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For Nan and Bampa, who planted an acorn with faith that it would become an oak











“Watch well, then, this high office, the most precious possession of American citizenship. Demand for it the most complete devotion on the part of him to whose custody it may be entrusted, and protect it not less vigilantly against unworthy assaults from without.”


—Grover Cleveland, on the presidency, July 13, 1887, Clinton, New York
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H. L. Mencken could be a real pain in the ass. Through nearly a half century as one of America’s leading social critics, he spared no figure of any public import, least of all presidents. When Franklin D. Roosevelt died, Mencken’s remembrance of the thirty-second president included the phrase “He had every quality that morons esteem in their heroes.”1 He characterized Woodrow Wilson as a “pedagogue gone mashugga”I (sic).2 Warren G. Harding was derided as “simply a third-rate political wheel horse with the face of a moving-picture actor, the intelligence of a respectable agricultural implement dealer, and the imagination of a lodge joiner.”3


It is thus a matter of some note that Mencken, twenty-five years after the death of Grover Cleveland, opened a column about the former president this way: “We have had more brilliant Presidents than Cleveland, and one or two who were considerably more profound, but we have never had one, at least since Washington, whose fundamental character was solider [sic] and more admirable… [he] came into office his own man and he went without yielding any of that character for an instant.”4


That praise, however, sounds discordant to modern ears. There’s an implicit consensus in American life that we know who our great presidents are. We chisel them onto Mount Rushmore, slap them onto currency, and invoke their names as secular saints. Membership in that club is hard to come by, and commanders in chief who fail to make the cut are, especially with the passage of time, regarded as little more than historical detritus. When was the last time you heard the names of Zachary Taylor or Rutherford B. Hayes as anything other than Jeopardy! clues?


How then ought we to navigate the mention of Grover Cleveland in the same breath as George Washington, especially from a source so notoriously hard to please? The easiest explanation is that Mencken lacked adequate perspective; that this tribute is one of those superannuated embarrassments, like the (often repeated, but apocryphal) story of the patent commissioner who declared in the late 1800s that there was nothing left to invent.5 This book, however, operates from a different assumption: Mencken was right and the rest of us are wrong.


To be sure, this volume does not claim that Grover Cleveland had one of America’s greatest presidencies; but it does claim that, despite his many shortcomings, he was one of our greatest presidents. If that claim strikes you as paradoxical, then perhaps you have succumbed to the pathological way we’ve come to think about the office.


The presidents whose greatness is a matter of widespread assent were nearly all elevated to that pantheon by crisis. George Washington had to hold a young nation together and breathe life into the presidency on the fly. Abraham Lincoln prevented the dissolution of the republic, prosecuted a civil war, and ended slavery. Franklin Roosevelt navigated the Great Depression and World War II. We can, and should, be grateful that those men were there to meet those moments. But we also ought to be grateful that we don’t need heroism on that scale very often. Most opportunities for presidential “greatness,” after all, are also moments of extraordinary national hardship. In government, as in life, intermittent challenges on that scale can be character-forming. Persistent ones, however, would be debilitating.


If our definition of greatness is, by its very nature, exceptional—that is, contingent on circumstances that rarely arise—then it’s worth asking how we should define presidential success in less dramatic times. Historians of the presidency tend to render judgment according to factors such as how much legislation a president successfully shepherds through Congress; how he performs as a foreign policy leader; and whether his presidency is possessed of an all-encompassing “vision.” That approach, however, suffers from a crippling defect: it presumes we can judge all presidents by the standards of modern inhabitants of the office. Prior to the expansionist impulses of Theodore Roosevelt, Woodrow Wilson, and Franklin Roosevelt, the presidency, especially in peacetime, was widely understood to be a far more constrained office than it is today.


Judge them by volume or quality of legislation passed? That standard is difficult to apply to a world where the chief executive often stood apart from the work of Congress, his main contribution either a signature or a veto at the end of the legislative process. Indeed, even as late as William Howard Taft’s tenure (1909–13) one can witness the president of the United States arguing that even exerting political pressure on Congress would be exceeding the constitutional limits of his office.6 To be sure, earlier eras had their activists—no one would accuse Andrew Jackson, for example, of passivity—but they were the exception rather than the rule up through the end of the nineteenth century.


Judge them by foreign policy leadership? The America of the 1800s was not the world-bestriding colossus that dominated the twentieth century. Yes, there were occasional foreign wars, some consequential acts of diplomacy, and an ever-growing role in Latin America following the enunciation of the Monroe Doctrine. But for a nineteenth-century president it also wasn’t unheard-of to have your signature foreign policy accomplishment be a treaty on fishing rights. Not exactly the kind of work that secures you a monument on the National Mall.


Judge them by the sweep of their “vision”? The concept would have been alien to many of our early presidents, men whose inaugural addresses often took the form of generalized observations about the country, tended to be overstuffed with stagy self-deprecation, and occasionally made explicit the executive’s obligation to defer to Congress. While the presidency has always carried profound responsibilities, the notion of the chief executive as gnostic priest, imbued with the power to lead the nation to a future he’s uniquely capable of seeing, finds little sanction in the constitutional design of the office. Indeed, Article II of the Constitution—the section of the document outlining the powers of the executive branch—is notable primarily for the modesty of the powers conveyed, especially on domestic matters. The mandate that the president “take care that the laws be faithfully executed” is hardly a “seers wanted” sign hanging in front of the White House.


So let us stipulate that Cleveland’s greatness was not of the variety that sends sculptors racing for their marble (perhaps to the benefit of the nation’s quarries, given that Cleveland topped out at 275 pounds). He was not a master strategist like Lincoln, a frenzied crusader like Theodore Roosevelt, or a philosopher-king like Thomas Jefferson. In fact, in every sense but the literal one, Grover Cleveland was not a larger-than-life figure. He was, in many ways, ordinary. And that was where his greatness resided.


Grover Cleveland didn’t look like a president. He looked like a foundry foreman. With his hulking, oxlike physique, his walrus mustache, and his thinning hairline he probably seemed right at home in the German saloons he frequented during his decades in Buffalo. It’s a difficult visage, however, to picture pacing the halls of the White House.


Grover Cleveland didn’t sound like a president. While the decidedly masculine profile he cut seems suggestive of a booming, basso profundo voice, he actually spoke in a high, nasal tone that often took visitors by surprise.7 And his utterly workmanlike rhetoric often plodded rather than soared. During a first-term speaking tour through the South and West, he literally lifted his speeches almost verbatim from encyclopedia entries on whichever town he was visiting.8


Grover Cleveland didn’t have the pedigree of a president. He was the fifth of nine children, born in New Jersey and then shuttled around New York State to whichever locations were demanded by the vocation of his father, a Presbyterian minister. By the time he was sixteen, his father was dead and the welfare of the family, never possessed of means in the first place, rested largely on his shoulders. He would forgo college and work a string of odd jobs before settling in Buffalo and learning the law with a prominent local firm, living modestly in boardinghouses while much of the proceeds from his practice flowed back to his widowed mother and unmarried sisters.


Most remarkably, Grover Cleveland didn’t have the ambition of a president. Imbued with a judicial temperament, his aspirations likely stopped at the New York bench.9 Yet he was repeatedly summoned to run for office by others who saw in his reputation for honesty, integrity, and fearlessness the makings of a statesman. What followed was one of the most improbable journeys in American political history. At the age of forty-four, the only elected office Grover Cleveland had ever held was sheriff of Erie County, New York—a role he had relinquished nearly a decade earlier, returning to a rather uneventful life as a workaholic bachelor lawyer. In the next four years, he would become, in rapid succession, the mayor of Buffalo, the governor of New York, and the twenty-second president of the United States. Four years later, he would win the popular vote but nevertheless lose the presidency. And in another four, he’d become the first—and, to date, only—president to be returned to office after having been previously turned out.


