire of a reformer and a martyr in his heart he yet proceeded by the ways of caution and practical statecraft,” Hay was to write of Lincoln in the biography. “He always worked with the things as they were, while never relinquishing the desire to make them better.”


When the time came to embark on his own career as a statesman, Hay would take almost precisely the same approach.


THE GREATEST DEMONSTRATION OF Lincoln’s philosophy of achieving lofty goals through practical means was the Emancipation Proclamation. Lincoln’s views on slavery, if not abolition, had been well known for some time. As an Illinois legislator in 1837, he stated that “the institution of slavery is founded on both injustice and bad policy.” Twenty-one years later, at the Republican state convention in Springfield, he said in his famous “house divided” speech that the government could not endure “half slave and half free. . . . It will become all one thing, or all the other.” He left little doubt which outcome he preferred.


Yet Lincoln was no rabidly abolitionist Radical; he felt that the gradual decline and ultimate demise of slavery could be achieved through gradual measures such as proscription of slavery in territories, compensation to states that agreed to free slaves, and voluntary colonization. His goal, above all others, was not abolition but the restoration and preservation of the Union.


By the spring of 1862, the slavery, or rather the anti-slavery, issue was threatening to get ahead of him. Congress had already passed a Confiscation Act, the first of two bills authorizing the government to seize and free slaves of southerners actively supporting rebellion. Slavery was abolished in the District of Columbia and prohibited in United States territories. Following Frémont’s example, two more generals issued orders without first consulting the president, one of them freeing slaves outright, the other holding them as contraband of war. Lincoln’s reservations and, in some instances, resistance toward all these measures had to do with their constitutionality, their feasibility, and the effect they would have on border states and millions of constituents in the North, Democrats mostly, who perceived only mayhem and little advantage in emancipation, compensated or otherwise. What Lincoln wanted was more time to sell the border states on some form of gradual emancipation, believing that if the border states could be persuaded to end slavery, the rest of the South would soon fold.


On the other hand, if the border states bolted under the goad of abolitionist impatience, the consequences for the Union might be disastrous. Doubtless speaking for Lincoln in one of his anonymous newspaper columns, Hay urged the public to stay the course on slavery at least for the time being and to maintain faith in the president’s strategy. He assured his readers that Lincoln had good reasons for continuing “to conserve and protect an interest which he would rejoice to see equitably blotted forever from the face of the earth.” Hay beseeched the border states in particular to believe that Lincoln had their interests at heart. “It is to them,” he explained, “that the President chiefly looks for effectual strength and co-operation in his great work of pacificating the storm-rent republic.”


Lincoln hoped that Union successes in the spring of 1862 would bring the border states around, but none was forthcoming. In early April, General Ulysses S. Grant, who believed that one great battle could decide the entire war, fought to a bloody draw at Shiloh, Tennessee, suffering more than thirteen thousand casualties. Wrote Hay: “There was onset and repulse, yell of assault and cheer of defiance, screeching of shells and sputtering of volleys, advance and retreat. . . . It was like the flux and reflux of ocean breakers, dashing themselves with tireless repetition against a yielding, crumbling shore.”


Meanwhile, Lincoln’s recalcitrant general, George McClellan, was botching his grand thrust toward Richmond, squandering the initiative (despite Lincoln’s exhortation that “you must act”), and losing the Peninsula campaign—sixteen thousand Union killed and wounded—and along with it the confidence of Congress, the cabinet, and his commander in chief. “[T]he little Napoleon sits trembling . . . afraid either to run or fight,” Hay complained during the timid siege of Yorktown.


So willfully craven was McClellan’s performance throughout the campaign that many Republicans close to Lincoln suspected that the general was actually conspiring against the president. Clearly the general was not making Lincoln’s job any easier, his resistance made evident in a letter that McClellan delivered to Lincoln personally, criticizing the president’s desire to free slaves. The commander in chief, McClellan asserted, “should not be allowed to interfere with the relations of servitude, either by supporting or impairing the authority of the master.” The letter also carried a warning that verged on threat: Unless Lincoln heeded McClellan’s suggestion to forgo emancipation, the effort to recruit fresh troops, which the army sorely needed, would be “almost hopeless.”


With good reason, Lincoln soon removed McClellan as general in chief, replacing him with General Henry Halleck, nicknamed “Old Brains” for his heady leadership in the recent campaigns of the Department of the Mississippi. (Grant took Halleck’s place out west.) Rebuked and embarrassed, McClellan cursed the administration: “God will yet foil their abominable designs & mete out to them the punishment they deserve.”


