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To my friends

 






No man is an island.

JOHN DONNE




To be born is to be wrecked on an island.

J. M. BARRIE







Preface

The Five of Hearts entered my life in 1983, when I read Descent from Glory: Four Generations of the John Adams Family by Paul C. Nagel. In a few paragraphs, Nagel sketched a group of five men and women who came together in Washington, D.C., during the winter of 1880-81 and struck up a friendship that lasted for the rest of their lives. The most famous of them was Henry Adams, historian and man of letters, great-grandson of one president and grandson of another, a man who claimed to want nothing to do with politics yet chose to live in the shadow of the White House. Henry’s wife, Marian Hooper Adams (known as “Clover”), presided over the capital’s most exclusive salon, possessed a stinging wit, and was a gifted photographer. A victim of what modern medicine would probably diagnose as a manic-depressive mood disorder, Clover took her life at the age of forty-two. John Hay, charming, wry, enormously capable but unable to attach himself to a career, nevertheless managed to achieve distinction in two worlds, literature and diplomacy. He began as a secretary in the White House of Abraham Lincoln, wrote for and edited the New York Tribune, coauthored a ten-volume life of Lincoln, and ended his career as secretary of state to William McKinley and Theodore Roosevelt, overseeing the emergence of the United States as a world power. His wife, Clara Stone Hay, heiress to an Ohio industrial fortune, was the soul of piety, deeply devoted to her family, and ill at ease in the society her husband craved. The fifth member of the quintet was Clarence King, a brilliant geologist. His survey of a large stretch of the route followed by the first transcontinental railroad was a landmark of nineteenth-century science and a key to the settlement of the American West. Superbly equipped to succeed as a mining entrepreneur, King died a pauper. He led another life as well—one that his close friends Hay and Adams knew nothing about until his death. In New York, where he kept an office on Wall Street and belonged to several of the city’s most genteel men’s clubs, King also had a black common-law wife who bore him five children.

Wanting to know more about the relationship of this striking assortment of personalities, I went to the library in search of a book about the Five of Hearts. No such thing existed. And when I turned to biographies of King and Hay and the Adamses, each new piece of information about the Five of Hearts seemed to widen the scope of their story. Like the Bloomsbury group in London and Gertrude Stein’s circle in Paris, the Hearts had a genius for befriending everyone worth knowing. Over the course of their lives they knew Mark Twain and Walt Whitman, Henry James and Edith Wharton, Bret Harte and William Dean Howells, Horace Greeley, Robert Louis Stevenson, Rudyard Kipling, John Ruskin and Matthew Arnold, painters (John La Farge and John Singer Sargent), architects (Henry Hobson Richardson and Stanford White), the sculptor Augustus Saint-Gaudens, Bernard Berenson, the royal family of Tahiti, every president from Abraham Lincoln to Theodore Roosevelt, Andrew Carnegie, Carl Schurz, Henry Cabot Lodge, and scores of cabinet members and diplomats.

Though there was a paucity of published material about the Five of Hearts, I quickly discovered that they and their friends had left a trail of paper reaching from Massachusetts to California: thousands of letters, diary entries, memoirs, literary manuscripts, and documents as diverse as receipts, death certificates, menus, court testimony, and architectural drawings. The story that emerges from these sources (which are described more fully at the back of the book) is really two stories. The first is a group biography, a portrait of an elite who helped to define American culture and politics in the years between the Civil War and World War I. The second unfolds not in a particular time or place but along a purely human axis, with intimacy at one pole and isolation at the other. This latter tale is one of abounding love, the riches of friendship, tenderness, loyalties verging on passion, generosity, and, at the opposite pole, a story of secrets, loneliness, betrayal, madness, and suicide.

In the preface of his life of Samuel Johnson, W. Jackson Bate writes that biography allows the reader “to touch hands with others, to learn from each other’s experience and to get whatever encouragement we can.” A biography of a circle of friends is doubly rewarding in this respect since it allows us to touch their hands and to see how they held out their hands to each other.

In piecing together the relationships of the Five of Hearts, I discovered as much about my feelings as theirs. Deeply moved by Henry Adams’s kindness toward Clarence King after King’s nervous collapse, I glimpsed the magnitude of my own hope for the same tenderness in time of desperation. Biases—mine and theirs—lurked everywhere. The impulses of educated Americans in the late twentieth century are infinitely more egalitarian than the attitudes of their nineteenth-century counterparts, which presents special difficulties in dealing with the elitism of a circle like the Five of Hearts. In particular I recoiled from Adams’s anti-Semitic outbursts, King’s contempt for women, and John Hay’s scorn for immigrants. But one can try to account for a prejudice without endorsing it, and however disagreeable, these attitudes deserve to be put in context. This I have endeavored to do.

When William Roscoe Thayer, the first biographer of John Hay, asked the elderly Henry Adams about the Five of Hearts, Adams was brusque and enigmatic. The only record he cared to leave, he said, was the Saint-Gaudens sculpture he had commissioned decades earlier for Clover’s grave. “People who want to know us—we are not eager for notoriety at any time—can go there and we shall tell no lies.” As far as I know, I have told no lies. And since the Five of Hearts left a record considerably more complete than the haunting bronze figure in Washington’s Rock Creek Church Cemetery, I hope I have caught something of the truth.





Prologue: Farewells

For twenty hours it snowed. Then it rained, and by the time the sun rose on March 4, 1881, the streets of Washington had turned to rivers. It was a day to stay home by the fire, which is precisely what Mr. and Mrs. Henry Adams of Lafayette Square intended to do. A gunshot echoed through their neighborhood at ten thirty in the morning, and if the sound drew them to their windows, they saw, across the square in front of the White House, a crowd of thousands—men in black hats, women with dripping umbrellas, and soldiers on horseback, their dark capes pinned back to show a flash of red.

The gunshot signaled the start of the inaugural parade in honor of James Abram Garfield, Civil War hero, Ohio Republican, and twentieth president of the United States. Among the celebrants sloshing down Pennsylvania Avenue toward the Capitol, it would have been difficult to find a happier man than the nineteenth president, Rutherford B. Hayes. Having come into the White House under the cloud of an election variously described as “disputed” and “stolen,” Hayes had passed his quadrennium without ever acquiring a taste for the presidency. As Garfield solemnly swore to uphold the Constitution, Hayes was heard mumbling cheerfully to himself, “Out of a scrape, out of a scrape.”

Snug by their hearth on that sodden Friday, sunk into dark red leather armchairs cut low and small to match their diminutive figures, Henry and Clover Adams were only dimly aware of distant fifes and drums. By Clover’s reckoning, the odds were ten to one that they would see nothing of their new neighbor in the White House or his administration. “In this ever-shifting panorama of course we shall find new combinations,” she wrote to her father, “but we shall hardly have the intimate cosy set that we did.”

So it seemed. After more than a year abroad, the Adamses had returned to the capital just in time to grow deeply attached to John Hay and Clarence King, who were leaving the government with the changing of the presidential guard. Hay and King had encountered the Adamses a few times in the past, but when Henry and Clover moved into a rented house at 1607 H Street in December 1880, the two men became constant callers. Hay, an assistant secretary of state, would leave his desk at four-thirty, walk north across Lafayette Park, and in five minutes pass between the fluted columns of the portico at 1607, a graceful mansion known to Washingtonians as “the little White House.” By the time he arrived, Clover was usually deep in conversation with King, the director of the U.S. Geological Survey, or with Hay’s wife, Clara, who made frequent visits from the Hays’ home in Cleveland. At five o’clock, when Henry Adams emerged from his study, tea began. Tea often stretched into dinner, and dinner flowed into a party lasting till midnight. Delighted with their delight in each other, the friends sealed their bond with a name: “the Five of Hearts.” Although the origin of the phrase went unrecorded, it almost certainly sprang from their familiarity with two other playing-card epithets. Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, whose work was known to all of them, had belonged to a circle known as “the Five of Clubs,” and a bit of Wild West derring-do had won Clarence King the title of “the King of Diamonds.”

An outsider would have been hard put to understand the intense affections of the Five of Hearts. Apart from their age (all were close to forty except Clara, who was thirty-one) and apart from the Boston Brahminism that linked Henry and Clover Adams, the quintet had little in common. As a Westerner, John Hay belonged to a species considered innately inferior by Henry Adams, son of Beacon Hill. Clarence King thought the silent and darkly handsome Mrs. Hay “calm and grand,” but her ardent domesticity held no appeal for Clover Adams. While Clara filled her Washington days at ladies’ luncheons, Clover stayed home and read. Clara seemed a strange companion for her loquacious husband and his witty friends, who talked unceasingly and punned without mercy. (When one of the Adamses’ Skye terriers developed an eye problem, Hay pronounced it a case of “cataract.” King leaned toward a diagnosis of “tomcataract.”) Clover, impatient with Hay’s reverence for the novels of Henry James, declared that James’s trouble was not that he bit off more than he could chaw but that “he chaws more than he bites off.”
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Henry and Clover Adams’s rented house at 1607 H Street, on Washington’s Lafayette Square, where the Five of Hearts became friends in the winter of 1880-81.LIBRARY OF CONGRESS

King, a hazel-eyed bachelor who wore his blondish beard and thinning hair cropped close, was the very thing Hay and Adams were not: a man of action. While Hay and Adams were content to write history, King intended to make it. At twenty-five he had begun directing the largest scientific study the federal government had ever undertaken, a geological survey along the route of the first transcontinental railroad. Awed by King’s drive and intelligence, Henry Adams and John Hay predicted that their friend would have whatever prize he chose.

King already knew what he wanted. As soon as he left the U.S. Geological Survey, he would head for Mexico in search of the fabled lost silver mines of the conquistadors. Sitting with the Hearts in Henry and Clover’s comfortable drawing room, he spun dreams of the day when he would have a wife and children, like John Hay, and live like the Adamses in a mansion filled with choice English paintings and the finest rugs from Kashmir and Kurdistan. His fortune made, he would devote himself to scientific research.

Out of loyalties dating from his years as a junior secretary in the White House of Abraham Lincoln, Hay had come to Washington in 1879 to fill an unexpected vacancy in the State Department. Now he was going back to Cleveland by way of New York, where he would spend a few months standing in for the editor of the Tribune, who was going away for a honeymoon. Once home, Hay had no ambition except to pick up where he had left off: managing his father-in-law’s millions and collaborating with an old colleague on a life of Lincoln.