What made that rise all the more remarkable was how at odds it was with the political trends of the day. Cleveland was the only Democrat elected president between James Buchanan in 1856 and Woodrow Wilson in 1912, an era as long as that separating the presidencies of John F. Kennedy and Donald Trump. And at a time when Democratic Party politics was still heavily influenced by New York’s infamous Tammany Hall political machine, Cleveland ran—and governed—in opposition to corruption in all its forms, Democrat or Republican. As Edward S. Bragg remarked during a nominating speech for Cleveland at the 1884 Democratic convention, “we love him for the enemies he has made.”


Grover Cleveland was precisely the kind of self-made, scrupulously honest man that Americans often say they want as their president. We had him for eight years. And, somehow, we forgot him.


Why the amnesia? One obvious factor is the era Cleveland inhabited. Ask the average American what happened in the years between Reconstruction and the presidency of Theodore Roosevelt and he’s likely to stare at his shoes. More lettered types might mutter something about robber barons and cramped factory floors. But during his two stints in the White House, Cleveland had to contend with the largest economic depression the nation had seen up to that time; a coup in which American business interests overthrew the Hawaiian monarchy and attempted to have the island kingdom annexed by the United States; a massive labor strike that shut down much of the nation’s rail traffic and led to rioting, industrial sabotage, and murder; a sweeping—and ultimately failed—attempt to rethink the country’s relationship with Native Americans; a huge, party-splitting battle over whether Democrats should embrace economic populism; and an international crisis in which there were rumblings of war with Britain over the United Kingdom’s ambitions in Venezuela. If this was a quotidian era, someone forgot to tell Grover Cleveland.


The abundance of story lines was not limited to official business. Cleveland came to office having endured a sex scandal during the 1884 presidential campaign, when he was accused of having fathered a child out of wedlock during his years as a Buffalo bachelor and subsequently having the mother institutionalized. His first term would be punctuated by a wedding (the only time a president has tied the knot in the White House) to the twenty-one-year-old daughter of his deceased law partner—a woman who had once been his ward. His second term included a secret cancer surgery, performed at sea under unthinkable conditions and concealed from the public for nearly a quarter century thereafter. We’ve had presidents known for moral probity and presidents known for tongue-wagging tabloid fodder. Grover Cleveland may be the only one who’s given us both.


Another source of Cleveland’s obscurity is the way he approached his office. Short of presiding over a moment of national tribulation, the best way for a president to endear himself to historians is to aggressively exercise his power to reshape the nation, often testing constitutional boundaries in the process. Grover Cleveland was both temperamentally and ideologically ill-suited for such aggrandizements. Even during his second term, when he adopted a considerably more aggressive leadership style, he always regarded his powers as circumscribed. He would be the final Democratic president to embrace the classical liberal principles of the party’s founder, Thomas Jefferson. Cleveland believed in a narrow interpretation of the Constitution, a limited role for the federal government, and a light touch on economic affairs. To casual observers, such an approach is often mistaken for do-nothing passivity, a criticism that has been leveled at Cleveland with some regularity. That epithet, however, represents a fundamental misunderstanding of his presidency.


In fact, Cleveland arguably belongs to a presidential category of one: the reactive activist. True, his conception of presidential power was often negative in nature. He defined his role not as “leading” the American people but serving as their bulwark. But that was not a prescription for inertia. Indeed, Cleveland operated as a kind of ombudsman in chief. Over the course of his two terms, this led to an astonishing 584 vetoes, more than any other president save Franklin Roosevelt (who got to 635—in twelve years).10 In his first term alone, Cleveland vetoed more bills than all twenty-one of his predecessors combined. Even during a two-year span of his second term when his own party controlled both houses of Congress, Cleveland still rejected eighty-one pieces of legislation.11


As a result, Grover Cleveland has become a minor icon for modern-day libertarians (and sympathetic conservatives). That interpretation has much to recommend it. Cleveland’s faction of the Democratic Party was associated with laissez-faire capitalism, federalism, the gold standard, and anti-imperialism. Mutatis mutandis, they looked more like the modern right than the modern left. But as with most intergenerational comparisons in American politics, the analogy elides important distinctions. Cleveland, for instance, was the first president to put an American industry under federal regulation, with the Interstate Commerce Act giving Washington oversight of the railroads.12 He also fretted over income inequality and signed the law allowing the federal incorporation of trade unions. It’s an oversimplification to imagine that his convictions graft neatly enough onto contemporary politics to make him any partisan’s dashboard saint.


In fact, the sense of ideological affinity that has kept Grover Cleveland’s memory alive in certain minor precincts of modern America is, at best, a mixed blessing. It is preferable, of course, to having him entirely forgotten. But the defining features of Cleveland’s greatness—a virulent opposition to corruption in all its forms; the willingness to follow principle regardless of the political consequences; the conviction, as he famously put it, that “a public office is a public trust”—have nothing sectarian about them. One does not have to share his politics to admire his character.


And indeed, even in his own day, plenty of people did not share Grover Cleveland’s politics, a fact that would become only too apparent by the end of his presidency. As we inventory the reasons for his anonymity, one cannot overlook the fact that Cleveland’s second term, marred by economic depression and labor unrest, precipitated (or at least accelerated) an historic realignment in American politics—away from his party. Democratic congressional losses in the 1894 midterms, the last of Cleveland’s presidency, were so severe that future Speaker of the House Champ Clark referred to it as “the greatest slaughter of innocents since the days of King Herod.”13 The party would lose 125 seats in the House of Representatives alone, the largest such defeat in American history. The aftershocks were enduring. After Cleveland left the White House, Republicans won seven of the next nine presidential elections and Democrats abandoned his classical liberalism, which would go into hibernation before being rediscovered by the GOP later in the twentieth century.


Losses on that scale constitute a serious black mark on Cleveland the politician (though it is excessive to blame him for the shortcomings of future Democratic presidential candidates, only one of whom—Alton B. Parker in 1904—was an ideological kinsman). In a democracy it is idle to praise the virtues of a statesman who can’t persuade the public. But we should not judge him entirely by that failure, either. The voters turned against him, after all, for standing firm on the same beliefs he held when they elected him—sound money, freer trade, and limited government interference in the economy. In some sense it was a testimony to his integrity: even at a moment of maximum political peril, Grover Cleveland’s principles were not open for bidding. As Mencken remembered, “When enemies had at him they quickly found that his weight was the least of their difficulties; what really sent them sprawling was the fact that his whole huge carcass seemed to be made of iron. There was no give in him, no bounce, no softness. He sailed through American history like a steel ship loaded with monoliths of granite.”


In over 230 years of the American presidency there’s never been another figure quite like him: thoroughly unimpressed by the pretensions of politics, unwilling to jettison his core beliefs even when expediency or prudence may have counseled otherwise, unmoved by hate or scorn as long as he believed he was keeping faith with his principles.




	
I. “Meshugga” is a Yiddish word for “crazy.”













ONE [image: ] He Did Not Shine



There is a perennial temptation to read the greatness of distinguished men backward into their youth; to imagine that, if one just knows where to look, their early lives will provide evidence that the fully formed person was there in microcosm all along. This mythmaking is especially prevalent with presidents: the (false) story of George Washington chopping down the cherry tree; a teenaged Andrew Jackson refusing to shine the boots of the British soldier who held him prisoner; a young Abraham Lincoln splitting rails by day and spending evenings educating himself by candlelight. The defining vignette for the young Grover Cleveland? Getting locked in an office.