But even without momentum on the battlefield or the blessing of his best-known general, Lincoln’s scheme for emancipation took shape. On July 13—one week after talking to McClellan, one day after Congress passed its second Confiscation Act, and after failing to sell twenty-nine border state senators and representatives on his plan for gradual emancipation—Lincoln took a carriage ride with two of his more moderate cabinet members, Navy Secretary Gideon Welles and Secretary of State William Seward, and for the first time openly broached the subject of issuing a proclamation of emancipation on a national, rather than state-by-state, basis. Welles and Seward offered encouragement.


Hay, too, was privy to Lincoln’s intentions early on. Writing to Mary Jay, the daughter of a New York abolitionist, on July 20, he let slip that the president “will not conserve slavery much longer. When next he speaks in relation to this defiant and ungrateful villainy it will be with no uncertain sound. Even now he speaks more boldly and sternly to slaveholders than to the world.” It is entirely possible that Hay had already seen a draft of the president’s proclamation, which Lincoln might have begun as early as mid-June.


HAY HAD BEEN OFFENDED by slavery for as long as he could remember, his sense of outrage inherited from his parents and intensified by incidents such as the runaway slave in the cellar when he was a boy and further politicized by his association with Lincoln in Springfield and now in Washington. Yet like most northerners, including Lincoln, he was not a Radical abolitionist. “Abolition,” as a term, was synonymous with extremism and, in its own way, just as much to blame for the Civil War as the stubborn pro-slavery stance of the South. “Both [extremes are] equally mad and equally criminal,” Hay wrote in the summer of 1862, as Lincoln was preparing to introduce the proclamation on emancipation. “They have brought all our troubles, and if a hundred of the leaders on each side could be hung in pairs over oak limbs, the tumult would subside and the peace of the country be restored.” But since the government had been “dragged into this bloody strife by traitors North and South,” he reasoned, “and now that the life of the nation, and the condition of the nigger, is at stake, we must fight it through.”


Hay shared Lincoln’s fundamental wish “that all men could be free.” Complete equality of races, however—citizenship for Negroes, say, or granting Negroes the right to vote—was a topic that Hay and Lincoln rarely discussed, much less contemplated. Later in the summer Lincoln would tell a delegation of black leaders that “even when you cease to be slaves, you are yet far removed from being placed on an equality with the white race.” This blunt assessment, it must be said, was not so divergent from the momentous and, to abolitionists, loathsome pronouncement of the Supreme Court’s Dred Scott decision of 1857, which asserted that Negroes were not intended to be included in the “all men are created equal” phrasing of the Declaration of Independence.


Hay, who before arriving in Washington had never been in the presence of blacks in any number, except perhaps those he encountered on the wharves of Warsaw, received a graphic glimpse of this inequality—and the very otherness—of southern Negroes in June, during a brief tour of Union lines at Yorktown, Virginia, as the Peninsula campaign was coming to an unpleasant end. Most of the white families had already evacuated the invaded town, leaving a “general impression,” Hay wrote bluntly, “of old houses and old darkies—big guns and little niggers—dull skies and bright mulattos—complex uniforms and complexions not uniform—piccaninnies and Enfan[t]s Perdus—and a general flavor of Colored Persons.”


His shading of this tableau of “seedy gentility”—and his casual usage of “darkies” and “niggers”—presents a frank measure of his ingrained racial prejudice, although one that would not have shocked his midcentury readers. But even more, Lincoln’s secretary (and editorialist) was conveying a deep revulsion for the degradation of a race by the peculiar institution of slavery. Under such pitiable circumstances, with little precedent and few role models, it was hard to imagine blacks and whites as peers—not soon, anyway. The reason that Lincoln, and, by association, Hay as well, advocated colonization for blacks was not to banish them but to give them a chance to stand on their own, safely beyond the lash, and yardstick, of white culture; the gulf between the races was that immense.


ON JULY 22, 1862, Lincoln convened his cabinet and, after rehashing the terms of the most recent Confiscation Act and his proposal for compensated emancipation, he took dead aim, reading the first draft of what thereafter would be known as the Emancipation Proclamation. Beginning on January 1, 1863, he decreed, “all persons held as slaves within any state or states, wherein the constitutional authority of the United States shall not then be practically recognized, submitted to, and maintained, shall then, thenceforward, and forever, be free.”