Henry and Clover also meant to resume the life they had led before their long stay in Europe. They rode in the morning, breakfasted at noon; and at one o’clock Henry retreated to his study to write a history of the United States in the opening years of the nineteenth century. Such an existence was idyllic, he thought—“like a dream of the golden age.” Henry fervently believed that the future of the world lay in the United States and that the future of the United States lay in Washington. He reveled in the expectation and fancied himself one of “the first rays of light” that would one day set fire to the world.

As winter turned to spring and President Garfield settled into the White House, the Five of Hearts said farewell. “Five o’clock tea is a bore,” Clover pouted when they had gone. But there would be other endings, just as there had been other beginnings.





PART ONE
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GRAVITATIONS
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A Family Fugitive

Henry Brooks Adams began life with all the blessings and burdens of a famous family. John Adams and John Quincy Adams, his paternal great-grandfather and grandfather, had been presidents of the United States, and it appeared possible that his father, Charles Francis Adams, would be the same. There was money, too, for the Adamses had prospered during their two centuries in Massachusetts, and Henry’s maternal grandfather, Peter Chardon Brooks, was said to be the richest man in Boston.

The fourth of seven children, Henry was born on February 16, 1838. Like generations of Adams males before him, he spent his late adolescence at Harvard College, receiving a degree in 1858. He went to Europe, traveled, and studied in Germany with thoughts of becoming a lawyer. In 1860, when he returned to the Adams keep in Quincy, he was filled with doubt on all but one point: the law was not for him.

The young man’s strongest inclinations were literary, though he had no idea what to do about them. Pure literature seemed beyond the reach of a self-conscious beginner of twenty-two, and his father disapproved of journalism, contending that the ephemeral nature of newspapers and magazines deprived journalists of any chance for real influence. As an old man, Henry liked to say that he had had the good fortune to be born a fourth child, a status so trifling that he could fritter away his life and “never be missed.” In truth, his first opportunity for choosing a career left him paralyzed, and he was relieved when his father chose for him. Charles Francis needed a secretary; Henry consented to serve.

In the autumn of 1860, Charles Francis was elected to a second term in Congress and took his family, secretary included, to Washington, where Henry quickly fell in with another young secretary uncertain of his destiny. Like Adams, John Milton Hay had been born in 1838 and felt drawn to things literary. He left Brown University in 1858 with a Phi Beta Kappa key and a deep yearning to fulfill the promise his fellow students had seen when they elected him class poet. Back home in the Mississippi River hamlet of Warsaw, Illinois, Hay sank into a deep depression. He had no employment prospects, and as he reflected on the “heartless materialism” around him, literary dreams seemed absurd. In a few years, he bitterly predicted, his poetic eye would not be “rolling in a fine frenzy, but steadily fixed on the pole-star of humanity, $!” Too unhappy to choose an occupation, he consigned his fate to his father and was soon apprenticed to an uncle who was a prominent attorney in Springfield, Illinois. Abraham Lincoln had been a partner in the firm, and when Lincoln ran for president in 1860, Hay poured his poetic idealism into the noble cause of ending slavery. After the election, Lincoln rewarded him with a post as assistant secretary in the White House.

Hay had confidence in Lincoln, but Adams watched anxiously as the new president fumbled with his white kid gloves at the inaugural ball. As far as Adams could see, Lincoln’s “long, awkward figure” and his “plain, ploughed face” showed no sign of force. Six weeks later civil war erupted, and soon afterward Lincoln asked Charles Francis to serve as American minister to England. Henry’s friendship with John Hay would have to wait.

Lincoln charged the new minister with a delicate mission. Britain proclaimed itself neutral in the American conflict, which meant that it recognized the Confederacy as well as the Union. Certain parties in England, reasoning that a divided America would enhance the power of Britain, were agitating for British aid to the Confederacy. It fell to Charles Francis to try to preserve England’s neutrality.

As his father’s personal secretary, Henry was not officially part of the staff of the American legation in London, but his duties gave him an insider’s view of the diplomatic chess being played on the board of the American Civil War. Canny and tactful, Charles Francis would accomplish his mission in spite of schemers and intriguers on both sides of the Atlantic. Henry watched with admiration for his father and mounting disgust for the politicians who stood in his way. Power, Henry decided, was “a diseased appetite, like a passion for drink or perverted tastes.” Its effect was “an aggravation of self, a sort of tumor that ends by killing the victim’s sympathies.” His antipathy would last a lifetime.

Away from the legation, Henry dined with Charles Dickens and Robert Browning, and he cultivated Sir Charles Lyell, a geologist devoted to amassing evidence for the shocking new evolutionary theory of Charles Darwin. He met John Stuart Mill, the philosopher whose political ideas squared perfectly with the deepest hopes and fears of the Adams family. Mill admired democracies because they allowed the brightest and best to gain more influence than they could in hereditary aristocracies. But he fretted that representative government naturally tended toward “collective mediocrity”—the dreaded tyranny of a majority who made ignorant, self-serving decisions.

Henry’s greatest social pleasures in England were the breakfasts and house parties given by Monckton Milnes, member of Parliament and man of letters. Voracious reader, astute critic, lover of art and books, orchestrator of “collisions” of dissonant minds, Milnes was Henry’s ideal as a host. Among the sparkling monologists in the Milnes salon, Henry was a welcome guest: “they needed a listener,” he deduced. Silent and thrilled, he heard Algernon Swinburne recite whole plays—forward and backward. Memories of these entertainments were banked for the day when Henry could orchestrate collisions in his own drawing room.

The future did little to reveal itself to Henry Adams during his seven years in London. Working for his father and living at home left him uncomfortably suspended between adolescence and adulthood. In mild rebellion he grew a beard and kept it despite his mother’s protests. He also launched a secret campaign of defiance against his father, writing unsigned articles on British politics for American newspapers. Morally, it was an ambiguous enterprise. As secretary he had access to privileged information, exposure of which might compromise fragile negotiations and embarrass Charles Francis. Henry, longing to experiment with journalism, persuaded himself that his articles would help by presenting forceful briefs for his father’s views.

For eight months Henry spent Saturdays in his rooms on the top floor of the legation residence, where he composed accounts of the week’s political events. His undoing was a newspaper editor unable to resist trumpeting the Adams name. But when British newspapers pounced upon the transgression, they scolded the lad less for his politics than his manners, taking deepest offense at his complaint about the “thimblefuls of ice cream and hard seed cakes” served in English ballrooms. Afraid of being caught in a more damaging act, Henry put down his pen.

Though the minister bore the episode “very good-naturedly,” Henry knew that another episode would be his ruin “for a long time.” When Henry tried to explain his acute sense of failure to his older brother, Charles, Jr., Charles told him to stop whining. But Henry could not shake the feeling that he was “a humbug.”

Humiliation notwithstanding, Henry’s clandestine writing taught him that he enjoyed journalism no matter how little his father thought of it, and anonymity had offered a way to practice his new craft without fear of ridicule. To a perfectionist who had dismissed several earlier literary efforts as sadly wanting—unworthy of the House of Adams—a secret apprenticeship had incalculable worth.



Thin, thirty, and, by his own description, “very—very bald,” Henry went back to the United States with his family in the summer of 1868, when his father decided to return to private life. Determined to break away from Boston and the Adams orbit, he settled on a career in journalism, wryly admitting that it was “the last resource of the educated poor who could not be artists and would not be tutors.” New York, with its abundance of newspapers and magazines, was his ultimate destination, but he decided to go first to Washington, perhaps because he knew politics best. His father acquiesced, though he let it be known that he expected his son to grapple with “questions of public importance” and to do so “in a manner useful to the country.” Charles Francis also warned him against Washington’s “silly young women” and the time-thieving fripperies of capital society.

On his own at last, Henry bloomed. Cabinet members took him under their wing. Congressmen granted long interviews and, when it suited their purposes, assisted his investigations. In an analysis of the 1869-70 session of Congress, which appeared in the North American Review, he delivered blistering judgments with a self-assurance that would have been unthinkable a year or two before.

To the fledgling correspondent, it seemed that the government was out of control and no one would be held accountable. The president said he could not act because Congress would not pass laws, and Congress begged absolution because nothing could get past its fractious committees. The government was drifting, without “a course to steer, a port to seek,” and the villain was President Ulysses S. Grant. Henry derided the lumpishness of Grant’s mind and his refusal to see himself as anything more than a caretaker. Grant, Henry supposed, came as a rude shock to citizens who had expected the bold hero of Vicksburg to be a bold chief executive.

The incumbents were furious with the upstart’s assessment, and the upstart basked in their fury. “I have smashed things generally and really exercised a distinct influence on public opinion,” he boasted. When a senator lashed back in print, Henry’s joy was complete: “To be abused by a Senator is my highest ambition.”

The capital itself he considered “the drollest place in Christian lands.” After seven years of London formality, unformed Washington offered “an easy and delightful repose.” Cannons rolling through the streets for the four years of the Civil War had ground the pavement of the main thoroughfares to dust, rendering them even more impassable than the muddy side streets. Then, as later, society huddled around Lafayette Square, and beyond the square, “the country began.” The country Henry saw as “a long, straggling caravan, stretching loosely toward the prairies, its few score of leaders far in advance and its millions of immigrants, negroes, and Indians far in the rear, somewhere in archaic time.” Unlike New York and Boston, Washington had little wealth, which meant that men of modest means could live well and find ready acceptance by society. As for the “silly young women” disdained by his father, Henry charmed them sufficiently to win a reputation as one of the three best dancers in the capital. Journalism might be ephemeral, the nation might be dangerously adrift, but Henry Adams, for the first time in his life, enjoyed being Henry Adams.

The only one who asked more was his father. “You shoot over the heads of most people,” Charles Francis complained. He also found Henry’s style “savoring of conceit.” Guessing that shyness compelled Henry to assume the pose of arrogance, Charles Francis warned that if he expected to influence men in public life, he would have to “remove this obstacle.”