On the very first day of his apprenticeship at the storied Buffalo law firm of Rogers, Bowen, & Rogers, nineteen-year-old Grover Cleveland, tucked in a corner with a copy of Blackstone’s Commentaries, noticed that the office had gone quiet. Looking up from his book, he discovered an eminently reasonable explanation: the place was empty. So unremarkable was the new hire—at least that’s how he interpreted it—that by the time midday had rolled around, everyone in the office had forgotten he existed. The lawyers headed out for lunch, locked the place up, and left the future president of the United States trapped inside.I


This was not an aberration in the life of the young Cleveland. The thin records that exist of his early years contain no hint that anyone saw him as destiny’s child. Most accounts from those who knew him during his upbringing either emphasize his puritan virtues—self-discipline, a relentless work ethic, moral uprightness—or the playful side of the boy who enjoyed fishing (the subject of the only book he’d ever write) and practical jokes. No one, however, pegged him as a leader of men—or even an especially gifted figure. In the recollection of his sister Margaret, he was “a lad of rather unusual good sense, who did not yield to impulses—he considered well, and was resourceful—but as a student Grover did not shine. The wonderful powers of application and concentrations which afterwards distinguished his mental efforts were not conspicuous in his boyhood.”1


That boyhood began on March 18, 1837, two weeks to the day that Andrew Jackson had been succeeded by Martin Van Buren, the first New York Democrat to serve as president. It’s doubtful that the Reverend Richard F. Cleveland and his wife, the former Ann Neal, ever entertained any idea that their new son would be the second—not least because he wasn’t yet a New Yorker.


Stephen Grover Cleveland was born in Caldwell, New Jersey, where his father was the pastor of the First Presbyterian Church. Despite the fact that the church dated back to the days of the Constitutional Convention, Richard, who had assumed the job only three years before Grover’s birth, was just the second pastor in its history, his predecessor having tended to the flock since 1787. As if nearly a half century of service to his congregation wasn’t legacy enough, that clergyman, Stephen Grover, would also wind up the namesake of an American president. The tribute, of course, would be diminished, as Cleveland—like Grant before him and Wilson, Coolidge, and EisenhowerII after—sloughed off his christening in favor of a more distinctive middle name. The only vestige of his original appellation would come from the friends who referred to him as “Big Steve” (a slightly insensitive sobriquet, but gentler than the most frequently employed alternative: “Uncle Jumbo”).


Grover’s New Jersey birth—and his eventual failure to become a man of the cloth—marked him as an anomaly in the family tree. The Cleveland line had first come to the New World in 1635, when a Moses “Cleaveland” made the journey from the English town of Ipswich to Massachusetts.2 In the two centuries that passed between Moses’s first breath of North American air and Grover’s, there were two constants in the Cleveland line: New England and the church. The Clevelands were generally to be found in Connecticut and Massachusetts, and usually behind a pulpit. As George Frederick Parker, who acted as a kind of authorized biographer for the president, noted in 1909, “As in a Puritan society it generally required only about two generations, from the beginning, to start the development of the ministerial habit, so it was in the Cleveland family. Since that time no generation has passed without one or more of the name in the ministry of some of the Protestant churches—generally Congregational or Presbyterian.”3 III 4


Despite the modest circumstances of Grover’s own upbringing, the family line was not without distinction. The president’s great-great-grandfather, Aaron Cleveland, established the first Presbyterian church in Canada and died beneath the roof of his friend Benjamin Franklin, who penned his obituary in the Pennsylvania Gazette.5 Aaron’s son—who, exhibiting the lack of imagination that was a hallmark of Cleveland nomenclature, was also named Aaron—was a member of the Connecticut legislature and authored the state’s first bill calling for the abolition of slavery. Prior to Grover, the most famous individual to bear the surname was General Moses Cleaveland, the founder and namesake of the Ohio metropolis and a distant cousin of the president. But even the eponymous outpost in the Midwest was, in truth, a New England project: when the city of Cleveland was established in 1796, northeastern Ohio was being settled as part of Connecticut’s “Western Reserve.”IV And indeed, Moses Cleaveland went back to Connecticut after the city’s founding—and never returned.


The tradition of New England ministers ran right up through the president’s father, Richard Falley Cleveland. Born and raised in Connecticut, Richard would complete his undergraduate studies at Yale in 1824 and take courses at Princeton’s theological seminary in 1827–28. To support himself in the period between, he worked for a time as a tutor at a private school in Baltimore, where he was studying theology under the tutelage of a local minister and fellow Yale alumnus. It was there that Richard Cleveland met and courted Ann Neal, the woman who would become his wife and the president’s mother.


The marriage was in some regards an improbable one. Unlike the quintessentially Yankee Richard, Ann’s father was a Protestant immigrant from Ireland and her mother was a German Quaker from Pennsylvania. Abner Neal, the president’s maternal grandfather, was a successful publisher and bookseller, meaning Ann had grown up accustomed to a life of means and not a little luxury. Richard’s intended field, the ministry, was a road to neither. But Ann’s devotion proved stronger to Richard than to her economic station.


In 1829, the twenty-five-year-old Richard and the twenty-three-year-old Ann were married. The blending of their disparate lifestyles, however, was not immediately seamless. A month after the wedding, when the couple settled in Windham, Connecticut, the site of Richard’s first church, Ann came to town sporting the accoutrements of a southern woman of means: gaudy jewelry, revealing (by the standards of the day) dresses, and a (free) black servant. After some gentle but unambiguous nudging from the congregation, the servant was sent away and the new Mrs. Cleveland adopted the somewhat less garish (not to say dowdy) aesthetic expected of a New England parsoness.


The Clevelands were not to be long for Connecticut, however. The peripatetic nature of Richard’s work would see him break the family’s long-standing ties to New England in short order. Three years after arriving in Windham, they left for a pulpit in Portsmouth, Virginia, a location chosen partly (and ominously) because, even in his twenties, Richard was already seeking a climate that would be less taxing upon his brittle health.6 From there, a recommendation from one of his former professors at Princeton landed Richard the job in Caldwell—roughly fifteen miles from Newark, but, given the transportation constraints of the day, almost entirely disconnected from it—where Stephen Grover became the fifth of what were eventually nine children.


There’s a limit, of course, to what can be gleaned about Grover Cleveland from this audit of his lineage, but the family history does point toward at least two important insights about the man who eventually became president.


The first is that Cleveland—despite spending virtually all of his non–White House years in New York or New Jersey—was, by temperament as well as heritage, best understood as a New Englander. The president himself playfully suggested as much when he told a meeting of the New England Society of Brooklyn in 1891, “From the time the first immigrant of my name landed in Massachusetts, down to the day of my advent, all the Clevelands from whom I claim descent were born in New England. The fact that I first saw the light in the state of New Jersey I have never regarded as working a forfeiture of any right I may have derived from my New England lineage.”7 While we need to apply the appropriate discount to a politician playing to the crowd, there was more truth in the statement than he may have realized. Cleveland—much like a later president to whom he deserves comparison, Calvin Coolidge—was firmly in the Yankee tradition: self-denying, laconic, and industrious to the point of self-flagellation. Indeed, the earliest work traceable to his hand—an essay the nine-year-old Grover penned as a student at New York’s Fayetteville Academy—displayed a precocious respect for self-discipline that would have done his Puritan ancestors proud:




Time is divided into seconds—minutes, hours, days, weeks, months, years, and centuries. If we expect to become great and good men and be respected and esteemed by our friends, we must improve our time when we are young. George Washington improved his time when he was a boy, and he was not sorry when he was at the head of a large army fighting for his country. A great many of our great men were poor and had small means of obtaining an education, but by improving their time when they were young and in school, they obtained their high standing. Jackson was a poor boy, but he was placed in school and by improving his time he found himself a president of the United States, guiding and directing a powerful nation. If we wish to become great and useful in the world, we must improve our time in school.





It is entirely possible, of course, that the young Cleveland was simply (and adroitly) parroting the homilies of his instructors. But even if that’s the case, what began as regurgitation eventually became assimilation.


