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FOREWORD

On an elegant residential block in Brooklyn Heights stands what once may have been the most famous church in America. The Plymouth Church, on Hicks Street, was founded in 1847 with just twenty-one members. The businessmen who established it, Congregationalists in a Presbyterian town, wanted it to grow, so they offered the job of minister to a man named Henry Ward Beecher, thanks to whose preaching prowess the Second Presbyterian Church in Indianapolis had become the largest congregation in the city. Beecher accepted the offer. He would preach at Plymouth Church for the next forty years, eventually to full houses of two thousand worshippers of the Christian god.

Beecher was a legend in his own time. Manhattanites took special ferries, referred to as Beecher Boats, across the East River to hear his sermons. John Hay, Abraham Lincoln’s private secretary, later Secretary of State, called him “the greatest preacher the world has seen since Saint Paul preached on Mars Hill.”

In nineteenth-century America, sermons were a widely diffused entertainment medium. People bought print collections of sermons, but the sermon itself was essentially performance art. It was not so much what was said, though sometimes doctrinal disputes were litigated by dueling ministers. Sermons were intended to do more than persuade. They were designed to excite, to thrill, to move.

Reading sermons in a book therefore gives us little idea of the kind of effect they had on their listeners. In Beecher’s day, the sermons was increasingly ad-libbed. Beecher would bring notes onto the stage, but he treated them as props. He would toss them on the floor or on a table and hold forth as he strode back and forth before the congregation.

Beecher’s father, Lyman, himself a noted preacher, was a Calvinist, but Henry preached what become known as the Gospel of Love, a theology that might be encapsulated in the question, Is it a sin to feel that I am sinless? Beecher asked parishioners to receive God’s love through Jesus Christ and taught that this form of religious belief is consistent with the enjoyment of life. Today, this seems a standard form of Christian evangelism, but in the nineteenth century it was revolutionary. It helped transform popular Protestantism from a religion obsessed with sin and damnation into what is essentially a mode of self-help. Love God and do what you like. The Word will set you free.

Beecher arrived in Brooklyn just as the nation was entering the final countdown to the Civil War. The conclusion of the Mexican War, in 1848, revived an issue that had been present at the Founding but had lain dormant since: whether slavery could or should by outlawed in the new territories. For the next twelve years, this question burned a hole in American political life. It defeated the democratic process. It was only settled by a war, in which six hundred thousand men died.

Beecher emerged as a leading antislavery spokesman, his prominence aided by the fact that the author of the best-selling book of the nineteenth century, a book Abraham Lincoln is supposed to have said caused the Civil War, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, was his sister. The Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 permitted “slave catchers” to kidnap fugitives in free states and return them, without due process, to their owners, and Plymouth Church became a stop on the Underground Railroad. Fugitives hid out in its basement as they made their way to Canada. In 1856, when a call went out to send arms to “free-state” settlers who were battling “slave-state” settlers in Kansas, Beecher raised money from his congregation to send rifles. These were known as “Beecher’s Bibles.” More spectacularly, Beecher staged “slave auctions” in his church. He would locate slave owners looking to sell their property, bring the enslaved persons into the church, and, as they stood there, encourage parishioners to make offerings to purchase their freedom. The congregation was basically competing with slave traders for the “possession” of human beings.

The most famous of Beecher’s slave auctions was of a nine-year-old girl named Pinky. Pinky was light-complexioned—the man selling her was likely her father, who had already sold the rest of her family to slave traders—and the congregation reportedly went wild when Beecher brought her on stage. Nine hundred dollars was collected, along with a gold ring, which Beecher dramatically placed on Pinky’s finger. It was, he told her, her “freedom ring.”

During the war, Beecher sponsored a regiment for the sons of parishioners, the First Long Island Regiment, known as “Beecher’s Pets.” And in 1863, the trustees of his church sent Beecher to England, where he spoke in Liverpool and Manchester, cities with textile industries dependent on cheap Southern cotton. Despite violent heckling, he kept his composure. Lincoln was impressed by the reports he heard, and he is supposed to have told his Cabinet that if the American flag was someday raised again over Fort Sumter, Beecher should be the one to do it, because “without Beecher in England there might have been no flag to raise.” And in the event, Beecher was present.

Beecher’s celebrity sold pews, and he was rewarded with a generous salary, which he supplemented by touring and giving talks. And he continued to promote social and political causes as part of his ministry, including women’s suffrage. After the war, he was said to be the best-known minister in the United States.

Beecher did not preach like a theologian. He mixed his speeches with slang and jokes, and he seems to have had a palette of oratorical styles. He could be understated and matter-of-fact, but he was capable of magniloquence. Here is an excerpt from one of his earliest sermons, pre-Brooklyn, published in a popular collection called Seven Lectures to Young Men.