Though not an actual order, it was a military decision nonetheless, drawing upon the war powers vested in him as commander in chief. The proclamation made no mention of justice, equality, or the rights of man. Yet in a single sentence, Lincoln turned confiscation into liberation for 3 million enslaved Negroes in eleven southern states. He could do nothing about the slaves in border states, and he did not want to. As it was, these states would be agitated enough by the prospect of freed slaves pouring northward; besides, Lincoln knew that the Constitution did not accord him war powers against states that were not at war. Still, it was the mightiest possible blow he could have struck under the circumstances. Winning the war was the goal. All other ramifications went unstated.


Lincoln invited discussion of the draft proclamation but informed his cabinet that he had already made up his mind. Secretary of War Stanton immediately grasped the military advantage of so many blacks quitting their masters and laboring for the Union cause. Others worried that the South would be inflamed to fight more fiercely or that owners would murder their slaves en masse, and vice versa. Secretary of State Seward warned that a racial war in the South might provoke England and France to intervene, recognizing Confederate sovereignty for the sake of stabilizing cotton exports. Seward also made the point that, because the proclamation was a military decision necessitated in part by recent reversals on the Peninsula, to issue it just now “may be viewed as the last measure of an exhausted government.” It might be better, he suggested, to wait until Union forces scored a military victory. Lincoln saw the wisdom in Seward’s counsel and tucked the message away in his desk.


Victory, however, was slow in coming. After the Peninsula debacle, McClellan’s Army of the Potomac was reconfigured, many of its men and officers joining the newly formed Army of Virginia under General John Pope, who had proven himself a fighter in the West. McClellan, meanwhile, was essentially without portfolio, although still commander of the diminished Army of the Potomac.


But Pope, for all his aggressiveness, performed no better in the field than had Little Mac. On August 30, the Confederate Army—led by Robert E. Lee, Stonewall Jackson, James Longstreet, and J. E. B. Stuart—turned Pope’s flank and for the second time thrashed the Union forces at Bull Run, a defeat that McClellan had predicted and, by his spiteful, intentional tardiness in lending reinforcement, had abetted.


“[A]bout Eight o’clock [on September 1],” Hay noted in his diary, “the President came to my room as I was dressing and calling me out said, ‘Well John we are whipped again, I am afraid.’ ” But rather than acting despondent, Lincoln appeared “in a singularly defiant tone of mind.” Earlier he had told Hay, “We must hurt this enemy before it gets away,” and when Hay continued moping over the second defeat at Bull Run and the Union’s dim prospects, Lincoln countered sharply, “No, Mr. Hay, we must whip these people now.”


But Lincoln, in his urgency and desire for one decisive victory, was short on options. In a move that stunned his cabinet, instead of reprimanding McClellan for his latest display of hesitation—or relieving him of duty entirely, as the secretary of war desired—the president placed him in charge of the defense of the capital. Staying put, after all, was McClellan’s proven forte, and withal, he remained immensely popular with his troops. Lincoln acidly dubbed the reconstituted Army of the Potomac “McClellan’s bodyguard.”


Two days after McClellan’s reassignment, Lee and nearly forty thousand Confederates crossed the Potomac within a one-day ride of Washington and pushed into western Maryland. Lincoln and General Halleck had little choice but to send McClellan and the Army of the Potomac, merged with the remainder of the Army of Virginia, to meet the invasion. “Again I have been called upon to save the country,” McClellan crowed.


Lee’s and McClellan’s armies converged on hilly farm ground near Sharpsburg, and on September 17 the two sides poured their blood into Antietam Creek. With his far superior numbers and despite a customary overestimation of his opponent’s strength, McClellan was able to hurt Lee badly, as Lincoln had wished, although he did not succeed in crushing him. Total casualties, North and South, exceeded twenty-two thousand, the greatest loss of American life and limb in a single day, a mournful record that still stands. The next day, Lee’s army limped back across the Potomac, and McClellan, though he had held a third of his force from the fray, elected not to give chase.


Lincoln was hugely peeved at McClellan’s failure to pursue Lee and destroy him more thoroughly, but he chose to regard the repulse of the Confederate Army from northern soil as sufficient victory; the time had come to present the Emancipation Proclamation. Over the summer he had refined and expanded the document, providing one early version to William Stoddard for transcription and safekeeping. “Mr. Lincoln says that he has promised God that he would issue that paper if God would give us the victory over Lee’s army,” Stoddard recalled.


Up to the very last minute, Lincoln was careful not to show his hand. “If anyone tried to dissuade him [from the idea of emancipation], he gave the argument in its favor,” Hay observed. “If others urged it upon him, he exhausted the reasoning against it.” At the end of August, when Horace Greeley of the New York Tribune had accused the president of not doing enough to end slavery, Lincoln had responded cagily: “If I could save the Union without freeing any slave, I would do it; and if I could save it by freeing all the slaves, I would do it; and if I could do it by freeing some and leaving others alone, I would also do that.”