It didn’t hurt matters any that a similar kind of austerity pervaded the private life of the Cleveland family. As the son of a minister, Grover dutifully kept a severe sabbath, with all toys and playthings put away by sundown Saturday, not to reemerge until the next evening. In the intervening twenty-four hours there would be two long church services, Sunday school, and a prayer meeting. And, with the exception of Sunday dinner, all time not spent in official church gatherings was to be spent in personal religious devotion and study.8 And while Sundays were different in degree than the rest of the week, they were not different in kind. Indeed, the family conducted their own worship every night.9


There’s no evidence to suggest he sought to defy this regimen, and the resulting ethos of self-discipline stayed with the future president for the rest of his life. Nor did he bear any particular marks of repression. Indeed, Cleveland’s reminiscences of his childhood were just as likely to include memories of pranks—unlatching the neighbors’ gates or conspiring with his brother Will to loudly ring the town bell in the middle of the night—as they were to focus on the quasi-monastic aspects of his youth.


Cleveland’s later life, however, does reveal one significant deviation from this conditioning. Though he never called attention to the fact, he spent most of his adult life at arm’s length from organized religion. Once he moved to Buffalo at the age of eighteen, he rarely attended church services (though he conveniently became more devout when returning home to visit his mother). Despite his unfulfilled dreams of receiving a college education, he declined a family friend’s offer to put him through school if he was willing to follow his father’s footsteps into the ministry. Even his decision decades later to hold his marriage ceremony in the White House was made partially because the president did not belong to a church in Washington.


This pattern has led at least one biographer to brand Cleveland a deist, though there is little evidence to suggest such a diagnosis.10 In his later years in particular, Cleveland expressed religious sentiments with some frequency, though usually in private and rarely in sectarian terms. If it was not quite as rigid a faith as he was raised in, it nevertheless seemed a heartfelt one.


The second insight we can glean is that despite a somewhat distinguished pedigree there was nothing especially privileged about Grover Cleveland’s upbringing. Though Richard Cleveland went to Yale and Princeton, in that era and that region of the county such was par for the course for an aspiring clergyman (indeed, both schools had been founded for the education of ministers). Whatever the fruits of his attendance, he did not gain the skeleton key to America’s elite precincts that we associate with modern matriculants. Indeed, from the day that Richard Cleveland left Princeton he would spend the rest of his life in small, isolated towns living off the relatively meager wages associated with his pulpit. For most of Grover’s childhood his father supported a family of eleven on a salary of $600 a year (in 1837, the year of Grover’s birth, that was the equivalent of about $18,500 in 2019 dollars). There were professional perks that lessened the burden—the family would live, as was the custom, in a parsonage provided by the church, for example. But Grover Cleveland went to work at the age of fourteen, couldn’t afford to go to college, and was largely responsible for the financial support of his family by the time he was sixteen years old. The academic credentials of his father—who was resting six feet beneath the upstate New York soil before Grover reached the age of majority—weren’t putting any food on the table.


The combination of Richard Cleveland’s vocation, financial struggles, and ill health would make Grover’s childhood into something of an odyssey. By the time he was three, the family had left Caldwell, relocating more than 225 miles to Fayetteville, in upstate New York, where Richard would be tasked with growing a congregation on what was essentially a frontier. Located ten miles from Syracuse, Fayetteville was one of many upstate communities expanding near the recently completed Erie Canal, which had galvanized the American economy—and the Empire State’s in particular—by creating a water passage from the Atlantic Ocean to the Great Lakes. Planted only a mile from the canal, Fayetteville was intimately tied up with the waterway, not least because it depended on passing barges to take limestone, the town’s biggest economic asset, to market.


One of the mechanisms by which this commerce was accomplished was sending children canal-side to flag down passing vessels that would pick up the local product, a task that would earn the errand boys a modest finder’s fee. The process soon came to be dominated by a group of local boys who jealously elbowed out the competition, establishing a de facto monopoly on the process. The cartel began to crack, however, when a young Grover Cleveland started showing up at 4 a.m. to get a jump on the competition. For the historian, it feels like a moment rich in metaphor. We must improve our time when we are young. And so he had.


Given the meager resources at the Cleveland family’s disposal, work would be a constant of the future president’s life from a young age. They were odd and unglamorous jobs, and could even be dangerous: one that required him to operate a corn-cutting machine resulted in the loss of a fingertip. Whatever modest contributions he was able to make to the family budget, however, would prove insufficient. With nine children—including four boys all destined for college educations—Richard Cleveland was quickly realizing that, no matter how frugal the family’s conduct, his salary would be insufficient for their support.


As a result, he would move the family again in 1851, heading thirty-five miles east to Clinton, near Utica. This time, however, Richard would not have a congregation of his own. He had taken the role of district secretary with the Central New York Agency of the American Home Missionary Society, an organization dedicated to starting up new churches and shepherding their path to independence. It would prove to be the most influential position he ever held, as well as the most lucrative. At $1,000 a year (a little more than $30,000 per annum in 2019), he’d be better able to support his family. And given that Clinton was also the home of Hamilton College, the Cleveland boys would be able to attend university and still be home for summer.


The idea that Clinton would solve many of the family’s problems, unfortunately, proved to be ephemeral. While the Clevelands’ financial pressures had abated, they certainly hadn’t disappeared. As a result, Grover’s time in the town would be short-lived. Less than a year into the family’s residence, financial necessity compelled him to return alone to Fayetteville, where he been offered a position as a clerk in a local general store, with room, board, and a $50 annual salary that would climb to $100 in his second year.


Though Cleveland would later romanticize his time in retail as his first great tutorial in human nature, the reality of the situation was spartan. He’d be up every morning at five (in the winter months he’d sleep in… until five thirty) to prepare the store for the day’s business—building a fire, setting up inventory, cleaning the premises—and then spend the workday tending to customers and running errands. At night, he retired to a room above the store that he shared with another worker, furnished with no more that simple cord beds and essentially unheated save for the ambient warmth from a pipe running down into the store itself. As if merciless upstate New York winters didn’t make that experience grueling enough, he also had to take his morning constitutional in the predawn air of a nearby horse trough. Even for a man as legendarily hardy as Grover Cleveland, it’s no surprise that he didn’t make it far into that second year before returning to his family.


The circumstances that drew him back to Clinton were, initially, happy ones. His oldest sister, Anna, was to be married in March 1853, her intended a minister and a graduate of Hamilton College. Grover, on the cusp of his sixteenth birthday, chose to stay in town in preparation for his own matriculation at Hamilton in the fall. Little did he know that he was about to experience the first iteration of what would become a lifelong trend: for Grover Cleveland, things rarely went according to plan.


Richard Cleveland had been diagnosed with a gastric ulcer, an ailment that would’ve been torture enough in the relatively sedentary life of a local pastor. In his capacity at the Missionary Society, however, he was frequently on the road, the travel made all the more grueling by the wretched conditions of the roads he traversed and the inclement weather often encountered along the way. His physician counseling a less demanding line of work, in September 1853 the family relocated seventeen miles north to Holland Patent, where Richard returned to the pulpit.


On Sunday, September 19, he delivered his first sermon to the new congregation. It would also be his last. Within a few days, his ailment—now a full-blown case of acute peritonitis—had progressed to the point that he was ordered to bed rest. Ever dutiful, Grover monitored his father and took on many of Richard’s responsibilities. On the morning of October 1, that meant accompanying his sister Mary Allen, the next of the Cleveland girls headed to the altar, into Utica to help choose a wedding dress. Before they left the house, Grover checked in to find his father sleeping. A few hours later, while waiting for his sister in a carriage outside the dress shop, he received the fateful news in a brutally impersonal fashion: a newsboy on the street was announcing to passersby that the Reverend Richard Cleveland was dead at the age of forty-nine.




	
I. Some versions of the story—perhaps too pat to be taken literally—have the young Cleveland consoling himself with “Someday I will be better remembered.”


	
II. Though the thirty-fourth president is often referred to as Dwight David Eisenhower, his birth name was David Dwight.


	
III. This trend continues to this day. The president’s grandson, Thomas G. Cleveland, who died during the writing of this book, was an Episcopal priest who spent most of his life in Massachusetts and New Hampshire.