The agony of midnight massacre, the phrenzy of the ship’s dungeon, the living death of the middle passage, the wails of separation, the dismal torpor of hopeless servitude—are these found only in the piracy of the slave trade? They are all among us! worse assassinations! worse dragging to a prison-ship! worse groans ringing from the fetid hold! worse separation of families! worse bondage of intemperate men, enslaved by that most inexorable of all task-masters—sensual habit!



He seems to be referring to masturbation. If so, he soon dropped this displeasure with pleasure. Photographs make him look like a moony and slightly dissipated undergraduate, and rather corpulent when he was older, but his contemporaries described him as good-looking. He was not notably brilliant or even consistent intellectually, but he plainly had a charisma that made up for everything else. Rock stars are not usually consistent or intellectually impressive, either, but they are stars for a reason. And in nineteenth-century America, a celebrity minister was a kind of rock star.

Beecher therefore always had a female following (it could not have hurt that he preached the Gospel of Love), and rumors of affairs with parishioners date from his time in Indianapolis. In Brooklyn, two women confessed to their husbands that they had carried on affairs with Beecher. (Both husbands, strangely, were close to Beecher personally and professionally.) In 1872, the confession of one of those women became public. This led, three years later, to a lawsuit by the aggrieved husband, who accused Beecher of the tort of “criminal conversation” (a legalistic euphemism). The trial was the most sensational of the century.

As Reconstruction was falling apart in the South, newspaper readers were absorbed by the goings on in Tilton v. Beecher. In the six months leading up to the trial (which itself lasted six months), the New York Times published a hundred and five articles and thirty-seven editorials about the Beecher affair. People waited overnight in line to get seats in the courtroom. There were scalpers. Many colorful figures had walk-on roles in the story, from the feminists Victoria Woodhull and Elizabeth Cady Stanton to the manic Civil War general Benjamin Butler and the anti-pornography crusader Anthony Comstock.

Multiple cultural trends converged. The crackdown on obscenity, the Gospel of Love, feminism, above all, perhaps, the doctrine of free love promoted by Woodhull. That doctrine did not mean “love the one you’re with” so much as “be with the one you love.” If Beecher had fallen out of love with his wife and in love with Tilton’s, all might be forgiven. The famous trial and the people and events surrounding it are the subject of Robert Shaplen’s Free Love and Heavenly Sinners, the original title of the book you hold in your hands.

Shaplen was not a historian. He was a journalist who began his career in 1937 as a reporter for the New York Herald Tribune. In 1943, he became the Pacific War correspondent for Newsweek, and he landed with the marines at Leyte, in the Philippines, in 1944, the beginning of a long career reporting from Asia. He was with Mao in 1946 and he reported on Indonesia, Korea, and the French war in Indochina. When the United States entered the war in Vietnam, in 1965, he was one of the best-informed and most experienced reporters on that beat. He published ten books, most of them on Asia.

Free Love was originally a New Yorker article. Shaplen had written a few pieces for the magazine in the 1940s, including a piece on the Leyte invasion. In 1952, he became a staff writer, which he remained until his death, in 1988, at the age of seventy-one.

Nineteen fifty-two is a year well-known to New Yorker obsessives because it was the year that William Shawn became the magazine’s editor. Shawn’s taste in magazine writing was a shade more sober than his predecessor, Harold Ross (Ross had published John Hersey’s “Hiroshima” in 1946, but the piece was commissioned by Shawn), and Shawn soon sent Shaplen back to Asia. Over much of the next four decades, Shaplen filed dispatches from all over the region—Burma, Manila, Hong Kong, Saigon, Bangkok, Algiers, Laos, Macao. Many were published as “Letters from,” or under the magazine’s semi-facetious rubric “Our Far-Flung Correspondents.”

What drew Shaplen to the Beecher trial is a mystery, except that magazine writers, unlike scholars, are not specialists. They are writers. Professors plow the same furrow for forty years. Magazine writers write the stories they are assigned. When the magazine’s needs change, so do the assignments.

It seems that Shaplen was either directed or encouraged to write on the Beecher trial by Shawn himself, and he approached the assignment in the spirit of the investigative reporter. He went to the original sources and, from them, produced this remarkably level-headed and absorbing account, a version of events consistent with much more recent, well-received treatments, Richard Wightman Fox’s Trials of Intimacy (1999) and Debby Applegate’s biography of Beecher, The Most Famous Man in America, which won a Pulitzer Prize in 2007.