Two weeks after Antietam, in a response to several Christian leaders who had pressed him to issue a proclamation, Lincoln wondered, “What good would a proclamation of emancipation from me do, especially as we are now situated? I do not want to issue a document that the whole world will see must necessarily be inoperative, like the Pope’s bull against the comet!” Little did the clergymen realize that only one day earlier, John Hay had witnessed the president carefully writing out the proclamation, four pages, straight through.


On September 22, Lincoln convened his cabinet and broke the ice. As he had done frequently, and at least once in his nightshirt for the amusement of Hay and Nicolay, Lincoln began by reading aloud an item that tickled him—in this instance a colloquial yarn by the humorist Artemus Ward about a dim-witted yokel who drags a wax figure of Judas Iscariot from a display of The Last Supper and then “commenced fur to pound him as hard as he cood.” Lincoln, who grasped that he himself might be in for a pounding, then read aloud the Emancipation Proclamation, the centerpiece of which was the decree that, on January 1, 1863, “all persons held as slaves within any state . . . in rebellion against the United States shall be then, thenceforward, and forever free.”


The cabinet, for the most part, voiced approval. Navy Secretary Gideon Welles, War Secretary Stanton, and Treasury Secretary Salmon Chase were gratifyingly earnest in their support, as was Seward, who offered some minor improvements in the wording. Attorney General Edward Bates and Postmaster General Montgomery Blair, both from border states, were the only skeptics, Blair warning that Democrats would seize the proclamation as “a club to be used against us.”


And indeed they soon did, calling the proclamation an act of national suicide. General McClellan, a Democrat whose designs on Lincoln’s job were already well formed and well known, vowed that he would refuse to fight for the “accursed doctrine.” For this indiscretion, along with failure to pursue Lee after Antietam and yet more displays of military paralysis soon afterward, Lincoln at last relieved McClellan of duty altogether in early November.


From the other side, many Radicals complained that the proclamation was an empty gesture; nothing short of total manumission would do. The Negro leader Frederick Douglass initially lamented that Lincoln’s decision “touched neither justice nor mercy.”


Generally, though, the announcement of the Emancipation Proclamation met with resounding jubilation. Two nights after news of the proclamation galloped across the telegraph, a large crowd gathered on the White House grounds to serenade and cheer the president. “There was no doubt about the feeling that animated the floating population of Washington last night,” Hay wrote. “They collected in large numbers at Brown’s Hotel and moved up the Avenue, keeping time to the music of the Marine Band, and halted before the white columns of the portico of the Executive Mansion, standing lucid and diaphanous . . . like the architecture of a dream. The crowd flowed in and filled every nook and corner of the grand entrance as instantly and quietly as molten metal fills a mold.” With considerable reluctance, Lincoln finally appeared at the upstairs window and offered a few cautious remarks: “I shall make no attempt on this occasion to sustain what I have done. . . . It is now for the country and the world to pass judgment on it.”


Unlike Lincoln, Hay did not mince words. The Emancipation Proclamation, he had averred immediately after the September 22 cabinet meeting, was nothing less than a warning that “the Government [was] done with leniency or paltering with murderous traitors, and had given them but one more opportunity for repentance and safety. If they reject this, let their ruin rest upon their heads.”


After the serenade, he joined a group of cabinet members at the home of Secretary Chase. “They all seemed to feel a new and exhilarated life,” he observed. “[T]hey breathed freer; the [proclamation] had freed them as well as the slaves. They gleefully and merrily called each other and themselves abolitionists, and seemed to enjoy the novel sensation of appropriating that horrible name.”


As promised, Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation on January 1, 1863, after a sleepless night and a long day of greeting visitors at the White House New Year’s reception. His strong right arm, which when raised straight from the shoulder once was able to hold a heavy ax parallel to the ground, was played out. “I have been shaking hands since nine o’clock this morning,” he reportedly said. “If my name ever goes into history it will be for this act, and my whole soul is in it. If my hand trembles when I sign the Proclamation, all who examine the document hereafter will say, ‘He hesitated.’ ” But sign it he did, remarking with a smile, “That will do.”





CHAPTER 4


Bolts of War


The Emancipation Proclamation produced no overnight miracles—not for the nation nor for the White House. Lincoln, meanwhile, continued to be whipsawed by Democrats and members of his own party, many of them demanding that he withdraw the proclamation before wholesale slave insurrection shook the South and stampeded northward; before northern soldiers who had joined the army to rescue their beloved Union but decidedly not to free the Negro refused to fight or, worse, rebelled themselves; and before the proclamation was declared unconstitutional and the president was driven from office in disgrace.