A younger Henry Adams would have been crushed. But with the buffer of five hundred miles between Washington and Quincy, and with abundant praise from editors and friends, Henry felt no need to alter his tone. And in spite of a growing disdain for the “dirty whirlpool” of politics, he had no desire to abandon Washington or journalism. In the summer of 1870, when the president of Harvard invited him to take a post as assistant professor of history, he promptly declined. He was flattered, he said, “but, having now chosen a career, I am determined to go on in it as far as it will lead me.”

Two months later Harvard tried again. Henry’s brothers thought he should take the job, as did his father, who had come to regard universities as “the field of widest influence in America.” Under ordinary circumstances, the newly contented Henry Adams would have stayed in Washington, but that summer he had witnessed the unexpected death of his older sister, Louisa, who had contracted tetanus after being thrown from a carriage. Harvard was only a few miles from Quincy; perhaps his presence would soften his family’s grief. The ferocious Washington correspondent, the man who loved smashing things, came tenderly home.



Telling an English friend of his appointment to teach medieval history, Henry confessed, “I am utterly and grossly ignorant … I gave the college fair warning of my ignorance, and the answer was that I knew just as much as anyone else in America knew on the subject.” With his ready laugh, an endearingly poor memory for dates, and his refusal to require students to memorize page after page of text for recitation, Professor Adams was an immediate favorite. He was fearless in showing his ignorance. When a student asked for a definition of “transubstantiation,” he shot back, “Good Heavens! How should I know! Look it up.” His idea of a good examination question was one he could not answer. “It astounds me to see how some of my students answer questions which would play the deuce with me,” he remarked to a friend. “You would be proud to know as much as they do.”

With his teaching duties came the job of editing the North American Review, which had published several of his Washington essays. Perversely proud of its tiny circulation—four hundred at best—the magazine assumed that its subscribers included everyone who mattered. While Henry lamented that an editor was “a helpless drudge, whose successes, if he made any, belonged to his writers” and whose failure could mean bankruptcy, he quickly turned the Review into a pulpit for the reformist politics of the Adams family. He lashed out at monopolists and stock market manipulators, continued his assault on Ulysses S. Grant, and told his readers what to think of new books and scientific discoveries.

Beyond the iron railings of Harvard Yard, he made friends he would keep for life. He saw the sensitive Jameses, William and Henry, who were beginning their careers in philosophy and literature, and dined with William Dean Howells, whose novels he praised in the Review. He also befriended the tall, austere John La Farge, an artist struggling to perfect the manufacturing technique that would start a renaissance in stained glass.

In the spring of 1871, one of Henry’s boyhood friends, Samuel Franklin Emmons, invited him to spend the summer out west with a party conducting a geological survey for the federal government. Eager to explore a new world and to rekindle the interest in geology that had begun with Sir Charles Lyell in England, Adams headed for Wyoming in July.

The West enthralled him. In the past he had poked fun at American crudities, but now he bragged to English friends about “country wilder than anything in Siberia.” Even the climate was enchantingly hostile, with temperatures of a hundred degrees at noon and nights cold enough to leave crusts of ice in the water pails. He wore moccasins (“though they spoil the shape of the feet”) and calmly wrote letters under the gaze of Indians on horseback.

The most exotic human being Adams encountered in his travels was Clarence King, director of the survey. At twenty-nine, King seemed to have everything, including the influence so prized by Charles Francis Adams. His Fortieth Parallel survey, underwritten by the government, was making the first accurate maps of a large part of the West and sizing up the region’s mineral wealth, water resources, and agricultural prospects. A muscular five-foot-six, King had boundless energy and no discernible fears. He had once trapped a bear in a cave, climbed in after it, and, after coolly waiting for his eyes to adjust to the darkness, dispatched it with a single shot.
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Professor Henry Brooks Adams of Harvard in about 1875, when he was in his late thirties.MASSACHUSETTS HISTORICAL SOCIETY

An aesthete with a particular fondness for painting, King saw to it that photographers and landscape painters accompanied the survey, and he strove to give his camps an air of refinement. In the evening, after a long, gritty day in the field, he donned silk hose, gleaming shoes, and a suit freshly pressed by his valet. Materializing at the campfire, he looked to an astonished Henry Adams like “a bird of paradise rising in the sage-brush.” When a visitor teased the geologist about his fancy duds and the overweening ambition of his chuck-wagon, King treated him to a haughty lecture: “It is all very well for you, who lead a civilized life nine or ten months in the year, and only get into the field for a few weeks at a time, to let yourself down to the pioneer level … But I, who have been for years constantly in the field, would have, lost my good habits altogether if I had not taken every possible opportunity to practice them.”

On meeting Clarence King, Adams felt the same instant connection he had experienced when he shook hands with John Hay. Friendship with King “was never a matter of growth or doubt,” Adams said. It was whole from the start.



Back in Cambridge for his second year of teaching, Henry resumed a budding relationship with the Hoopers, a family whose Bay Colony roots went as deep as his own. Though he had known them for years, he owed the new closeness to Ephraim Whitman Gurney, dean of the Harvard faculty and husband of Ellen Hooper. Through the Gurneys Henry came to know Ellen’s brother Edward (Ned) and sister Marian, called Clover by family and friends. Born September 13, 1843, Clover was the youngest of the Hoopers. At five-feet-two, she stood two inches shorter than Henry. With her large nose, full cheeks, and prominent chin, she was not pretty, but she possessed highly developed artistic tastes and a wit so adroit that Henry Adams dove into love. As he told one of his brothers, “On coming to know Clover Hooper, I found her so far away superior to any woman I had ever met, that I did not think it worthwhile to resist … the devil and all his imps couldn’t resist the fascination of a clever woman who chooses to be loved.” On February 27, 1872, while his parents were far away in Europe, Henry asked Clover to marry him.
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Marian (“Clover”) Hooper at Beverly Farms in 1869. She was twenty-six.MASSACHUSETTS HISTORICAL SOCIETY
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A Charming Blue

On Thursday, June 27, 1872, a party of thirteen gathered at the summer home of Dr. Robert Hooper in Beverly Farms, Massachusetts, for the wedding of his daughter Marian to Henry Brooks Adams. “The ceremony lasted in the neighborhood of two minutes,” the groom’s brother Charles grumbled in a letter to their father. The luncheon that followed lacked a seating plan, the champagne was insufficiently chilled and meagerly dispensed, the main dish mere roast chicken—served cold and carved by the bride. In all, Charles sniffed, “the aspect of affairs tended toward the common-place.”

To the bride and groom, it had been a splendid day. The thermometers on Boston’s North Shore registered a comfortable sixty-five degrees, a gentle wind ruffled the sea, gray skies deepened the soft blues of the Morris wallpaper in the parlor. From the abbreviated exchange of vows to the informality of the meal, everything had gone in accordance with the couple’s wishes. Thanking her father in a note written the next day, Clover said she and Henry thought the occasion “went off charmingly.” The new husband pronounced the event “very jolly” and fancied that he and his wife had “established a precedent for quiet weddings.”

The mean-spirited review filed by Charles Adams had less to do with the absence of the Hooper family’s social finesse than with Clover’s presence in Henry’s life. Before Henry fell in love, he and Charles had been fellow knights in a glorious crusade. With the North American Review as their lance they had attacked the chicanery of railroad magnates and Wall Street manipulators, and they had worked zealously to make their father a candidate for the Democratic presidential nomination in 1872. By denying Ulysses S. Grant a second term, they dreamed not only of adding a third president to the Adams dynasty but of ridding the country of political and financial corruption. In choosing the summer of 1872 as the moment to begin a honeymoon year abroad, Henry dramatically abandoned his brother on the family battleground.

Charles had a further reason to be upset. On hearing of Henry’s engagement to Clover, he had burst out, “Heavens!—no—they’re all crazy as coots. She’ll kill herself, just like her aunt!” The aunt, Susan Sturgis Bigelow, had taken arsenic at twenty-eight, ending her own life and that of an unborn child. Another aunt, Carrie Sturgis Tappan, was considered highly eccentric if not unstable, and Clover’s mother, the fragile Ellen Sturgis Hooper, had died of tuberculosis in her mid-thirties.

The family’s tragic history had not been concealed from Henry. “I know better than anyone the risks I run,” he told his younger brother Brooks. “But I have weighed them carefully and accept them.” He claimed not to care what the world thought of the marriage as long as people left him alone. But the truth was that he worried deeply about the reactions of family and friends. Fearing that Clover would fall victim to the savage candor that passed for conversation in the Adams household, he put Brooks on notice: “I shall expect you to be very kind to Clover, and not rough, for that is not her style.” Describing his fiancée to an English friend, he seemed bent on exposing every flaw, as if to disarm all possible opposition in advance.

She is certainly not handsome; nor would she be called quite plain, I think. She is 28 years old. She knows her own mind uncommon well. She does not talk very American. Her manners are quiet. She reads German—also Latin—also, I fear, a little Greek, but very little. She talks garrulously, but on the whole pretty sensibly. She is very open to instruction. We shall improve her. She dresses badly. She decidedly has humor and will appreciate our wit. She has enough money to be quite independent. She rules me as only American women rule men, and I cower before her. Lord! how she would lash me if she read the above.


Though Clover’s intellect was “quick and active,” Henry had observed that she lacked thorough knowledge of any subject. Her mind, like the minds of other women he had known, struck him as “a queer mixture of odds and ends, poorly mastered and utterly unconnected.” (Henry James, who shared Adams’s reservations, had once declared Clover that rarest of creatures, a woman with “intellectual grace.”)

Like virtually all of her female contemporaries on Beacon Hill, Clover had not gone to college, which was held to be injurious to girls by subjecting them to pressure and anxiety at the moment Nature had reserved for perfecting their reproductive systems. In 1872, Edward H. Clarke, a prominent Boston physician, warned the New-England Women’s Club that invalidism and early menopause occurred more frequently among female college graduates than other women, and he painted a hellish prospect for those who stopped menstruating before Nature intended. Skin toughened, the body hardened, maternal instincts dwindled, and one acquired an “Amazonian coarseness and force.” Altogether, said Dr. Clarke, such females were “analogous to the sexless class of termites.”