	
IV. A designation that still survives in the less-than-euphonious name of Cleveland’s Case Western Reserve University.













TWO [image: ] Buffalo Gals



With Richard Cleveland’s death, the family was thrown into chaos. His wife’s widowhood should have been cushioned by a sizable inheritance from her wealthy parents in Baltimore, but the money had been almost entirely squandered by a trustee.1 Neighbors and members of the church offered to help in the wake of Richard’s demise, but Ann, in a trademark act of Cleveland independence, was too proud to accept any assistance. Her one concession was to remain in the parsonage provided by the church, ensuring that widowhood wasn’t followed immediately by homelessness (her son Fred would eventually purchase the house for her2). The family had little capacity to absorb the economic blow.


Any hopes Grover Cleveland had for a college education had died with his father. His mother and his four younger siblings were now without support. The lion’s share of the responsibility for their welfare fell on the sixteen-year-old Grover and his older brother William, both able to be quickly deployed into the labor force. The improvised solution to the family’s financial straits involved Grover making the biggest move of his already nomadic life—250 miles southeast, to Manhattan. It was there that he joined William, who’d arrived shortly before his younger brother, as an instructor at the New York Institute for the Blind, where he would spend the next year teaching English, math, and geography while William taught philosophy, chemistry, physics, and history. Despite the institution’s anodyne name, the “school” operated more like an asylum. Blind children from throughout the state were sent to the campusI for both education and boarding, the latter of which translated in practice to warehousing. The students were largely kept at a remove from the outside world, residing in austere quarters and subject to regular and (by Grover’s lights) excessive discipline.


The head from which this particular fish was rotting was an authoritarian headmaster with the implausibly Dickensian name of T. Colden Cooper. His reign—compounded, no doubt, by Grover’s penury and the lingering sting of his father’s loss—left the future president, by all accounts, miserable. But with his mother’s subsistence on the line, he largely stifled his discontent… for a time.II


After a year a depressed Cleveland had had enough. With the vast majority of his earnings being funneled back home, the excitements available to a footloose bachelor in New York City eluded him. What little hope he had owed to the fact that he was still young enough to imagine his circumstances impermanent. When the school year ended, he took his leave and returned to Holland Patent.


Undercapitalized, undereducated, and at loose ends, Cleveland could have easily wound up adrift had it not been for an overdue bit of providence. Word had reached Ingham Townsend, the wealthy brother-in-law of the man whose general store Cleveland had tended in Fayetteville, that this young man with a sterling reputation was casting about for prospects. Townsend, an elder in his church, made Cleveland an offer: he’d pay for Grover’s long-desired college education if he’d commit himself to following his father’s path into the ministry.


That Grover Cleveland was in such desperate need of a gift horse at that particular moment makes it all the more remarkable that he looked it in the mouth. Drawing on the same reserves of pride and stubbornness displayed by his newly widowed mother, he refused the offer. Perhaps he thought it immoral to use the pulpit as a means to an education when he didn’t feel God’s calling. Perhaps he still felt too much pressure to provide for his family. Or perhaps the religious constraints of his childhood had gotten to him more than he ever let on. Regardless, the firmness that would define him as an adult was already beginning to make itself known. And while he was never going to be a man of the cloth, he had resolved that he was going to be something—and whatever it was would require resources. Upon declining Townsend’s offer, he asked instead for a twenty-five-dollar loan that would help finance his relocation to a new, more promising city. Townsend—whose generosity was all the more remarkable given that he mostly knew Grover by reputation—provided the amount and told the dutiful boy to consider it a gift.


Like many young men of the era, Grover believed that the wind of opportunity primarily blew to the west. Even in those early hours of the country, the East was already developing an establishment of sorts, where the right bloodlines and the right credentials—two resources he was short on—tended to have an influence beyond what one might expect in a pure meritocracy. And while he was not suited to the rough-and-tumble of the true West—he was hardy, but not Theodore-Roosevelt-sabbatical-on-a-North-Dakota-ranch-hardy—there was plenty of opportunity to be found in the burgeoning cites of the Midwest.


It was a reasonable calculation, so far as it went, but Grover Cleveland was also a boy of seventeen and prone to the correspondent deficiencies of mind. As such, he had settled on Cleveland, Ohio, as his ultimate destination… in part because he shared a name with the city. It would be a trip of nearly four hundred miles from his mother’s home in Holland Patent. But the hardship of the journey would be mitigated by the fact that he could stop roughly halfway in Buffalo, home to one of his paternal aunts, and, more consequentially, to her husband: Lewis F. Allen.


Allen was one of Buffalo’s leading civic figures. He had made a fortune starting insurance companies in the early days of Buffalo’s growth and compounded it with real estate investments, allowing him to win election to the state legislature and purchase an impressive home originally built for Peter Porter, who briefly served as secretary of war for President John Quincy Adams.III Allen, a committed Whig and later Republican, would use the home to host the likes of Henry Clay; Daniel Webster; Winfield Scott, hero general of the Mexican War (and the 1852 Whig candidate for president); fellow Whig Millard Fillmore, the first Buffalonian to make it to the White House; and William Seward, the New York governor and senator who would go on to become Abraham Lincoln’s secretary of state.


It was to that home in Buffalo’s Black Rock neighborhood that Grover paid a visit as he made his journey west. Fond of his nephew—and appropriately alarmed by the imprecision of his plans for life in Ohio—Allen suggested to him that Buffalo, where he would at least have the foundation of family, would be a more suitable landing spot.


Allen, whose wealth had allowed him to spend much of his time on a passion for raising cattle and sheep, was at the time involved in intensive work on the type of eccentric passion project that only a high net worth can sanitize: compiling the Shorthorn Herd Book, a sprawling work of… cattle genealogy. He suggested that Grover could earn his keep by assisting in the drafting. In exchange the young man would get a place in the family home and the eventual prospect of introductions around town, with the ultimate goal of getting him installed in one of the city’s elite law firms. (While a handful of law schools existed by the mid-nineteenth century, the vast majority of lawyers at the time entered the profession by “reading law”—that is, apprenticing with those already established in the field.) Restless though he was, the offer was too good for Cleveland to turn down. Perhaps he thought his time in Buffalo would merely be a way station on the way to bigger and better things. And in a way it was. He’d remain in the city for the next twenty-seven years, only departing when election to the New York governorship compelled a relocation to Albany.


The importance of Allen to Grover Cleveland’s development into a figure of historical significance can’t be overstated, though its effects did not play out in quite the way one might assume. Allen was a politico, but as an influential Whig and later Republican he didn’t share his nephew’s politics. Yet while he was not directly responsible for Grover’s political rise, he was essential to placing him on the path that enabled it.


Whatever the virtues of Grover’s deceased father—and the records we have from his contemporaries are overwhelmingly positive, as were the president’s own recollections—Richard Cleveland was not known for his ambition. No one was more sensitive to that fact than the high-achieving Allen, who judged that his brother-in-law “could never take advantage of his opportunities for advancement.”3


Allen would not treat Grover as a charity case, but he would not let his promise go similarly unfulfilled. And indeed, it was his uncle’s connections that got the young Grover his first real job: an apprenticeship at the prestigious Buffalo firm of Rogers, Bowen, & Rogers, where he would stay on even after passing the bar, eventually rising to the role of chief clerk.


Having an influential Sherpa like Allen certainly helped grease the skids for Grover, but it also helped matters that Buffalo was a town seemingly tailored for his ascent. If an ambitious kid was going to make a name for himself from practically nothing, a city that had likewise emerged ex nihilo was an ideal place to do it. When Grover arrived, Buffalo was in the midst of one of the most aggressive civic growth spurts in American history. In 1830, five years after the opening of the Erie Canal—and two years prior to the city’s actual incorporation—Buffalo’s population stood at 8,668. By 1860, around the time the twenty-three-year-old Grover was admitted to the bar, the population had grown to more than 81,000, making it one of the ten largest cities in the nation. That number would nearly double by the time he became mayor in 1882, reaching more than 155,000.