Portions of Shaplen’s book were serialized in the New Yorker and it was published, by Knopf, in 1954. (This was a custom at Shawn’s New Yorker highly attractive to writers: they sold their work twice, first to the magazine, then to a publisher.) And stylistically, the book is very much old-New-Yorker. That style had a key element that distinguished it from most other magazine journalism. It was readable. That sounds banal, but actually it is not easy for many writers to produce prose that does not give work to the reader. When you are “assumptive”—that is, when you assume that readers will catch an allusion or a dropped name—you are making work for the reader. The old New Yorker edited the assumptiveness out. No one had to stop to puzzle out an allusion.

The old New Yorker also—and this is maybe a less worthy aspiration—believed in letting the facts speak for themselves. Writers were advised (I was advised, when I first started writing for the magazine, in 1990) not to have too many ideas. This was partly from a desire, again, not to make life difficult for the reader. But it was also a way of producing an effect of non-judgmental aloofness. This aloofness, not quite snobby but not without some hint of superiority, too, was part of the magazine’s sensibility in the 1950s because it was an attitude to which its generally upscale readers aspired.

The non-judgmental, just-the-facts approach doesn’t work for some subjects. Usually, the writer has to speak for the facts. But an air of bemused detachment works beautifully for the Beecher trial. The frenzy generated by the case seems incomprehensible today. Almost everyone involved comes off as comical or deranged, occasionally both. How could so much be thought to turn on the question of whether a man had sex with the wife of one of his friends? These things happened, even in Comstock-era America. Shaplen does not render a verdict, but he gives us the facts we need to reach our own.

Louis Menand

Cambridge, MA, 2024






PREFACE

In the writing of this book I have used original source material almost exclusively. The story of the famous scandal is told in narrative style, chronologically. Quotations and details of events culled from several score books, pamphlets, and newspapers have been used to recreate the dramatic story in its daily unfolding over a period of many years. My chief source has been the official record of the trial, a three-volume, three-thousand-page transcript of the case in City Court, Brooklyn, entitled Theodore Tilton vs. Henry Ward Beecher, Action for Crim. Con., and published by McDivitt, Campbell & Co., in New York, in 1875. Of particular help in furnishing background material and guidance were the following: eight scrapbooks of clippings from the Independent, in the New York Public Library; The True History of the Brooklyn Scandal, by C. F. Marshall, published by the National Publishing Company, in Philadelphia, in 1874; The Great Sensation, by Leon Oliver, published by the Beverly Company, in Chicago, in 1873; The Terrible Siren, by Emanie Sachs, published by Harper & Bros., in New York, in 1928; Henry Ward Beecher: An American Portrait, by Paxton Hibben, published by George H. Doran and Company, in New York, in 1927; Beecher and His Accusers, by Francis P. Williamson, published by Flint & Company, in Philadelphia, in 1874; Wickedness in High Places, by Edmund B. Fairfield, published by Myers & Brothers, in Mansfield, Ohio, in 1874; A Biography of the Rev. Henry Ward Beecher, by William C. Beecher and S. Scoville, published by C. L. Webster & Co., in New York, in 1888; Sunshine and Shadow, by Matthew Hale Smith, published by J. B. Burr & Company, in Hartford, Conn., in 1869; Incredible New York, by Lloyd Morris, published by Random House, in New York, in 1951; the files or pamphlet summations of various newspaper accounts relating to the scandal and the trial, especially those of the New York Times; the pamphlets of Victoria Woodhull and the files of Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly; and the printed sermons of Henry Ward Beecher, taken from various sources. The pictures came from Leslie’s Illustrated Weekly, from Puck’s and from Harper’s Weekly. The author wishes to thank, among others, particularly William Shawn, editor of the New Yorker, for having enabled him first to undertake this project, and Harold Strauss, editor-in-chief of Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., for his constant editorial advice.

Robert Shaplen

New York, 1954






PART 1 NESTING ON THE HEIGHTS







CHAPTER I

On the night of July 3, 1870, Elizabeth Richards Tilton, a small, dark-haired woman of thirty-five, the mother of four children, confessed to her husband, Theodore, that she had committed adultery with her pastor, the Reverend Henry Ward Beecher, who was then the foremost preacher in the land. The evening was a sultry one, and Mrs. Tilton, who had been recuperating in the country from an illness, had returned unexpectedly at nine o’clock to her home, at 174 Livingston Street, on Brooklyn Heights, for the sole purpose of unburdening herself. She told Mr. Tilton, with what he later described as great modesty and delicacy, that her relations with Mr. Beecher had begun in the fall of 1868 when she had gone to him in search of consolation for the death of a young son. Having revered and loved her minister for many years, she had yielded to him in recompense, she said, for the sympathy he gave her in bereavement. Their intimacy had lasted a year and a half, until that spring. In admonishing her to guard their secret, Mr. Beecher had persuaded her to call it “nest-hiding,” a romantic term he had coined as an intrepid nature-lover while watching birds build and protect their nests. He had repeatedly assured her that he shared a divine and valid love with her, and that their full expression of it was as proper as a handshake or a kiss. Mrs. Tilton, who was a highly devout person, told her husband that though she had come to regret “the necessary deceit of concealment,” she had felt justified before God in what she had done on Mr. Beecher’s authority as “a great and holy man” that it was not sinful, that, in fact, God would not have permitted it had it been wrong.