Boston feminists, Julia Ward Howe among them, were quick to react. Mrs. Howe, who had turned her reforming energies from abolitionism to women’s suffrage, urged that men and women be educated together in order to enjoy each other to the fullest in marriage. Elizabeth Stuart Phelps, a novelist, argued that women were less likely to be harmed by education than by “the change from intellectual activity to intellectual inanition…. The sense of perplexed disappointment, of baffled intelligence, of unoccupied powers, of blunted aspirations … is enough to create any illness which nervous wear and misery can create.”

Clover’s aunt Carrie Tappan counted herself one of the baffled and blunted. After a childhood of rowing and riding with boys, she felt betrayed when they went off to Harvard without her. Barred from academic pursuits, she wrote melancholy poetry and turned her inquisitiveness to the shadowy, faintly disreputable world of psychic phenomena.

Clover’s school days were passed very happily at a progressive Cambridge establishment run by the wife of Louis Agassiz, a distinguished Harvard naturalist who had taught paleontology to Henry Adams. Like her sister Ellen and the daughters of many Boston notables, Clover studied the classics, learned French and German, and was introduced to the sciences by Professor Agassiz himself.

If Clover yearned for more education when she met Henry, she did not say so, and once he proposed, she yearned only to share her joy. “I love you more because I love Henry Adams very much,” she sang to a friend. In a letter to her sister, she recounted a dream in which the two of them sat side by side, separated by a high wall of ice. Ellen’s ice melted with her marriage to Whitman Gurney, but Clover’s ice was in the shade and could not thaw. Then a blinding sunset forced her to cover her eyes. When she took her hands from her face, “there sat Henry Adams holding them and the ice has all melted away and I am going to sit in the Sun as long as it shines thro’.”

As a marriage prospect, Clover’s greatest attraction was money, which Henry, with a comfortable income of his own, did not need. For Clover, the heady truth was that Henry Adams loved her for herself. A “charming blue,” one of his friends had dubbed her, and in fact he was captivated by her bluestocking qualities—her wide curiosity and a healthy scorn of convention.

Clover’s gift to Henry was a new and enfolding sense of well-being. The Hoopers accepted him as he was—undoubtedly a delectable shock to one accustomed to the rigors of a family in which self-improvement was a relentless imperative. The Hoopers, believing that the fortune accumulated by their seafaring ancestors was meant to be enjoyed, cared more for pleasure than influence and freely indulged their passion for art. Ned was a founding trustee of Boston’s Museum of Fine Arts, an early enthusiast of Winslow Homer, and one of the first Americans to appreciate the eerie engravings of William Blake. Fascinated by their taste, grateful for their affection, Henry gave the Hoopers an unabashed adoration that Charles Adams would never forgive.



For ten days the newlyweds stayed at Cotuit Point on Cape Cod, walking in the woods, calling on friends, and lolling on a large yacht left at their disposal by Clover’s uncle. They kept their sexual discoveries to themselves, but for Henry at least, the experience came as a relief. Just before asking Clover to marry him, he had wondered anxiously how men and women reconciled themselves to sexual intimacy, which he referred to as “the brutalities of marriage.” The reassuring surprise of life with Clover was that she seemed as familiar as his oldest furniture. “It is rather a sell to find that marriage is a very quiet institution,” he wrote a friend a few weeks after the wedding.
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Henry and Clover Adams crossing the Atlantic on their honeymoon, as sketched in pencil by Clover.MASSACHUSETTS HISTORICAL SOCIETY

Clover was less serene. She wrote chipper notes home, but she deeply missed her father and worried because she knew he missed her. Widowed for nearly twenty-five years, Dr. Hooper was more attached to Clover than to his other children. Clover was five when her mother died—four years younger than Ned, five years younger than Ellen—and she had always lived at home. Her father’s closest companion, Clover rode with him, managed his household, and served as hostess when his friends Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry Wadsworth Longfellow came for dinner. At sixty-two he was unlikely to return to medicine, the career for which he had trained but never practiced except as a volunteer.

While there was little Henry could do to ease the pain of separation, he showed a tender understanding of the tie between father and daughter. “I wish it were in my power to make the loss of Clover less trying to you,” he wrote Dr. Hooper the day after the wedding, “but I know no other way of doing it than by making her as happy as I can.”

The first sign of Clover’s unhappiness spilled out inadvertently during the ocean voyage that followed their Cape Cod idyll. In a cartoon depicting the miseries of seasickness, Clover sketched two figures lying stiffly in coffinlike berths on opposite sides of the state-room. With his eyes closed and hat on, Henry wears a distinctly comic expression, but Clover, hair disheveled and body tightly bound by blankets, stares wide-eyed into infinity. Intending the drawing for her father’s amusement, Clover seemed to have no sense of the panic and isolation it revealed.

Still, homesickness did not entirely rule out happiness, and Clover’s letters often contained evidence of both. From Lake Como she reported that Henry rowed her “for hours in and out of strange places, picturesque villas with stone saints and popes guarding the entrance, here a cove, there a waterfall. When we are hungry, we land and ransack a town for figs, and so the day slips by.” Yet she was glad to learn that her father missed her, she said, “because I long to see you, and it wouldn’t be nice to have it all on my side.”

In Geneva, where Charles Francis Adams, Sr., was representing the United States at the arbitration of a dispute with England, Clover had her first encounter with Henry’s parents. It did not go well. Afraid that the dresses in her trunks were too plain for the ballrooms frequented by the diplomatic corps, Clover begged to be excused from these formal occasions. She had her way, but the elder Adamses did not hide their displeasure. Henry’s mother, Clover noted, was “quite disgusted.”



By early December, Henry and Clover were ready for the most adventurous stretch of their honeymoon, a three-month cruise on the Nile. Henry had learned the rudiments of photography especially for the excursion, and Clover planned to sketch and keep a journal. But from their first day in Cairo’s dusty streets, which teemed with bad-tempered camels, veiled women, swarthy complexions, and a babble of alien tongues, Clover felt menaced. A visit to a mosque took on the character of a nightmare. Dervishes in long gowns and high white hats “spun round and round” while other “wild creatures” snorted like beasts and swung themselves “backward and forward, almost touching the ground with their heads.” For more than half an hour they whirled faster and faster until she felt “surrounded by maniacs.” Apologizing to her father for a lapse in correspondence, she explained, “I have found it impossible to get my ideas straightened out at all.” As she contemplated the long voyage that lay ahead, she was filled with anxiety. “I can’t imagine how anybody can write letters from the Nile, as everyone knows about the Pyramids and Sphinxes and ruins, and it is so useless to try and say anything new about them.”

On December 10, the Adamses set out on their chartered boat, the Isis, a modern version of an ancient shallow-water craft known as a dahabeah. Flat-bottomed and fitted with two masts, dahabeahs could be sailed, rowed, poled, or towed. With a crew of at least twelve, the Isis afforded numerous pleasures, and on many days Clover surrendered to them. The food she found “worthy of Paris,” the climate sunny and soft. In the long stretches of river between ruins, she and Henry read on deck, and as Christmas drew near, the crew festooned their cabin with palm fronds. When the Isis tied up along the banks, the Adamses frequently dined with other Americans. On many days they hiked and picnicked with Mr. and Mrs. Samuel Ward of New York, and from time to time they met up with the family of an energetic, bespectacled fourteen-year-old, also from New York: armed with a rifle he had received for Christmas, young Theodore Roosevelt shot his first bird and declared himself “proportionately delighted.” Henry might have joined the lad with the rosy cheeks and large, brilliant teeth, but his own shooting gear, ordered months before in London, had failed to turn up.

The Adamses did not see him, but Ralph Waldo Emerson was also on the Nile, traveling with his daughter and cursing Egypt as an affront to his New England soul. He loathed the tawny landscape, the cloudless sky, the absence of trees. The trip was “a perpetual humiliation, satirizing and whipping our ignorance,” he scratched in his journal. “The people despise us because we are helpless babies who cannot speak or understand a word they say; the Sphinxes scorn dunces; the obelisks, the temple-walls defy us with their histories which we cannot spell.”

When other travelers told the Adamses of the old philosopher’s testiness, Clover was shocked. “I confess that temples do begin to pall—but that is an aside—so much the worse for me!” she told her father. “How true it is that the mind sees what it has means of seeing. I get so little, while others about me are so intelligent and cultivated that everything appeals to them.” Where Emerson at seventy could admit that he disliked Egypt precisely because it humiliated him, Clover felt the same humiliation and blamed herself.

She begged her father not to show her “silly and homesick” letters to anyone and worried that Henry’s family would be offended by her silence. But, she told Dr. Hooper, “I cannot write except to you who are used to my stupidity and shortcomings.” By this time, she was agonizing over more than epistolary failures. “I must confess I hate the process of seeing things which I am hopelessly ignorant of, and am disgusted by my want of curiosity. I like to watch pyramids, etc., from the boat, but excursions for hours in dust and heat have drawbacks to people so painfully wanting in enthusiasm as I am.” Unable to compose a proper account of her visit to Luxor, she lamented, “I never seem to get impressions that are worth anything, and feel as if I were blind and deaf and dumb too.” No journal would be kept, no sketches made.

Several biographers have intimated that Clover suffered a nervous collapse on the Nile. Clearly the experience was an ordeal. But the only evidence of a breakdown is slight and oblique. For several weeks it appears that Clover wrote no letters; at least none have survived. Henry’s correspondence also dropped off. In a note to a friend he mentioned that he had thought of writing an essay on Egyptian law but had given it up. “I have too much on my hands,” he said, declining to elaborate.

Whatever the nature and the depth of Clover’s despair, her spirits lifted on the Nile island of Philae, with its enormous sandstone boulders and colorful temples. For more than a week, she and Henry strolled among Philae’s painted columns and Coptic shrines and basked in the sunshine of roofless temples. They rowed a bit and dined often with several American families, including the Wards and Roosevelts. Clover found the climate perfect and the ruins, set against deep-blue mountains, superb. South of Philae the Nile had been closed to tourists because of cholera, but when the quarantine was lifted and the Adamses extended their stay, Clover expressed no dismay.

By mid-March, when they boarded a steamer for Naples, Clover regretted “leaving palms and camels and turbans forever.” Egypt was “a great success,” she concluded. “We feel as if we had had a great bath of sunshine and warmth and rest, and are quite made over new.” She even declared herself finished with homesickness. Henry, rarely mentioned in her bleakest letters, reappeared as her tender and devoted companion, buying her a Bedouin necklace and engaging himself with the question of where they would live when they returned to Boston.