The canal was at the core of the city’s success, making it a thoroughfare for shipping and trade. The year that Cleveland arrived in town, 1855, marked the apex of that trend, with more than 33,000 commercial shipments traversing the waterway.4 As major cities grew up on Great Lakes waterfronts—Chicago not least among them—Buffalo’s direct water access helped it grow in tandem. The influx of new residents—and, even more so, the steady supply of transients that inevitably characterizes a port city—meant that Cleveland’s Buffalo was a rough-and-tumble place. Accounts of the era note that police officers would only travel down some streets in pairs—and then, only during daylight hours. Prostitution was so widespread that it even inspired a song that became a part of the American canon. To modern ears, the lyrics “Buffalo gals, won’t you come out tonight,” ring quaint; in their original context, they were decidedly less so.


Not all of the tumult was of an illicit quality. As the city’s initial wave of New England settlers began to be diluted by immigrants (primarily German and Irish, nonnatives would eventually make up approximately 60 percent of Buffalo’s population5) the culture began to change in at least two ways that were propitious for the young Grover Cleveland. The first was the immigrants’ attraction to Cleveland’s Democratic Party, which displayed less hostility to foreigners than the then-regnant Whigs. The second was the changes wrought to the city’s culinary landscape. The Germans in particular brought with them a cuisine heavy on beer and sausages, both of which would become staples of the Cleveland diet. The earliest surviving picture of Cleveland—in which the bearded, follically intact Grover looks, if not svelte, at least reasonably proportioned—gives credence to the reports that he gained roughly one hundred pounds (in presidential terms, the equivalent of swallowing James Madison whole) during his time in Buffalo.


Mid-century Buffalo was not pure hedonism, however. By the time Grover came to town, the city’s proximity to Canada had made it the penultimate stop on one line of the Underground Railroad. Nearby, Harriet Tubman had taken escaped slaves north across a wooden suspension bridge close to Niagara Falls on multiple occasions. In the 1830s, a slave couple from Tennessee fled into Ontario with their six-week-old baby, only to be kidnapped by slave hunters dispatched by their erstwhile owner. When the couple was brought back stateside, a contingent of about fifty of Buffalo’s free blacks set them free and then fought their way back to the Canadian border through two hours of armed conflict with a local posse assembled by the slaveholder.6


Given that current in the city’s culture, it’s disappointing that we have little record of Grover Cleveland’s thoughts on slavery and the events that were soon to precipitate a civil war. For most of the 1850s the White House was controlled by his fellow northern Democrats, New Hampshire’s Franklin Pierce and Pennsylvania’s James Buchanan. The de facto position of both men was that, whatever the evils of slavery, the abolitionists’ potential to destabilize a fragile status quo was the greater menace. Grover had grown up hearing a similar diagnosis from his father.7


But what did the future president himself believe? We know that Cleveland was repulsed by the flamboyance and egotism of John Frémont, who in 1856 became the first Republican nominee for president. (That same arrogance would get Frémont cashiered from his generalship in the Union army a few years later, when he defied orders from President Lincoln.) But we also know that Cleveland didn’t look at the war through a purely partisan lens. He was an ardent supporter of unionism and an admirer of Abraham Lincoln, even defending the sixteenth president’s suspension of habeas corpus at a time when many of his fellow Democrats were enraged by it. (“It seems to me,” Cleveland thundered, “that the government has a right in time of war to resort to every possible method in order to protect itself.”8)


His convictions about the war, however, did not lead to his service in it. Two of Cleveland’s older brothers donned Union uniforms in the course of the conflict: Cecil served in the west under Ulysses S. Grant; Fred was in the Army of the Potomac. Whether Grover desired to be on a battlefield is unknown, though it seems improbable; his love for the masculine thrills of hunting and fishing never seemed to translate to a lust for martial glory, and there are no records to suggest otherwise. But there was a practical consideration as well: with two brothers on the battlefield and another living off the crumbs of a Long Island ministry, Grover had become the sole source of financial support for his mother and younger sisters.


That posed a dilemma when, in 1863, Cleveland’s number was pulled on the first day of the draft in Buffalo.9 The law provided an out, however: draftees were allowed to forgo service if they paid $300 (approximately $6,250 in 2019 funds) or furnished a substitute.


Mindful of the stress on the family, Fred offered to reenlist in his place, prompting his brother to reply with a characteristically terse “Fred has done enough.” Instead, Grover paid $150 to a Polish sailor named George Benninsky to serve in his place. Though Cleveland’s political opponents would later claim that Benninsky suffered unspeakable horrors in the course of the war, the reality was that he never saw major combat and spent most of the conflict as a hospital orderly after suffering a back injury.10 Even the real story, however, probably wouldn’t have prevented the allegations that Cleveland was an unpatriotic elite who bought his way out of the war. Perhaps he was derelict in not answering the call (though the practice was relatively common). But “elite” was a stretch. Grover Cleveland, though recently installed as assistant district attorney of Erie County, had to get a loan to pay Benninsky. After all, he had a family to support.




	
I. During the time that Cleveland served on the institute’s faculty it occupied the entire block between Eighth Avenue and Ninth Avenue and West Thirty-Third Street and West Thirty-Fourth Street, catty-corner to what is now Madison Square Garden.


	
II. One of Cleveland’s colleagues at the institute was Fanny Crosby, later to become one of the most successful and prolific hymnists of the nineteenth century. The two remained friends for life.


	
III. Porter, who commanded American forces on the Niagara frontier during the War of 1812, had built the residence to overlook the former site of Fort Erie, where he had seen combat during the conflict. Long regarded as Buffalo’s oldest mansion, the home was torn down in 1911.
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The crucifix hit the ground.1 How was the son of a minister ever going to forget that? Just a moment earlier it had been clasped in the hands of John Gaffney as he addressed his wife and children, and the priests nearby tried to calm him down. He continued to grasp it until a moment—and only a moment—after Grover Cleveland executed him.


A decade had passed since Grover Cleveland’s name was called in the draft. And while he had never been forced to take a life for the United States of America, he was now taking one—on Valentine’s Day, no less—on behalf of Erie County, New York. That was part of the job—the least savory, as far as he was concerned—when you were the sheriff.


The road he traveled to the gallows was rambling, if not quite as rocky as Gaffney’s. His first serious foray into public life had been the aforementioned appointment as assistant district attorney for the county, beginning in 1863. The man to whom he served as deputy, Cyrenius Torrance, lived in Gowanda, approximately thirty miles away from Buffalo, and the combination of the distance and his failing health meant that Grover had the top job in all but name.


Cleveland had come to the attention of Torrance and other members of the city’s legal community through his stint at Rogers, Bowen, & Rogers, a firm prominent enough in the city that even its chief clerk gained notoriety as word of what one colleague called his “indomitable industry, unpretentious courage, and unswerving honesty” spread.2 His habit of volunteering for menial tasks on behalf of the party, as well as a brief stint as a ward supervisor, had also put him on the radar of local party elders, who, their ranks swelled by conservatives made homeless by the implosion of the Whig Party, were on the lookout for talent.


If your plan was to treat your office as a sinecure and delegate most major responsibilities to a second in command, you couldn’t find a better deputy than the young Grover Cleveland. Twenty-five years old and single, Grover thrived in the role thanks to a work ethic that in a later era would have gotten him medicated. He would draw up virtually all of the indictments himself, personally prosecute at least half of the cases—at a rate of up to four per day—and return to the office after dinner to prepare for the following day’s work. His normal work hours: 8 a.m. to 3 a.m. Given that his sole respite—and the only area in his life where his penchant for self-control seemed to fail him—was food and drink, it’s no surprise that this was the period in which he began to expansively gain weight, a war of attrition he would spend decades losing.