The accumulated pressure of conscience that drove Elizabeth Tilton to confess her clandestine act was to lead to the greatest scandal of the era, culminating in two church councils and a sensational, if inconclusive, public trial that rocked the country. Beecher was a powerful symbol of the times, and the charge that threatened to blast him from his pulpit and blacken his famous family name was one with which the subconscious, if not the conscious, mind of the nation was passionately to identify itself, either to prove or disprove. Scarcely a man or a woman in America would not have an opinion about the pastor’s innocence or guilt.

The ramifications of the Beecher-Tilton case were to fill the newspapers from coast to coast for months on end, and while its entertainment value was high, it ultimately was to cut such a wide swath through the vast area of contemporary debate over private versus public conduct, the function of the evangelical church, and the place of women in the expanding social scene, that its importance would transcend the titillation it caused. The pleas of Beecher’s lawyers, that a victory for him would be “a verdict of safety and honor for everybody,” preserving “the civilization and purity of American life,” bespoke the emotional sentimentality of millions whose faith in the unmitigated contentment of the Victorian age was firm. Others, representing a new restlessness and skepticism, were less willing to accept the prescription. Their views would be expressed by bold, provocative journalists like Charles Dana of the New York Sun, bluntly proclaiming that Henry Ward Beecher was “an adulterer, a perjurer and a fraud,” and that “his great genius and his Christian pretenses only make his sins the more horrible and revolting.” Even when faced by all the evidence, notably Beecher’s and Mrs. Tilton’s self-inculpating letters, many Americans, especially women, could never believe the preacher had sinned. To believe it would not only demolish a hero but would destroy the foundations of their own elaborate morality.

The great passion play unfolded slowly. In spite of the sensation it was to create, the immediate results of Elizabeth Tilton’s nocturnal confession to her husband were surprisingly unsensational. Perhaps because Tilton had suspected for some time that his wife’s affection for her pastor was more than platonic, and because she was aware of his suspicion, Elizabeth extracted a promise from Theodore, as she spoke with measured grief of her pious adultery, that he would not harm Mr. Beecher. The Tiltons had been married by Beecher in 1855 in his ultra-fashionable Plymouth Church, the most successful church in America, and he had been an intimate of their household for a number of years before his more particular intimacy with its mistress had begun. He and Tilton had been the closest of friends, associated on the Independent, the best-known religious publication in the country, and in the anti-slavery fight and other liberal causes. Tilton, in effect, had risen from Beecher’s protege to partner, and while their views on occasion had differed, Tilton had regarded the minister as “my man of all men” and had “loved that man as well as I ever loved a woman.” After thinking over carefully in the light of the past what his wife had told him, and after consulting the Gospel according to St. John, he resolved to condone if he could what she said she had done and to try to restore “her wounded spirit.”
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The following day, the Fourth of July, was celebrated by Henry Ward Beecher in Woodstock, Connecticut, at the summer home of Henry C. Bowen, a former dry-goods merchant who had lost one fortune in the period between the panic of 1857 and the start of the Civil War but had made another one as a publisher and printer. As the owner of the Independent and also of a daily newspaper, the Brooklyn Union, Bowen had again become one of the wealthiest men in Brooklyn. The two persons who had helped him most were Beecher and Tilton, the first with his magic name and the second through his exceptional abilities as an editor. The lives of the three were strangely intertwined; they had been called, as a matter of fact, “The Trinity of Plymouth Church.” It was Bowen who, in 1847, had been chiefly responsible for bringing Beecher to the church from his previous pastorate in Indianapolis. It was Beecher who had paved the way for Tilton’s editorial success by helping him get a job as a general assistant on the Independent. It had been Tilton’s idea to increase circulation by spreading Beecher’s name, and a series of weekly contributions by the preacher, known as “The Star Papers,” in time became the journal’s best-known feature.
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In 1861, with his business fortunes at low ebb, Bowen had conceived the idea of combining what he considered to be his two chief assets. He had made Henry Ward Beecher, under obligation to him for the prominence he had helped the preacher attain, the editor of the Independent. Tilton was then managing editor. The arrangement had satisfied each member of “the trinity”: Tilton retained full freedom in running the paper; Beecher’s fame was carried even farther across the land; and Bowen’s profits soared. But in 1862, just as Beecher, who had not always waxed so passionate on the subject, was bitterly decrying slavery and chastising Abraham Lincoln for letting the war languish and for delaying an emancipation proclamation, the preacher’s polemical props were knocked out from under him, temporarily at least. Henry Bowen’s popular and attractive wife, Lucy Maria, the mother of ten children, lay on her deathbed, at thirty-eight. One of the last things she whispered to her sallow, sunken-eyed husband, leaning over her with his flowing beard, was a terrible confession. It was exactly like the one Lib Tilton was to make to her husband in the summer of 1870.