Working their way north, they stopped in Rome, where they encountered their peripatetic friend Henry James, who had recently forsaken America for Europe. Homesick and aching with uncertainty over the “desolate exile” he had chosen for himself, James could not decide how he felt about the Adamses. He told one correspondent that “Henry A. can never be in the nature of things a very spacious or sympathetic companion and Mrs. A. strikes me as toned down and bedimmed from her ancient brilliancy.” To his brother William, however, he said he found Professor Adams “improved,” and he intuited that Clover, though her wit had been “clipped a little,” had been “expanded in the ‘affections’” by marriage.

Like other Americans, the Adamses made their way to the Roman studio of William Wetmore Story, an expatriate sculptor. “Oh! how he does spoil nice blocks of white marble,” Clover moaned. Nor did she approve of the paintings of Elihu Vedder, another American settled in Rome. No longer signs of discontent, these dislikes were the confident judgments of a practiced connoisseur. From the moment the Adamses landed in Italy until they sailed home from England, Clover’s letters brimmed with happy accounts of her purchases of ancient Italian terra-cotta figures, watercolors, Oriental rugs, and Japanese bronzes. Twenty-five crates of treasure would follow them home.

In Paris they settled into a sunny hotel on the Rue de Rivoli long enough to install plants on the balcony and hang their new watercolors. Their only unpleasantness arrived in the form of Henry’s brother Charles. More than a year had passed since the wedding at Beverly Farms, but Charles had not lost his sneer. After surprising them early one morning, Charles told his wife he had torn Henry “out of the arms of his Clover, for he’s always in clover now (Joke! ha! ha!)!” Marriage had turned Henry into “a damned solemn, pompous little ass,” he fumed. Clover, who clung to Henry’s hand and chattered more than Charles thought fitting, was “an infernal bore.”

Arriving in Massachusetts in August 1873, Henry and Clover went straight to Dr. Hooper at Beverly Farms. A few days later, Henry journeyed to Quincy alone to see his parents. He expected that he and Clover would soon pay a visit together, but for the moment they were absorbed in life at Beverly and the logistics of setting up a household in Boston. Their new quarters at 91 Marlborough Street were not far from 114 Beacon Street, the home of Clover’s father.
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The King of Diamonds

No one was better equipped than Clarence King to understand the closeness between Clover Adams and her father. Born January 6, 1842, in Newport, Rhode Island, Clarence King was the son of James Rivers King, a China trader, and Florence Little King, a deeply religious woman with a taste for Romantic poetry. In 1848, James died in China. When the boy’s infant sister died soon afterward, the grieving Florence resolved to devote her life to her son. It was a vow she kept, and it forged a bond her son never managed to break.

Determined to give the boy a superior education in spite of her limited means, Florence moved from one Connecticut town to another in search of fine public schools. Away from the classroom, Clarence spent hours roving through woods and fields, coming home with detailed descriptions of nature and dozens of questions. Florence encouraged these explorations, found science books for him, and read him poems about God and the majesty of Nature.

In the spring of 1859, on the eve of his graduation from Hartford High School, Clarence withdrew because of “illness.” Quite unexpectedly he decided against going to college, moved to Brooklyn, and went to work for a flour broker in Manhattan. Though he found business “distasteful,” he was determined to make his own way, he wrote to his closest school friend, James Gardiner. “I feel that I am my own man dependent on no one, and if I fail no one but myself is to blame. Then again if I succeed it is owing entirely to myself for not a soul has aided me.”

The cause of this sudden display of independence was a man named George Howland. A moderately prosperous New York businessman, a widower with one son, Howland wanted to marry Florence King, who saw no reason to discourage the arrangement. Loathing the prospect of sharing his mother with a stepfather and a stepbrother, seventeen-year-old Clarence intended to break away. To underscore the separation, he announced that he had chosen a new name for himself: henceforth he wanted to be known as “Clare,” not “Clarence.”

To the complicated hurts of his altered relationship with his mother were added the torments of sexual longing. The ideals of purity that he and Gardiner had piously set forth for themselves in Hartford seemed hopelessly unattainable in New York, where there was “more than one seductive, wicked, beautiful, fascinating, jolly, voluptuous, apparently modest artful woman to one poor chicken here; they show you their necks and bosoms without intending to and all sorts of abominable wiles they practice on a fellow that are mighty inflaming.”

Disturbed by these inflammations and depressed by the invasion of George Howland, young Clare tried unsuccessfully to control his feelings. Self-government and self-discipline were not enough, he explained to Gardiner. They had placed his will “on a kind of throne,” and pride in his will ground him down “into a low slavery.” Only by wearing God’s yoke did he expect to find real freedom. He longed for another life, one in which all his yearnings would be satisfied by Christ’s acceptance of his adoration.

Perhaps sensing that he would feel less turbulence if he left New York, Clare agreed to let Howland underwrite a course of study at the Sheffield Scientific School of Yale College. He entered in the autumn of 1860 and left in the spring of 1862 with a degree, cum laude, in applied chemistry. No surer of his future than John Hay and Henry Adams had been of theirs, he knew only that he did not want to fight in the Civil War. Abolitionist convictions ran strong in his family, and he boasted that his grandmother had long boycotted Southern oranges because of her belief that they contained “the blood of slaves,” but he could not bear the thought of killing another human being. “God knows that for my country I would ‘push a bayonet’ and that I would not quail before death for my land, but the act would crucify in me many of my noblest impulses,” he told Gardiner. Gardiner’s suspicions to the contrary, it was not a matter of cowardice. “Constantly you force it on me that I don’t want to lead men, that mine is not that kind of nature,” he said. Insisting that leadership would be his “life’s object,” he begged Gardiner not to misjudge him: “Don’t think that because I show you my tender side, my weak one if you will, that I have no fire, no firmness, no mental power.”

In the spring of 1863, after a year of studying geology on his own, King was persuaded that he found a profession with a shining future. As Henry Adams noted, the geologist’s hammer was the key to El Dorado in nineteenth-century America—the only scientific means of unlocking the earth’s treasure chests of gold, silver, copper, iron, and coal. At Yale, King had been enthralled by discussions of a pioneering geological survey in California, and he convinced Jim Gardiner that they should be a part of it. In April they boarded a train for Missouri, where they joined a wagon train to Virginia City, Nevada. By September, after trekking westward on foot through the Sierra Nevada range, they reached Sacramento and boarded a riverboat for San Francisco. When they discovered that one of their fellow passengers was a member of the California survey, the young men introduced themselves and asked for work.

None was available. Chronically short of funds, wholly dependent on the largess of the legislature, the California State Geological Survey proceeded by fits and starts. Gardiner decided to look for paid employment in San Francisco. With no hesitation, King put himself forward as a survey volunteer, an offer that was immediately accepted.

For the next three years King scrambled the Sierra Nevada in perfect happiness, his spirit enlarged by the “vastness of prospect” atop the mountain peaks and experiencing “a strange renewal of life” as he made each descent. These returns were “points of departure more marked and powerful than I can account for upon any reasonable ground,” he wrote. “In spite of any scientific labor or presence of fatigue, the lifeless region, with its savage elements of sky, ice and rock, grasps one’s nature, and, whether he will or no, compels it into a stern, strong accord. Then, as you come again into softer air, and enter the comforting presence of trees, and feel the grass under your feet, one fetter after another seems to unbind from your soul, leaving it free, joyous, grateful!”
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Clarence King in his early twenties, fresh from the Sheffield Scientific School at Yale.HUNTINGTON LIBRARY, SAN MARINO, CALIFORNIA

In his knapsack he carried a Bible and a book of sermons, and the grandeur of the Sierra strengthened his reverence for the works of God. He viewed Nature as “the key to Art and Science, God the key to Nature.” The beauties and mysteries of Nature were “a veil which He has drawn before us,” to be looked at “with gentleness and humble admiration.” Reluctant to share this fervor with his rough-and-ready companions, King hid it in a small volume that he titled Notes on Yosemite on the cover and Notes on the life of Our Savior on the flyleaf. In these private pages he summarized his Bible readings, meditated on the relation of God and Nature, and said nothing of Yosemite.

Still troubled by his sexual urges, King also concealed his attraction to the Indian women of the California mountains. It would be years before he could voice his sensuous memories of seeing a native woman “of splendid mould, soundly sleeping upon her back, a blanket covering her from the waist down, her bare body and large full breasts kindled into bronze under streaming light.” Whenever he saw an Indian woman in her tent, he felt an overpowering desire to join her and talk about “Creation.” Hearing of these impulses decades later, King’s California colleagues finally understood his occasional disappearances from camp.



The Sierra idyll ended abruptly in the spring of 1866. George Howland died, and King hastened to his mother in New York. Howland’s businesses had fallen into disarray, leaving King at the age of twenty-four with eleven dependents: his mother, a half brother, an infant half-sister, his maternal grandmother, assorted impecunious female relatives, and several servants. As soon as King grasped the hopelessness of Howland’s affairs, he thought he should head for Colorado and a mining career. But his heart pulled him in another direction. Josiah Dwight Whitney, leader of the California survey, had suggested that the United States government would profit handsomely from a geological survey along the route of the transcontinental railroad. Once completed, the railroad would open vast Western territories for settlement, but no one knew what these lands contained. Compelled by the idea of finding out, King discussed the project with his old professors at Yale and, in January 1867, shortly after his twenty-fifth birthday, went to Washington to propose the survey to the secretary of war.

King was more qualified for this great task than his youth suggested. As a geologist, he had determined the age of California’s gold-bearing deposits, a major advance for the mining industry. As an explorer and mountain climber, he held the record for the number of first ascents of Sierra Nevada peaks. And he had mastered an essential lesson of leadership. The state of California funded Whitney’s work in hopes of gaining information that could be turned to practical use in mining and agriculture, but Whitney, more interested in pure science, had concentrated his first efforts on a study of fossils. When the initial appropriation ran out, Whitney had few admirers in the statehouse at Sacramento. Determined not to repeat Whitney’s mistakes, King stressed the economic value of his survey. He and his party would pave the way for settlement by discovering where water could be had for irrigation, where cattle would thrive, and what the earth promised in the way of coal, metals, and other resources. Their focus would be the Fortieth Parallel, and they would survey a hundred-mile-wide swath stretching from the western slope of the Rockies to the eastern slope of the Sierra.