While the assistant DA position offered Grover newfound prominence, his annual earnings fell by roughly half when he accepted the position, and his disposable income more so given his ongoing support of the family (his younger sister Susan wouldn’t learn until years later that Grover had cut his finances to the bone to provide her the college education he had been denied).3 He was also accumulating debt. Cleveland owed Torrance for the money to compensate his draft replacement and he wouldn’t have the funds to repay Ingham Townsend for the loan that got him to Buffalo until 1867, a dozen years after he made the journey.I


Why choose austerity at a time when money was already so dear? It’s likely that Grover had by this point resolved on a career in government, and a position of this stature, especially for someone so young, was too alluring to pass up. Perhaps he even believed he’d simply lily-pad to positions of increasing significance and compensation. Given the uneven trajectory of his life up to that point, however, he should’ve known better.


In 1865, Cleveland was nominated to succeed Torrance as Erie County’s district attorney. The Buffalo Courier, the city’s Democratic newspaper, enthused that the young nominee’s “character is above reproach. He will be supported by hundreds of Republicans on those grounds.4” That statement would prove true in just about every election in which Cleveland was ever on the ballot… except for 1865. While Cleveland performed well within Buffalo’s city limits, the margins captured by his opponent, Lyman K. Bass, in the outlying regions were too significant to overcome. Grover took his leave and wished the new DA well. On that last front, he didn’t have much choice: Bass was also his roommate.


After losing the election, he opened a law partnership with Isaac K. Vanderpoel, a Democrat who had been New York’s state treasurer in the late 1850s. The collaboration augured well for Grover; a previous partner of Vanderpoel’s, Frederick P. Stevens, had gone on to serve as mayor of Buffalo. It was also the start of a pattern in Cleveland’s legal practice: he’d inevitably join up with some prominent politico, usually with impeccable connections and a healthy dose of charisma, and toil diligently, capably, and largely unnoticed in the background. Grover was, by constitution, a workhorse. He was also smart enough to make sure that he was always yoked to a show horse.


The partnership, however, would prove short-lived, as Vanderpoel returned to public life in 1869 as a Buffalo police magistrate. In need of partners once more, Cleveland converted the firm into a trio. Into the political operator slot previously occupied by Vanderpoel slipped A. P. Laning, who had served in both houses of the New York legislature and was an influential member of the state party. While the association with Laning kept Grover in the orbit of the Empire State’s Democratic elite, it would be the other new partner, Oscar Folsom, who would permanently alter the course of his life.


Cleveland was responsible, honorable, and, to outward appearances, a bit staid. Folsom was impulsive, rakish, and charismatic. While Grover would spend sleepless nights poring over his legal briefs, Oscar was more likely to be found gambling or carriage racing (and, not infrequently, gambling on carriage racing). One such incident gained particular notoriety when a panicked Folsom showed up at Buffalo’s Sandpit Hotel in search of his six-year-old daughter, Frances. He had deposited her there earlier in the evening, concerned that the extra weight of a young girl in the carriage was placing him at a competitive disadvantage as he raced his friend John C. Level through the streets of Buffalo. As the night went on, Folsom and Level commemorated each lap with a round of cocktails at another hotel near the end of their course. Only upon retiring for the evening did Folsom remember that he had left his daughter elsewhere in the city—though where he couldn’t immediately call to mind.5


The constellation of personalities in the new firm served Cleveland well. Laning’s prestige and Folsom’s magnetism attracted a plentiful flow of clients, and both men were more than happy to take up the courtroom responsibilities that Grover abjured, shouldering the performative, rhetorical burden while he stayed in the office and mastered the substantive details of the cases. The contrast produced a chemistry in their personal lives as well. Cleveland and Folsom became extremely close, with the quarterback-befriends-valedictorian dynamic between them sometimes creating an almost comic juxtaposition. Once, when Folsom—who had the extrovert’s gift for conducting all of life as an improvisation—asked Grover for the relevant citation for one of his legal arguments, the future president replied, “Go look it up, and then you’ll remember what you learn.”6 The ever-charismatic Folsom won the volley with his reply: “I want you to know that I practice law by ear, not by note.”


By the end of the 1860s, Cleveland had settled into a comfortable, if not especially dynamic, professional equilibrium. Laning, Folsom, & Cleveland was successful and, while he certainly wasn’t wealthy, his financial situation was more secure. However, his aversion to self-promotion had limited the degree to which he was a figure of public approbation. He was well thought of, if not thought of that often. Had he continued on that trajectory, he likely would have found himself on the bench at some future date, one of those conscientious, workmanlike public officials who wait on an obituary for the appropriate dosage of appreciation. Instead, he was about to take a professional left turn that was, to use the technical term, pretty bananas.


In 1870, the Democratic Party was in need of a warm body. With the midterm elections approaching, retaking Buffalo’s seat in the House of Representatives, lost two years prior, seemed within their grasp.7 They did not ask Grover Cleveland. Instead, they turned to William Williams, a banker and railroad president who had done a brief stint in the state assembly. But Williams needed help. The race was going to be close enough that the Democrats recognized that the nominees for down-ballot offices might provide—or deny—the margin of victory for Williams at the top. And this was a problem because the most prominent office after the House seat was sheriff of Erie County, one of those classic public stations only sought by people who should have been allowed nowhere near the job.


The reasons Cleveland was perfect for the sheriff’s role were the same that made it a liability for him to pursue it. Even an honest sheriff—something hard to come by in that day and age—was going to improve his financial standing in the job, which was sweetened by a bevy of fees attached to many of its official duties. But for a dishonest one, the opportunities for corruption were legion, encompassing everything from bribes to contracting kickbacks. Most men in the position succumbed to the temptation. For the Democratic Party, the logic was impeccable: nominate a man known as a paragon of virtue for the seediest office in the land.


For Cleveland, the calculus wasn’t quite so simple. He had spent fifteen years in Buffalo cultivating a reputation as a man immune to the temptations of partisanship and political expediency, never mind corruption. Was it worth putting all that on the line to pursue an office whose inhabitant, regardless of the facts, would immediately carry the taint of being a political hack?


The answer, surprisingly enough, was yes—though how fervent a yes is a matter of some dispute. Cleveland is recorded as having waived away the possibility at first, noting that the sheriff’s office was not usually held by a lawyer. Allan Nevins, author of a magisterial 1932 biography of Cleveland, however, contends that the future president actively courted the role, using Oscar Folsom as an intermediary.8 The most likely scenario is that both urges were authentic: Grover was likely desperate to place himself back on the political ladder and desirous of a role that could finally give him some real financial security, but also wary of how much his integrity might be impugned in the process. In the end, the temptation to return to politics was too strong to overcome.


Cleveland would win the election (as would Williams), although the Democrats’ theory of the case proved to be in error: the incoming sheriff’s margin of victory was half that of the new congressman’s, a result that owed in part to Grover’s aversion to campaigning (an instinct a politician could still indulge in the nineteenth century).9 While he claimed he valued the office, which came with a surprising amount of free time, for the opportunity it provided to deepen his study of the law, his associates all assumed money was a bigger factor (though Cleveland’s legal talents were indeed observed to have improved when he eventually returned to practice). And, in stark contrast to his later stints in government, Grover Cleveland—a man for whom the phrase “work-life balance” could have been invented as a rebuke—brought an uncharacteristic penchant for delegation to the office, assigning most of the day-to-day responsibilities to W. L. G. Smith, the deputy he had inherited and subsequently reappointed. Some of that free time assuredly went to brushing up his legal chops; but a fair bit went to fishing as well.10


While the pace was relaxed, any serious audit of Cleveland’s time as sheriff reveals that it was not a holiday from his usual scruples: the earnings that provided him a newfound financial security were all aboveboard.II In fact, many of the local Democrats who had thought him little more than a pawn useful to securing Williams’s election would come to rue his selection precisely because of his incorruptibility.