Like Tilton, Bowen at first resolved to remain silent; Beecher even preached at the funeral of Lucy Bowen, who had not been the first and would not be the last to develop a passion for her pastor. But his column suddenly disappeared from the Independent, and he soon left in a hurry for England to stir up enthusiasm for the cause of the North. Tilton became the Independent’s editor. When Beecher returned, Bowen continued to occupy the most expensive pew in the church he regarded as his own creation, where each Sunday he listened to the man whose evangelical oratory had become a national tradition. After a time, however, Henry Bowen’s rankling secret became too much for him, and he alluded to it in conversations with one or two friends, including Theodore Tilton, in a talk they had one day along the rail of the Fulton Ferry. Bowen, moreover, claimed he knew other secrets of Beecher’s emotional life, and in one of his fitful moods he even wrote a letter to Tilton, in 1863, in which he said:


I sometimes feel that I must break this silence, that I must no longer suffer as a dumb man, and be made to bear a load of grief most unjustly. One word from me would make a revolution through Christendom… You have just a little of the evidence from the great volume in my possession… I am not pursuing a phantom, but solemnly brooding over an awful reality.



By tacit consent, Bowen and Beecher never discussed the past with each other. For a long time Bowen had refused to set foot in Beecher’s house, and the preacher’s contributions to the Independent had been confined to advertising testimonials for sewing machines, pianos, and even for a truss—business was always business with Bowen. But as the coolness between the two men had become more marked, mutual friends in Plymouth Church, for the welfare of the community, had brought them together early in 1870. Kneeling on a chair, with a hand on Bowen’s bony knee and tears streaming down his face, Beecher had declared: “Bowen, we must be friends,” and had said that an open break between them would kill him. The two men had agreed to bury the past for good and to patch up their business differences; Beecher’s sermons were to appear again in Bowen’s weekly. Afterward they had walked, misty-eyed, through the streets together, sharing old memories. But almost immediately Bowen had resumed whispering that he could drive Beecher out of Brooklyn. That he still hesitated even after Beecher had become editor of a rival religious weekly, the Christian Union, which began to take circulation away from the Independent, was due chiefly to the fact that the pastor’s great reputation was of material concern to the rich new aristocracy of Brooklyn Heights, whose tax-free bonds supported Plymouth Church and helped raise real-estate values in the fledgling city, and whose collective morality and communal well-being were firmly founded on Beecher’s warm Gospel of Love. If Bowen had refrained because of pride and for selfish reasons from accusing Beecher, he also represented the troubled conscience of those many Americans who felt that where scandal threatened it could better be swallowed by circumstance as well as by pomp.


[image: Image]
HENRY BOWEN



So it was not strange that on the Fourth of July, 1870, at Woodstock, after President Grant’s special train had arrived, Beecher delivered an impassioned patriotic speech, and then joined Henry Bowen in a friendly footrace on Woodstock Common. They finished last, puffing and laughing, with their arms around each other. It was the closest they had been in years, and Beecher reveled in the gay security of the moment. He knew nothing, and was not to learn for some time, of what little Lib Tilton had been telling her husband during the long night back on Livingston Street in Brooklyn. Nor could he foresee the vast and variegated anguish that was to gather in the breasts of both Tiltons and himself, and, after an agony of suspense and a lengthy conspiracy to suppress it, would burst over all their heads, to the mixed dismay and delight of the rest of the nation.



The nation was already caught between gaping and gasping at the growing cosmopolitan wickedness. On the other side of the river in New York, brought suddenly, if still only figuratively, closer by the start of construction on the Brooklyn Bridge (it was not to be opened until 1883), the conflict between the old respectability and the new laissez-faire attitudes toward behavior, both public and private, had been steadily mounting. The scandal arising out of the peculations of the flamboyant Jim Fisk and his partner, Jay Gould, would be crudely climaxed by Fisk’s hotel-stairs murder in a quarrel over the beautiful but fickle Josie Mansfield. The relations between Gould and Fisk, who, Beecher thundered, was “abominable in his lusts,” and William Marcy (“Boss”) Tweed’s political ring would stun the country when Tweed’s downfall, heralded by the slashing cartoons of Thomas Nast and the attacks of the New York Times, would abruptly begin in the fall of 1871. That would be the main event, but ever since the end of the Civil War the moral standards of the metropolis had been decreasing with such appalling swiftness that New York was called a shining cesspool or a moneyed dragon writhing in its own “beglittered slime.”