Impressed, Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton persuaded a senator to add the survey to a pending appropriations bill, and in March 1867 Congress authorized the expenditure of $100,000 for the survey’s first year. Handing King the letter that named him U.S. Geologist in charge of the Geological Exploration of the Fortieth Parallel, Stanton offered a word of advice: “the sooner you get out of town, the better—you are too young a man to be seen about Washington with this appointment in your pocket—there are four major-generals who want your place.”

King dashed off a letter inviting his friend Jim Gardiner to join the survey and sped to Newport to share his elation with his mother. Their financial worries were over. As U.S. Geologist, King would draw a monthly salary of $250 and a per diem allowance in the field; he could get by on the allowance, and his salary would suffice for Florence Howland’s ménage.



Beginning on the eastern slope of the Sierra Nevada and moving east along the Fortieth Parallel, the survey marched to the cadence of the calendar—fieldwork in the warm months, paperwork in the winter. King elected to spend the first winter in Virginia City, Nevada, where he wanted to study the played-out Comstock silver mine as well as help with the writing of the survey’s first reports. With its plenitude of gaming tables, saloons, and bawdy houses, Virginia City did not measure up to its chaste name, but most men who had been long in the mountains were disinclined to hold the town to higher standards. Nonetheless, King and Gardiner passed up the fleshpots in favor of ice-cream sociables, prayer meetings, skating parties, and quiet gatherings in the parlor of a local judge. By winter’s end, both young men had fallen in love with schoolteachers—King with a Miss Dean and Gardiner with a Miss Rogers.

In one of his private notebooks, King pondered the love between man and woman and decided that a satisfying marriage was built upon “physical mergence.” Besides being a biological imperative and a divine good, physical union was the wellspring of intellectual companionship and an equality that allowed both parties to express their softer feelings. On Easter Sunday of 1868, just before leaving for the Fortieth Parallel, King presented a diamond ring to Miss Dean.

Deeply in love, King overflowed with tenderness when he learned that one of his old colleagues would soon marry: “My pleasure in thinking of you as loved and cherished by a good woman amounts to solid comfort. God grant that your new life may be hallowed and blessed by all the wealth of love and all the sweet comfort of domestic tranquility. I can bid you God speed in this move with more earnest thankfulness and more hearty good will than I once could for one of the best of God’s own girls has promised bye and bye to crown my life with the same blessing.”

In the autumn of 1868, King took Miss Dean to Newport to meet his mother. For reasons that one can only guess—jealousy, snobbery, financial fears—Florence Howland vehemently disapproved, and Miss Dean disappeared from King’s life. The wound hurt for years. In an 1880 letter about the engagement of a friend, King bitterly remarked that he had lost the only woman he had ever wanted to marry through “too much attention to duty. Duty has stood between me and almost every good thing.”
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Clarence King mountaineering in the Sierra Nevada in 1870, when he was twenty-eight.NEW YORK PUBLIC LIBRARY, RARE BOOKS AND MANUSCRIPTS DIVISION, ASTOR, LENOX AND TILDEN FOUNDATIONS

By 1872, the thirty-five men of the Fortieth Parallel survey had made the first accurate maps of thousands of square miles of Western terrain, catalogued hundreds of plant and animal specimens, discovered glaciers, and charted the region’s mineral resources. Studying the supposedly exhausted Comstock lode, King concluded that its day had not yet passed. In a few years the Big Bonanza would prove him right. The party’s official photographer and a succession of guest artists, including landscape painter Albert Bierstadt, added pictures to the record.

[image: image]

As director of the Fortieth Parallel survey, Clarence King, at left, believed in dressing for dinner. Adams, who spent a summer with the survey, saw him as “a bird of paradise rising in the sage-brush.”NEW YORK PUBLIC LIBRARY, RARE BOOKS AND MANUSCRIPTS DIVISION, ASTOR, LENOX AND TILDEN FOUNDATIONS



Gardiner, who worked for the survey from the beginning, had ample opportunity to revise his opinion of his friend’s cowardice. He saw King scorched by lightning, and he had waited in suspense while King hunted down a deserter from the survey’s cavalry escort. The soldier, who had stolen away in the night, was miles ahead of him, but since the survey party was about to enter territory ruled by hostile Indians, King felt obliged to teach a lesson that would stave off further defections. With the sergeant in charge of the escort, King set off at a gallop. Near sundown, at the end of a hard ride through a hundred miles of desert and mountains, King spotted a trail leading to a mountain pass. Reasoning that the runaway would choose that route, King and his sergeant spent the night in the saddle, riding over the mountain to the far end of the pass. They reached their destination at sunrise and saw the fugitive calmly cooking breakfast near a spring in a willow grove. King left his horse in care of the sergeant, drew his revolver, and crept forward. The deserter saw him and fired. King charged and captured his quarry in a hand-to-hand struggle. Depositing the renegade in the nearest jail, King returned to camp with his point persuasively made.

From time to time, King wrote about his adventures for William Dean Howells of the Atlantic, giving many Easterners their first glimpse of the Far West. Through Clarence King they came to know glaciers, waterfalls, the furies of a mountain storm, Indian funeral customs, hard-bitten pioneers, and the deficiencies of frontier justice. In a tale of a barroom trial of an accused horse thief, King described the jury’s deliberations and their verdict of innocent. “You’ll have to do better than that!” they were told. Half an hour later, they supplied a verdict of guilty. “Correct!” said the court official. “You can come out. We hung him an hour ago.” Before the day ended, the barkeep found the allegedly stolen animals behind the saloon, placidly chewing up decks of playing cards.

In 1872, when a collection of King’s sketches appeared under the title Mountaineering in the Sierra Nevada, one of the few critics immune to the charms of the book was the author’s new friend, Henry Adams. After a few brushes with rattlesnakes and hostile Indians, Adams complained in the North American Review, the reader grew “distinctly sleepy.” Assuring his subscribers that King had more substance than his “trifle” suggested, Adams urged them to read the scientific tomes of the Fortieth Parallel survey. It was a dreary antidote, however kindly intended. Adams sounded more like his father than himself when he worried that King’s literary dabbling would cost him influence with the congressmen who held the purse strings of the survey.



In the fall of 1872, King and his crew wrapped up the year’s fieldwork and settled down for their customary winter of writing reports and preparing the survey’s next volumes for publication. Sometimes they came East, but this year they were putting up in San Francisco, and when they arrived in October, they found the town buzzing with rumors of a fabulous diamond mine. From Rothschilds to Tiffanys, the mine was backed by all the right people. It had also passed the scrutiny of Henry Janin, a mining engineer well known for his professional skepticism. Though King knew of no spot in the West capable of yielding such riches, he joined the crowds gawking at a jewelry-store window aglow with diamonds, sapphires, and rubies said to have come from the mine.

As a frequent guest at the Union Club, gathering place of San Francisco’s bankers and entrepreneurs, King heard every bonanza rumor wafting through the West, and he considered himself a shrewd judge of the men who peddled them. (No admirer of George Hearst, the mining baron, King remarked that when Hearst was stung in the privates by a scorpion, it was the scorpion that died.)

Neither King nor Gardiner believed the glittering evidence in the jeweler’s showcase, but they could not guess how the swindlers, whoever they were, had managed to gull Janin, a diamond merchant of Charles Tiffany’s renown, and a corps of sharp-witted financiers. The question nagged more than it might have since the geologists were about to write a report ruling out the possibility of precious gems along the Fortieth Parallel. Years before, after Josiah Whitney had flatly declared that petroleum would never be found in a certain part of California, a major oil discovery had cast doubt on all of his other “scientific” findings. King did not want to leave his work open to the same sort of attack.

King knew Henry Janin, and the next time they met, he casually asked where Janin liked to dine. King and Gardiner began posting themselves there in the evenings. A few nights later, when Janin turned up, King persuaded him to join their table. The surveyors had worried about how to bring up the diamond mine without arousing Janin’s suspicions, but the engineer was bursting to tell them all he knew. He bragged that his thousand shares in the San Francisco and New York Mining and Commercial Company had quadrupled in value. Predicting that the mine would yield a million dollars’ worth of gems a day, he urged King and Gardiner to invest before production began.

King coolly launched his interrogation. “Of course, you now know exactly where the place is?”

Janin did not. He had made the journey blindfolded, reaching the diamond mine only after a thirty-six-hour train trip and two days on horseback. The site was “a curious place,” he said—“a level desert with a conical but flat-topped mountain rising right out of it, and on the mountain you find everything from garnets to diamonds!” He had turned up gem after gem merely by poking the surface with a pocket knife.

In his most offhanded manner, King remarked that it was a shame Janin had had such bad weather for the trip.

When Janin replied that the weather had been “splendid,” King and Gardiner had the clue they needed. During the time of Janin’s trip, the only dry mountainous area in the West was a patch near the convergence of the borders of Wyoming, Utah, and Colorado—approximately thirty-six hours by train from San Francisco. Back in their rooms, the two geologists pulled out topographical maps made by the Fortieth Parallel survey and quickly located a mesa fitting Janin’s description in northwestern Colorado.

The next morning King and two other trusted survey members crossed San Francisco Bay on a ferry and boarded the Central Pacific at Oakland. Taking care not to tip their hand to fellow passengers, they referred to the diamonds as “carboniferous fossils.” Thirty-six hours later, in subzero temperatures, they disembarked at Fort Bridger, Wyoming. The blindfolded Janin had been led in circles for two days after his train ride, but King and his team headed straight for the sawed-off cone. Each time they forded a stream, the water dripping down the legs of their mules hardened into balls of ice that clacked like castanets in the bitter wind. They reached the mesa in the afternoon and by nightfall gathered a hundred rubies and four small diamonds. They also made a curious discovery: the gems were found in crevices and anthills marred by small scratches, suggesting that some sort of tool had been used to shove the stones into place. For three bone-chilling days they poked and probed until King was satisfied that the fraud was beyond question.