One of the most common sources of graft in the county was vendors supplying only a fraction of the supplies they had been paid to deliver, a practice sustained by elected officials who’d look the other way for a cut of the action. Now, when the county’s supplies of cordwood arrived, Cleveland personally measured the delivery, a practice that he would rigorously apply across the board.11 He also systematized the practice of giving new contracts to the lowest bidder rather than to the politically connected. Many of those snubbed contractors were his fellow Democrats. To his great credit—and at real cost to his political career—Grover Cleveland didn’t give a damn.12


While Cleveland’s reputation for integrity was one legacy of his tenure in the sheriff’s office—even his Republican successor admitted how conscientiously he had done the job—the most abiding impression was one that he would have preferred to forget: during his time in office (1871–73), he was twice called on to carry out executions. In both cases, the condemned were murderers. The aforementioned John Gaffney had drunkenly shot a man down after a bad hand of cards; Patrick Morrissey, the first man he led to the gallows, had stabbed his mother to death when she refused him money. In both cases, Cleveland himself pulled the lever that consigned them to the abyss.


There is a long history in American life of bellicose men whose hardness was an essential part of their political appeal. Grover Cleveland, by contrast, was most easily roused to wrath when someone was misquoting Tennyson.13 III There was thus some irony when, in later years, Cleveland’s political opponents dubbed him “The Buffalo Hangman,” both because the label could have boomeranged in his favor and because it masked the fact that Cleveland was an especially faint-hearted executioner.


Grover Cleveland hated the days preceding an execution, when he could think of little else. He’d lose sleep. He’d get ill. On at least one occasion, he asked a local doctor to walk him through all the possibilities of what could go wrong.14 And yet he didn’t have to do it. The relevant law allowed the sheriff to pass off the hangman’s responsibilities to a deputy for a ten-dollar fee. Indeed, that was the course that Grover’s mother—long the person he’d turned to with his anxieties—counseled. But he couldn’t accept the reprieve. What kind of man would freely accept all the benefits of his office but fob off its most stomach-turning responsibilities? He had already paid a man to bear his cross once before. He wouldn’t do it again.


He was also intent that there would be no morbid voyeurism on his watch. On both occasions, Cleveland barred the general public from attending. (A Buffalo hanging in 1825 had drawn a crowd of 15,000—some estimates range as high as 25,000—at a time when only 5,000 souls lived in the city.15) To drive the point home, he employed a team of carpenters to build a frame around the jail yard, then draped the whole edifice in black canvas so that the especially enterprising couldn’t get a view from a nearby rooftop. He’d then position himself so as not to be looking at the accused when they made their final descent. Hearing it was enough.


The sheriff’s position was not eligible for reelection and so Cleveland returned to private practice after his term expired at the end of 1873. He formed a new partnership with Lyman K. Bass, the man who had defeated him in the district attorney race nearly a decade earlier, and Wilson “Shan” Bissell, a clerk from his previous firm who would wind up his closest confidant for the remainder of his life (and virtually the only figure from Buffalo to play a serious role in his political career).


The 1870s would prove to be a decade of loss for Cleveland, with three unexpected deaths weighing heavily upon him. The first two came in 1872, while he was still serving as sheriff. Cecil and Fred, the brothers who had served in the Union army while he tended to the district attorney’s office, had, in the years after Appomattox, turned to the hospitality industry. After Fred purchased and successfully operated a hotel in Fairfield, Connecticut, he acquired a lease on a luxury property in the Bahamas, where Cecil was intended to play a management role. In October, the pair boarded a steamship in New York City bound for the Caribbean and their grand opening. They never arrived. The vessel caught fire twenty-five miles off the Bahamian coast and Cleveland’s brothers were lost either to the flames or the depths.16 IV


Three years later, in 1875, Cleveland lost the brother with whom he didn’t share a surname. Oscar Folsom, his carriage en route to meet Grover, came around a corner and collided with a wagon jutting out into the street. Folsom was thrown from the carriage, severely fracturing his skull. His startled horse then proceeded to run the vehicle over his motionless body. Folsom never regained consciousness and was dead within two hours.17


Though the two men were no longer business partners, they had remained extremely close. And Cleveland—approaching forty and still single—had regarded Folsom’s wife, Emma, and his daughter, Frances, as his own kin. That sentiment would now be formalized. Folsom, never especially fastidious, had died intestate. Oscar’s widow and his daughter—who had turned eleven two days before her father’s demise—were made Cleveland’s wards, the court deeming the deceased’s closest friend (and one of Buffalo’s most respected lawyers) as the ideal executor of the estate.


Those tragedies aside, the years after Cleveland departed the sheriff’s office are notable primarily for how prosaic they were. Indeed, one would be hard-pressed to find a comparable period of inertia in the life of any other man less than a decade away from becoming president. Cleveland continued his law practice, albeit with a revolving cast of characters; Bass did a stint in Congress before removing himself to Colorado to manage a case of tuberculosis, and Cleveland and Bissell later added another young partner, George Sicard.


The esteem in which he was held at the bar only grew, not because he came up with novel arguments or won the day through courtroom oratory, but because he doggedly worked through cases, examining every possible argument and counterargument, until he had so thoroughly mastered the material that he was never caught unprepared. In that era, Buffalo courts had a practice of calling upon outsiders who were regarded as neutral to help adjudicate cases, a sort of proto-arbitrator role. Cleveland, by now widely known for an almost superhuman rigor, his eighteen-hour workdays, and his capacity for impartiality, was always at the top of the list.


Importantly, he had also finally attained a measure of financial independence. Not that it led to a much of a change in his lifestyle: Grover lived in a modest apartment on the floor above his law firm and, especially with the death of his brothers, a substantial part of his budget was still dedicated to his mother’s welfare. But shorn of financial imperatives, Cleveland conducted his legal practice to maximize his satisfaction rather than his profits. He generally avoided criminal cases, both because he had a preference for disputes that could be settled out of court and because he had no stomach for defending someone he thought might actually be guilty.V 18 He turned down an opportunity to become general counsel for the New York Central Railroad, a move that would have made him one of the wealthiest and most prominent lawyers in the state, because he couldn’t abide the thought of operating according to the dictates of a corporation rather than his own conscience. And he took on a steady stream of pro bono cases, in addition to many from indigent clients for which he simply never collected.


Nothing about Cleveland’s life in this era suggests that he was anticipating being on a ballot again anytime soon. Not only was he turning down work that could’ve raised his visibility, but he had also largely removed himself from political circles (where, given his disregard for party cronies during his time as sheriff, he wasn’t particularly welcome anyway). In fact, he was a virtual nonentity in Buffalo’s elite circles. What free time he had apart from the firm was spent largely on hunting or fishing trips—or indulging in the luxuries, such as they were, of being a middle-aged bachelor, which meant lots of drinking, eating, and gaming in Buffalo taverns. And while the details around those pastimes were mostly hazy—a fact that would soon come back to haunt Cleveland—it is evident that they were sometimes taken to excess.


There is a contemporary account of a bar fight that culminated in Cleveland banging a man’s head into a gutter.19 There were instances of indulgence that caused him, by his own later admission, to “lose a day,”20 as presidential a euphemism as ever there was for a screaming hangover. Ironically, the one aspect of his free time that drew the least comment—perhaps because he had made it known that he enjoyed life as a bachelor—was his love life.


It continued that way for years: long days in the office, often long nights there, too. When that wasn’t the case, lost nights in the pubs. Then it all came to a whiplash-inducing halt in the fall of 1881, the night that Grover Cleveland’s choice of tavern set him on the path to becoming the next president of the United States.




	
I. Though Townsend had intended the money as a gift, the future president insisted on repayment.


	
II. According to the recollection of John C. Level (he of the drunken carriage race with Oscar Folsom), Cleveland claimed to have left the sheriff’s office having netted $20,000 (approximately $425,000 in 2019 dollars) over the course of three years.
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