Money was certainly at the bottom of it all. The astonishing success of the new aristocrats of wealth, the men like Fisk who “got things done,” created shocked but respectful admiration on the part of a good many Americans who read or heard about him, as well as mixed contempt and fear in the sedate homes of the genteel folk who stood by and watched while their more modest fortunes languished. Fisk and the men like him lent a new meaning to progress. The rapid turnover of immense fresh wealth saw families move from back-street shanties to Murray Hill brownstones in a matter of weeks. One of the best-known journalists of the day, Matthew Hale Smith, wrote that “the leaders of upper New York were, a few years ago, porters, stableboys, coal-heavers, pickers of rags, scrubbers of floors, and laundry women. Coarse, rude, ignorant, uncivil and immoral many of them are still. They carry with them their vulgar habits, and disgust those who from social position are compelled to invite them to their houses.”

The new users of money applied it to new uses, chiefly to the pursuit of pleasure. The city, in all respects, had become a contrast of lights and darks, of what Smith called “sunshine and shadow.” Loud, lavish dance halls and gambling houses, open all the hours of the day and night, had sprung up alongside established homes, where the principal events of the week were still musicales, regular church attendance, and Sunday rides in Central Park in satined victorias. Inevitably, crime, corruption, and vice came in the wake of the war and wild pleasure-seeking. Petty swindling by panel thievery and other tricks matched the large-scale swindling that went on in Wall Street and in City Hall. The art of blackmail was refined and commonly practiced on gullible or overextended persons, especially on rich social scions and on out-of-town strangers, but also on unwitting preachers lured on ostensible missions of mercy to houses of assignation. There were nearly a thousand such establishments, and clergymen claimed there were twenty thousand prostitutes in the city. The police said there were only three thousand, but admitted it was impossible to estimate the number of streetwalkers and “miscellaneous girls” who worked as part-time waitresses and barmaids.

As the Beecher-Tilton case was clearly to dramatize, there was a narrow line in the minds of most Americans between what constituted “vile women” and visionary reformers who seized upon the expansiveness of the times to demand more freedom in general for women. The vulgar love of pleasure and a passion for reform went hand in hand, it was widely thought, the one working wickedly upon the other. Even when it would be admitted by some that Elizabeth Tilton might have sinned, tortuous rationalization would suggest that she had fallen because she had allowed herself to be surrounded not so much by the arms of her pastor as by her husband’s radical friends, with their everlasting talk about feminism and free love. The making of money might not be stopped, but the making of love still might, it was felt, or at least the public discussion and the flagrant display of it. Even before the war the demands of Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton for more liberal divorce laws and for the right of women successful in business to propose to men had shocked New Yorkers as much as had the matrimonial confusion in the lives of such brazen beauties as Lola Montez, the dancer, and Ada Clare, the literary “Queen of Bohemia,” whose poems and passions were equally unrestrained and unprivate. After the war, when suggestive musical comedies and burlesque came along, it seemed only the natural order of events that Jim Fisk should move in and corner the new market in entertainment and pulchritude as well as the old market in rails and stocks. Fisk had lately bought the Grand Opera House and became the producer of imported opéra bouffe, flaunting its risqué improprieties in the faces of respectable folk by accompanying its chic French stars around town. In the basement of the opera house he secreted a printing press, where, with the approval of Tweed and his henchmen, Fisk and Gould casually over-capitalized the Erie Railroad by fifty million dollars in one calendar year. Here was the perfect manifestation of the new wealth and the new hedonism brought conveniently together in a single, glittering setting.
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The city was growing so fast in all respects that it was difficult to keep up with its changing patterns, geographical as well as genealogical. In the space of a few years, the center of Manhattan life had begun to shift violently uptown, catapulted by the new elevated lines that reached up to Central Park and then to the Harlem River. Washington Square, lower Fifth Avenue, and Murray Hill were still the fashionable areas, but hotels and apartment houses were being built farther up in the forties and fifties, and sharp real-estate men were already eying the Bronx.