In the middle of their investigations they were visited by a stranger, a corpulent man in city dress. He had been watching them through a spyglass. An associate of George Hearst, the man had been trying for months to locate the secret diamond mine, and after observing King and his colleagues at work for hour after hour on the windswept mesa, he concluded that he had come to the right place. Without thinking, the geologists told him he was mistaken. The Golconda was a hoax. The stranger thought for a moment then remarked that the situation presented a superb opportunity to short the stock of the San Francisco and New York Mining and Commercial Company.

When the man left, King decided to go straight to San Francisco to stop further stock transactions. By riding all night, he and his party reached the Black Butte railway station just in time to board the dawn train for Oakland. They arrived in San Francisco late on November 10, roused Janin, and spent most of the night explaining their findings. In the morning, King informed the directors of the mining company that they were “victims of an unparalleled fraud.” As evidence he offered a diamond partly burnished by a lapidary tool. Equally suspect was the wide array of minerals found in the same field. The prospectors had turned up four types of diamonds, plus rubies, garnets, spinels, sapphires, emeralds, and amethysts, which in King’s professional opinion was an “impossible occurrence in nature.” In short, someone had salted the field—one of the oldest tricks in the mining business.

Stunned, the directors insisted on a return to Colorado to confirm the findings. King agreed but warned that if they did not make a public announcement of the fraud as soon as they returned to California, he would. He had no intention of allowing them to dump their stock on the innocent.

When the announcement came, King softened Janin’s humiliation by pointing out that the fraud was “the work of no common swindler, but of one who has known enough to select a spot where detection must be slow, and where every geological parallelism added a fresh probability of honesty.” Furthermore, Janin had been given only an hour for prospecting.

Abashed, Janin explained his mistake by noting that two experts before him had inspected the diamond fields and attested to their worth. He had gone to the mine a believer, thinking his job was simply to estimate the yield. He had also trusted in the opinion of Charles Tiffany, who confessed with considerable embarrassment that his jewelers had overvalued the gems because of their unfamiliarity with raw diamonds. They had always worked with polished stones, imported from Amsterdam.

A grand jury was appointed to investigate the hoax. The perpetrators, a sly pair who had passed themselves off as grizzled prospectors of marginal intelligence, vanished before the grand jury returned its indictments.

For days after the announcement, the exploits of Clarence King competed for headlines with the death of the country’s most famous newspaper editor, Horace Greeley of the New York Tribune. King’s superiors in Washington were annoyed to learn of the hoax from the newspapers rather than from their geologist, but their vexation was swept away by a wave of public adulation. King’s exposure of the hoax proved the value of the Fortieth Parallel survey, the Nation wrote. “This single exposure, the work of a few days in appearance, the result of several years in reality, has more than paid for the cost of the survey.” Overnight, Clarence King was famous.
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Death of a Hero

“My diamond shares of course turn out worthless, but I lose nothing,” a relieved John Hay wrote home to Warsaw, Illinois, at the end of 1872. Together with almost everyone else who invested in the shimmering bubble popped by Clarence King, Hay was to be reimbursed. His other affairs, he added, “look a little better than they did, though I do not quite yet see daylight through them. I am about embarking, with powerful friends, in another enterprise, where the loss, if any, will be small, and the profit, if it comes, will be large.”

At thirty-four, Hay still felt obliged to explain his finances to his father, as if to assure both of them that he would in fact succeed. As an editor and writer at the New York Tribune, he was well paid and deemed sufficiently respectable for membership in such clubs as the Century and the Knickerbocker—the bastions of his “powerful friends”—but the sting of early failure had not subsided.

In the first decade of his career, Hay had known both the pinnacle and the abyss. At twenty-two, the ink still fresh on his certificate of admission to the Illinois bar, Hay had gone to Washington to work as assistant to John George Nicolay, Abraham Lincoln’s secretary.* After Lincoln’s inauguration on March 4, 1861, Hay and Nicolay became members of the household at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, and their admiration for the president grew with their intimacy. Hay, possessor of a Phi Beta Kappa key and a diploma from a fine Eastern university, could not restrain his laughter as he listened to the unworldly Lincoln attempt to converse with a delegation of Potawatomis by asking, “Where live now?” and “When go back Iowa?” But the Rail Splitter’s power to cut to the core of any issue, however complicated, left the young secretary in permanent awe. Hay caught his first glimpse of Lincoln’s wisdom in the early weeks of the Civil War, when the president explained to him that the debate over slavery was peripheral. The great question to be settled was “whether, in a free government, the minority have the right to break up the government whenever they choose.” By preserving the Union, Lincoln intended to prove that popular government was not “an absurdity.”

Haunted by the war, President Lincoln slept badly and often padded down the drafty second-floor corridor, clad only in nightshirt and slippers, to his secretaries’ rooms at the east end of the White House. After a midnight visit in April 1864, Hay reported in his diary that Lincoln had come in laughing, “seemingly utterly unconscious that he, with his short shirt hanging about his long legs, and setting out behind like the tail feathers of an enormous ostrich, was infinitely funnier than anything in the book he was laughing at. What a man it is! Occupied all day with matters of vast moment, deeply anxious about the fate of the greatest army of the world, with his own fame and future hanging on the events of the passing hour, he yet has such a wealth of simple bonhommie and goodfellowship, that he gets out of bed and perambulates the house in his shirt to find us that we may share with him the fun.”

In March 1865, at the beginning of Lincoln’s second term, Secretary of State William Seward invited Hay to take a post as secretary of the American legation in Paris. Eager for relief from the demands imposed by the war, Hay accepted, but at Lincoln’s request he delayed his departure in order to assist with the transition to the new administration. A few weeks later, on the night of April 14, while Hay and the president’s son Robert sat talking in the White House, shouting crowds burst through the doors with the news that the president had been shot. The two young men dashed downstairs, commandeered a carriage, and drove to the house on Tenth Street where Lincoln lay dying. Hay stood by the bed until twenty-two minutes past seven in the morning, when Lincoln stopped breathing. Pitched into despair by Lincoln’s death, Hay could not express his feelings even in the privacy of his diary. He fled Washington at the first opportunity.
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President Abraham Lincoln flanked by his chief assistants, John George Nicolay, left, and John Hay. Hay was twenty-two when he went to work in Lincoln’s White House.JOHN HAY COLLECTION, JOHN HAY LIBRARY, BROWN UNIVERSITY LIBRARY

Arriving in Paris at the end of July, the grieving Hay found fault with everything, from the sterility of the broad new boulevards to the stench of the older arrondissements. Emperor Napoleon III, with his lifeless eyes and “rotten threadbare uniform,” struck him as grotesque. When an American traveler asked the legation to intercede in her dispute with a hotelkeeper, Hay advised her to drop the matter. The French, he explained with a signal want of diplomacy, “make their living by plundering foreigners.”

Hay was no happier with himself than with the French. He felt less than honorable in the service of Lincoln’s successor, Andrew Johnson, who seemed to be “doing his best to discredit his high office,” Hay thought. It was Johnson’s misfortune to preside over the bitter beginnings of Reconstruction, touching off clashes with Congress that nearly cost him the presidency. Apart from his low regard for Johnson, Hay felt underpaid for the style he was expected to maintain as a member of the diplomatic corps, and he recoiled from the picture of himself as a “whiteheaded old shyster of sixty loafing about the Capitol boring my Senator to get me an office to keep me from starving.”

In confident moments, he dreamed of writing a novel and collaborating on a life of Lincoln with John George Nicolay, but an inability to act on his dreams kept him in constant anxiety. “I am confronted continually by the suggestion of middle age coming on me and finding me with no money, no home, no trade, nothing but the habits of the loafer,” he fretted to his brother. “Up to a certain point it is a good and a pleasant thing to knock around the world, but one must know when to hang up the fiddle and the bow and take up the serious shovel and the lucrative hoe.” The matter was particularly pressing in view of his previous disasters with shovels and hoes. A foray into the turpentine business had wiped out his savings—more than $4,000—and a small vineyard in Illinois, supervised by his father, had yet to turn a profit.

Determined to acquit himself in the world of business, Hay resigned in July 1860, barely a year after his arrival in Paris. With no employment prospects, he wrote to his Uncle Milton in Springfield, Illinois, asking to rejoin the law firm where his career had begun: “I have forgotten most of the law I read with you and would have to learn it all over again. I am not even a good clerk as I know very little about money or business. It is nearly an even chance whether I would ever get to be worth my salt at the bar.” All he could offer was a willingness to try.

Milton Hay had no room for his nephew, publishers had no room for another book on Lincoln, employment failed to materialize, and after a few dispiriting months at home, John Hay was grateful to be asked to take another diplomatic assignment, in Vienna. His official title would be secretary of legation, the same as in Paris, but as acting chargé d’affaires he would earn $6,000 a year—more than double his pay in France. He sailed from New York on June 29, 1867.

Vienna pleased Hay no more than Paris. The emperor was “a stupidish fellow,” the Austrians hopelessly smug in their “satisfaction with a very bad present.” In 1869, moving on to the legation in Madrid, he quickly transferred his abuse to the Spanish. Lazy and devoid of “moral principle,” they were led by politicians to whom decency meant nothing and an empress who succeeded with American envoys by keeping them “in a chronic priapism.” Equally disgusted with the United States, Hay charged that President Ulysses S. Grant, who succeeded Johnson in 1869, was filling the diplomatic corps with “swine” and “nonentities.” It was, he confided in a letter intended for his correspondent’s fire, “very dreary to be an American and hate your home.”

Treated to this barrage of bitterness, friends and family must have mourned the loss of their sweet Johnny Hay, the warm, sensitive youth who had sailed through innumerable tempests on his impeccable manners and his droll sense of humor. Surely the “idiots” he complained of in Europe did not put his grace to more strenuous tests than he had met at the hands of greedy office-seekers and the mercurial Mary Todd Lincoln. In the White House he had been more inclined to laugh than censure when megalomaniacs recommended themselves as major generals or when Mrs. Lincoln, in a show of temper, scratched his name from a list of dinner guests. Hay’s angry outbursts from Europe were expressions of grief and rage, walls thrown up around a broken heart. Lincoln had saved the Union, but he had abandoned John Hay and bequeathed the nation to incompetents.