None of these scenarios came to pass, but in the beginning of 1863, Lincoln was a lightning rod needing badly to reverse the current of dissatisfaction and demoralization that threatened to cripple his administration. The proclamation was not negotiable—“a fixed thing,” he reiterated. What would quell his doubters and recharge the republic’s resolve, he well knew, was success, a string of successes, on the battlefield.


The year was not off to a good start. Fredericksburg, at the end of December, was a lopsided loss. General William Tecumseh Sherman had his nose badly bloodied as he approached Vicksburg. The retaking of Galveston by Confederates a few days later was a strategic embarrassment. After relieving McClellan of command of the Army of the Potomac, Lincoln had put General Ambrose Burnside in charge. But after Burnside was humiliated at Fredericksburg, the president felt obliged to cast about yet again for a general who could fight and win. Joseph Hooker stirred cautious hope for the accomplishment of at least one of those criteria; his nickname was “Fighting Joe.” For the moment, though, the Army of the Potomac was still “stuck in the mud,” John George Nicolay wrote to Therena Bates back in Illinois. In a separate letter to her, he offered an equally frank appraisal: “Our military condition, I am sorry to say, does not appear as yet to improve. Little disasters still tread on each others’ heels.” With what optimism he could muster, he added, “Nevertheless every point is being strained by the government, and we must continue to hope in patience.”


John Hay, however, was running short of patience. It was hard not to feel frustrated and disconsolate, given the grind and disappointment of a war now nearly two years old. Perhaps one indication of the depth of his doldrums is the complete absence of diary entries and letters over the last two months of 1862. When he finally resumed in January, he wrote to his friend Adam Badeau, an aide to General Thomas Sherman, serving in New Orleans: “The war seems to have paralyzed all pens except professional ones. . . . I am far from ranking myself among men of letters, yet when I remember that I used to scribble to my own intense delight and by the kind sufferance of friends who read, I can hardly admit that the used up machine who sits at my desk is the same person still. I can’t write any longer. I need a plunge into respectable society and an exile from Washington to save me from absolute inanity.”


Once again, Lincoln, who was every bit as harried but could not afford a respite of his own, let his young secretary go. Nominally, Hay’s assignment was to carry dispatches to Admiral Samuel Du Pont, who was then preparing a naval assault on the blockaded port of Charleston, South Carolina. Lincoln was especially keen on this campaign. To retake Fort Sumter and Fort Moultrie, to avenge the insult of April 1861, would boost federal spirits immensely.


Hay had his own reasons for going. With several hundred thousand young men in uniform, he was anxious not to be counted among the shirkers. “I want my abolition record clearly defined and that will do it better than anything else, in my own mind and the minds of a few dozen people we know,” he told Nicolay. Without actually enlisting, however, the best he could do was serve as a volunteer aide-de-camp to General David Hunter, commander of the Department of the South, headquartered at Hilton Head. He was well satisfied, for his younger brother, Lieutenant Charles Hay, was on Hunter’s staff as well.


The trip lasted more than two months, during most of which Hay had little to do except see the sights and occasionally brief the president on the war as it simmered along the southeastern coast. Why he chose to do so, and was permitted to do so, for so long in the midst of what was perhaps the most dismal season of the war and with so much work always to be done in the White House, defies easy explanation. It wasn’t a case of Lincoln playing favorites, either. In the four years of his presidency, he sent Nicolay west on three occasions, always on government business but with ample time for stopovers with his fiancée, who waited out the war at home. The Tycoon, it seems, was simply being nice—and fatherly.


Hay arrived, seasick, at Hilton Head, forty miles south of Charleston, on the morning of April 7, just hours before the naval assault was to commence. The attack was an utter failure. In barely an hour, Confederate guns at Sumter and Moultrie fired more than two thousand shells; the federal ironclads answered with fewer than two hundred rounds before turning tail. Hay was too far away to witness the debacle firsthand, but later he wrote a long letter to Lincoln, asking him not to condemn Admiral Du Pont’s decision to withdraw. Lincoln had feared the worst, Hay reminded him, and something a little less than that had come true. “I hope,” he urged, “that due honor may be given to those who fought with such bravery and discretion the losing fight.” Hay’s tone with the president was not the least bit forward, but it did reveal an intimacy nurtured by a great many hours of easy chatter in the White House, not to mention scores of military pardons.
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