In contrast to the bustle of New York, life in Brooklyn was still orderly and simple, though Brooklyn, too, was increasing rapidly in size. From orchards and cow pastures and a population in 1806 of fourteen hundred, nearly half colored, it had grown to a hundred thousand residents by 1850, three years after Henry Ward Beecher and his family moved there from the West. Back in 1825, on the same site where Henry Bowen and his friends were to erect Plymouth Church, the Presbyterian Church had been built near the shore on rough and open farmland owned by the propertied Hicks brothers, “Milk” and “Spitter” (so called because the first had run a milk route and the second could hit a stove at twenty-five feet with a spray of tobacco juice). From the swampy triangle of the Gowanus, the Wall about and the Ferry districts, the city had since reached out toward Atlantic Avenue, Court and Fulton streets. Much farther out, Coney Island was now coming into its own as a fashionable, and not so fashionable, resort. Brooklyn itself, however, even by 1870, had little to offer for entertainment. Backyard cockfight arenas had been supplanted by a few clubs, but most families led quiet, secluded lives and went to bed early except when there were church gatherings. On Saturdays, parents might take their children to lunch at Dent’s, across Fulton Street, where mutton imported from England was featured. On special occasions a carriage might be hired for a trip across the river on the ferry to Dorian’s or Delmonico’s, famous for their North River shad, or to Booth’s Theatre on Twenty-Third Street. The ferries were the first centers of social life, and one usually caught the same boat twice a day if one went to business in New York. From seven to nine in the morning and from five to seven in the afternoon, the fare was a penny; the rest of the time it was two cents.

The fashionable center of Brooklyn was the Heights, along the river. When Beecher had first arrived, the area was just beginning to be settled. Pigs still wandered around, and a regulation had been posted that “No bull is permitted to roam through the streets under fine of $500.” The bulls, someone said, were all heading for Wall Street. Children had crossed Fulton Street to go to school, and there had been a sign near the church that told where they should be deposited when lost. Andrew Oakes; who ran a general store, had doubled as coroner and advertised “a splendid assortment of ready made mahogany, cherry and bilsted coffins, shrouds, caps, scarves and other appendages for funerals. Hearses always ready.” It had perhaps been an exaggeration of the tone in Brooklyn, but in comparison to the beginning high-jinks across the East River it had been apt. It was a fact that Brooklyn folks were proud and self-sufficient and had always regarded themselves as happily aloof from the scandalous doings in Manhattan.

By the end of the Civil War, some of the finest homes in the East had appeared on the Heights and in its vicinity. The fanciest one belonged to Henry Bowen. It was a spacious Colonial mansion that covered half a block off Willow Street, was fronted by a colonnade of six columns, and was full of shining mirrors and chandeliers, fancy frescoes, stuffed Audubon birds, Aubusson carpets, and unopened books. Family portraits were carved into the furniture. The Bowens were among the few Brooklynites who entertained lavishly, serving their European guests terrapin and champagne.

After the Wall Street ferry, running across to the tip of Manhattan, was opened, a growing number of wealthy bankers, brokers and merchants came to live on the Heights instead of following the uptown drift in Manhattan. Old-time Brooklynites commented snobbishly that “intimate social life has now been submerged by the influx of alien influences and will never again be in evidence, but its memory will ever linger like the fragrance of an old-fashioned garden.” Henry Ward Beecher, a relative newcomer himself, had been among the first to approve. One of the chief considerations of the new arrivals was a place to worship, and what they heard about Plymouth Church and the free-wheeling doctrine of its pastor surely helped attract them.






CHAPTER II

In the summer of 1870, at fifty-seven, Beecher was at the height of his career. He was earning $20,000 a year as pastor of Plymouth Church and another fifteen thousand lecturing and writing, far more than any other preacher in the country. Everything about Plymouth Church was big. Its congregation of two thousand was the largest in America; it boasted the largest and most expensive church organ, and paid its organist and sexton, as well as its minister, the largest salaries. In the twenty-three years since Henry Bowen had helped finance his transfer to Brooklyn from the West, after writing him thirty letters of persuasion, Beecher had succeeded admirably in his declared aim of developing “that social, contagious spirit which we call a revival of religion.” The books the trustees kept attested to this: the annual income from pew rentals had gone up from $10,000 to $60,000 over two decades, while the amount taken in from collections had risen from a few thousand to $40,000 a year. There was no doubt that Plymouth Church was big business. Its Sunday school room, complete with fountain, flowers, melodeon and piano as well as baby organ, and its social parlors and lecture room, were no longer ridiculed, as they had been at first, by other churches in America; if the others could afford them, they were copied.