Hay did not recover until the spring of 1870, five years after the assassination. Finally able to look at his future with more optimism than fear, he resigned his post in Madrid and told his parents he was coming home to “do a little writing.”
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The “little writing” soon followed, though not in Warsaw, Illinois. Passing through New York in September, Hay dined with Whitelaw Reid, Horace Greeley’s first lieutenant at the Tribune. Known, only half jokingly, as the Great Moral Organ, the Tribune still hewed to the high principles Greeley had set forth in 1841, when he founded the paper with a pledge to “advance the interests of the People, and to promote their Moral, Social and Political well-being.” By eschewing lurid scandals and unsavory advertising, the Tribune meant to win “the hearty approval of the virtuous and refined.” A vegetarian with a weedy-looking fringe of white whiskers along his jaw-line, Horace Greeley was easy to lampoon but impossible to ignore: the Tribune was read from coast to coast. As Ralph Waldo Emerson explained to Thomas Carlyle, “Greeley does the thinking for the whole West at $2 per year for his paper.”

Whitelaw Reid, impressed by Hay’s command of foreign affairs, offered him a job, and after a few weeks of mulling it over, Hay accepted. He had come home superbly accoutred for a newspaper career. Diplomacy had given him an understanding of the subtleties of ministerial pronouncements, and the hours he had spent writing letters and essays had polished his literary style and honed his powers of observation. In December, only a few weeks after Hay’s arrival, Reid raised his pay from fifty to sixty-five dollars a week and sent him a note of praise: “I have seen now enough of your capacity in sudden emergencies and in a wide scope to be ready to repeat the assurance which I gave you at the beginning, that journalism is sure to prove your true field.”

Since the Tribune seldom credited its writers, Hay’s contributions are hard to trace, but one episode, his coverage of the great Chicago fire, suffices to confirm Reid’s high opinion. The blaze began on Hay’s thirty-third birthday, October 8, 1871. Reaching Chicago after a grueling thirty-eight-hour train trip from New York, Hay made the dismaying discovery that the fire had crippled most of the city’s telegraph lines. The keepers of the lines, plowing their way through sheaves of unsent messages, refused to give one newspaper preference over another. Hay managed to persuade them to send one of his dispatches to the Associated Press, arguing that it would then be available to scores of newspapers. It was not the exclusive coverage the Tribune wanted, but it was more than most of his rivals achieved. Though he saw little chance for further transmissions, he worked sixteen hours a day, freshening his stories with new developments in anticipation of the moment when the wires were restored.

On October 15, one week after the fire began, Hay wrote his last dispatch. “I have here before me six miles, more or less, of the finest conflagration ever seen,” he told Tribune readers. “I have smoking ruins … mountains of brick and mortar and forests of springing chimneys; but I turned from them all this morning to hunt for the spot where the fire started.” Finding his way to Mrs. O’Leary’s “mean little street,” he observed that on one side, not a single house had burned, while on the other only one “squalid little hovel” remained: a “warped and weather-beaten shanty … made sacred by the curse that rested on it…. For out of that house, last Saturday night, came a woman with a lamp to the barn behind the house, to milk the cow with the crumpled temper, that kicked the lamp, that spilled the kerosene, that fired the straw that burned Chicago.” Behind the house, Hay found Mr. O’Leary with two of his friends.

His wife, Our Lady of the Lamp—freighted with heavier disaster than that which Psyche carried to the bedside of Eros—sat at the window, knitting. I approached the Man of the House and gave him good-day. He glanced up with sleepy, furtive eyes. I asked him what he knew about the origin of the fire. He glanced at his friends and said, civilly, he knew very little; he was waked up about 9 o’clock by the alarm, and fought from that time to save his house; at every sentence he turned to his friends and said, “I can prove it by them,” to which his friends nodded assent. He seemed fearful that all Chicago was coming down upon him for prompt and integral payment of that $200,000,000 his cow had kicked over.


But it was poetry, not prose, that brought John Hay his first fame. At about the same time he joined the Tribune, Bret Harte wrote a comic ballad about two Western cardsharps outsmarted by an Oriental named Ah Sin. Called “Plain Language from Truthful James” but quickly retitled “The Heathen Chinee,” the poem was printed by hundreds of newspapers across the country. Vendors hawked pamphlet versions on streetcorners, and scores of imitators took to their foolscap. Hay, drawing on his dormant poetic talents and the Pike County dialect he knew from his childhood on the Mississippi, dashed off a few ditties of his own. In “Jim Bludso of the Prairie Belle,” the hero is a riverboat engineer “who weren’t no saint,” having “one wife in Natchez-under-the-Hill / And another one here, in Pike.” But when the Prairie Belle caught fire, Jim steered for the riverbank and vowed to hold the wheel “Till the last galoot’s ashore.”


And, sure’s you’re born, they all got off

Afore the smokestacks fell,—

And Bludso’s ghost went up alone

In the smoke of the Prairie Belle.

 

He seen his duty, a dead-sure thing,—

And went for it thar and then;

And Christ ain’t a-going to be too hard

On a man that died for men.



“Little Breeches” was the sentimental saga of little Gabe, a four-year-old whose father had “larnt him to chaw terbacker / Jest to keep his milk-teeth white.” Carried off into a stormy winter night by a team of startled horses, little Gabe was given up for lost when his desperate father flung himself “Crotch-deep in the snow, and prayed.” Inspired to look in a nearby sheepfold, he found his boy, unharmed among the sleeping lambs. The child had only one complaint: “I want a chaw of terbacker / And that’s what’s the matter of me.”

The Tribune printed Hay’s verses, signing them J.H., and in a few weeks they were as famous as “The Heathen Chinee.” Even Professor Henry Adams of Harvard was charmed; Hay’s poems were “better than anything Bret Harte ever wrote,” he told a friend. In the saloons of Newton, Kansas, where cowpokes recited the ballads and showed off their chaws of terbacker, an enterprising fille de joie began claiming the bard as her brother.

“That ridiculous rhyme of mine has had a ridiculous run,” the bard noted with amazement after “Little Breeches” appeared. “As my initials are not known, and they generally get worn off on the second reprint, I have not been disgraced by it.” In a note to W. D. Howells, who had published several of Hay’s essays in the Atlantic, Hay wondered whether Howells knew of “Little Breeches” and its “appalling run. It is published every day in hundreds of newspapers. Two political papers in the west have issued illustrated editions of it. I mention this to show what a ravenous market there is for anything of the sort.”

Howells not only understood the market, he had done more than any other Eastern editor to create it. A native of Ohio, he loved the twangs and drawls of the West. In Mark Twain and Bret Harte and the Sierra tales of Clarence King, he heard voices that were distinctly American, voices owing as little as possible to the literary traditions of England.

Howells wanted more rhymes, but Hay could not oblige. Perhaps his Pike County vein had simply run out, or perhaps he was thrown by the accusation, baseless though it was, that he had plagiarized Bret Harte. A few days after Christmas 1870, he announced to Howells that he was out of the ballad business: “I wrote another one, and Reid says it is very bad—in which I agree—so it is not to be published, and I will do no more songs.”



It was Hay’s early poetic idol, Walt Whitman, who had heard America singing and had encouraged her to celebrate herself. Whitman was still listening in the lighthearted season of “Jim Bludso” and “The Heathen Chinee,” but the music he heard was decidedly more somber. America echoed with “hollowness,” he wrote in Democratic Vistas, his 1871 meditation on the soul of the nation. “Genuine belief” had disappeared, hypocrisy was everywhere. The “depravity of the business classes” was “infinitely greater” than Americans supposed, government agencies were “saturated in corruption, bribery, falsehood, mal-administration…. The best class we show is but a mob of fashionably dress’d speculators and vulgarians.” While the nation’s prosperity had lifted the masses from their sloughs, Whitman thought America had failed “in its social aspects, and in really grand religious, moral, literary, and esthetic results.” The great westward march, source of so much patriotic pride, seemed to him a pointless extravagance. “It is as if we were somehow being endow’d with a vast and more and more thoroughly-appointed body, and then left with little or no soul.” The cure, he thought, lay in scientific breeding. Women must be freed from the “incredible holds and webs of silliness, millinery, and every kind of dyspeptic depletion” in order to fulfill the destiny of their sex. With a “strong and sweet Female Race, a race of perfect Mothers,” the states could be kept supplied with “a copious race of superb American men and women, cheerful, religious, ahead of any yet known.”

If Whitman’s prescription was easy to ridicule, his diagnosis was not. Ahead of most of his countrymen, he saw that corruption—political, financial, social—was threatening to derail the great locomotive of democracy. In Washington, bribes were no longer simply accepted, they were organized into auctions, with appointments, charters, rights-of-way, and other government favors going to the highest bidder. Those who demanded reform were regarded as fleas on the body politic. The reformers were “noisy but not numerous,” one ravening senator noted; they could be “easily dealt with.” To the airless mind of President Grant, the issue was not corruption versus reform but whether anyone really wanted reform. If Congress declined to pass laws putting civil-service positions beyond the reach of party patronage, he declared, he intended to drop the subject.

As Republicans and Democrats squared off for the presidential contest of 1872, a small band of idealists wished a plague upon both their houses. Parties bred machines, they reasoned, and the money and offices controlled by machines led inexorably to corruption. They aspired to smash the machines, clearing the way for a return to the pristine days of the Founding Fathers, when government reposed in the hands of the best people. The Republican party, heedless of the corruption swirling around Grant, whose associates were skimming profits from the Union Pacific Railroad and taking bribes in exchange for concessions to operate army trading posts, nominated him to run for a second term. The Democrats, joined by a faction of liberal Republicans, invested their hopes in John Hay’s employer, Horace Greeley.

As an editor of the Tribune, Hay was expected to manufacture enthusiasm for Greeley’s candidacy, but he could not bring himself to feel it. For John Hay, Democrats were inextricably bound up with the ghastly night in April 1865 when John Wilkes Booth, a Democrat, assassinated Abraham Lincoln. On election day, Hay went as far as he could for Greeley. Unable to cast a ballot for him, he stayed away from the polls.

* Hay functioned as assistant secretary though he never held the title. By law, the president was entitled to only one secretary. Nicolay arranged for Hay to be appointed to a clerkship in the Department of the Interior and assigned to the White House. In 1864, the War Department commissioned Hay as a major, giving him the title of assistant adjutant general of volunteers, detailed to the Executive Mansion. In 1865 he was promoted to lieutenant colonel, then colonel.
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