On Sunday mornings, Orange and Cranberry streets outside “Beecher’s Theater,” as the church was called, were packed with visitors who had come across the river on the early-morning ferries nicknamed “Beecher Boats.” The bustle was like that created by the arrival of a circus in a country town. The comparison was apt, for the crowds came as much to see Beecher perform as to hear him preach. At ten twenty, after all the regular pew-holders were seated, the police guarding the double line of people in the street were given the signal. Non-members were then allowed to fill the remainder of the 2,100 seats that ran in semicircular rows of lush upholstered red around the white and pink-tinged interior. After all the seats were taken, several hundred chairs and stools were put in the aisles and along the walls. Throughout the two-hour service, the vestibules remained jammed with standees.

The pulpit was of olive wood from the garden of Gethsemane, but Beecher seldom used it. As the organ played, he stepped out quietly from a small door in the rear, a black leather hymn book in one hand and his familiar black hat in the other. He threw the hat upon the flower-decked platform and sat down in a simple armchair next to it. The platform, more than the pulpit, gave him room to display his dramatic talent, which matched his flamboyant vocabulary. He could, and invariably did, make his audiences laugh and cry, playing on the whole gamut of emotions. He was full of anecdotes and acted out complete scenes with grotesque facial contortions, stamping his foot, thumping his fists, chasing his antagonist up and down the platform as the sweat stood out on his brow and his cheeks glowed. Frequently he himself wept in unabashed empathy as he played such roles as a drunken man before a judge. He would pretend to be a blacksmith at a forge, a backwoodsman chopping a tree. Once he imitated a fisherman catching a trout. He threw the fly, hooked a fish, dodged up and down as he reeled in, and finally landed his imaginary quarry. It was all so vivid that a man in front stood up and shouted: “By God, he’s got him!” Beecher always favored this dramatic approach, and his figures were often drawn from nature and experience. When one of his violent contests was over, he would pause, mop his face, let a broad smile suffuse it, and in tones as gentle as a woman’s conduct a prayer. Hearty, colloquial, vehement, and dogmatic, he was also tender, soft, and reverent, and when he spoke the Word of God he made it sound as if Jesus were speaking through him in a personal vein. It was said that those who listened to him, entranced, “were like the pipes and stops of a great organ, while he was the master who played upon them.”


[image: Image]
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Beecher kept closely in touch with the affairs of the nation and, both in his sermons and in his Friday-evening lectures, as well as in his public lecturing and in what he wrote, he took an active stand on the burning issues of the day. Despite his degree of tardiness in adopting a firm moral and social position against slavery and then holding it, there was little doubt that he had eventually played an important emotional role in the fight to free the Negroes. On two occasions he had followed his Sunday sermon by raising money in church to deliver pretty young slave girls from bondage. The scenes had been hysterical. The slaves stood on the platform alongside him as women in the congregation cried and tore off their bracelets and men unfastened their watches and threw them into the collection baskets. “Sabbath harlequinades—motley in the pulpit,” Vanity Fair later called his performances.

Of medium height, with broad shoulders and a chest that made him seem powerful despite a growing corpulence, Beecher had a ruddy, moon-shaped face, surmounted by a high, wide brow. His large gray eyes were expressively slanted. His nose was fleshly, and he had a prominent, full mouth. His graying hair hung boldly down, reaching the edge of his long black jacket. He was not handsome, but beyond the heartiness and geniality was a magnetic quality that almost everyone who met him, out of the church as well as in, responded to fervidly. “The men admire him, the women adore him, and the children all love him,” a biographer wrote. There was a captivating, unministerial quality to his pursuit of creature comforts, and “nothing in his appearance,” a friend observed, “is indicative of days of fasting or nights of prayer.” A man of impulse and sudden inspiration, he would compose his sermons an hour before delivering them, to retain the full excitement of creation. “Some men like their bread cold, some like it hot,” he said. “I like mine hot.” He once said that he extended himself in bad weather so that his audience would be sure to turn out. “It snowed and rained nearly every Sabbath in a certain winter,” he explained, “and the effort I had to make to remain faithful to this rule came near killing me.”

Beecher opposed all didactic creeds—they were “husks that conceal the corn”—and preached a variety of doctrine that would sound Calvinist one week and Universalist the next. His church was Congregationalist, and Beecher took full advantage of the latitude this denomination allowed him. “What is Orthodoxy?” he asked. “I will tell you. Orthodoxy is my doxy, and Heterodoxy is your doxy, that is if your doxy is not like my doxy.” Neither his dress nor his manner was that of other ministers; he wore no clerical collar and had his broadbrim, soft-felt hats made to order. He preferred square-toed, Puritan-father shoes. “Did I, when I became a minister, cease to be a man or a citizen?” he inquired. “No! A thousand times no! Have I not as much interest in our government as though I were a lawyer, a ditchdigger or a wood-sawyer? Out upon this idea that a minister must dress minister, walk minister, talk minister, eat minister and wear his ministerial badge as a convict wears his stripes.”
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