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			For George, My Beloved

		

	
		
			Preface

			This book is the product of dozens of years of archival research, writing, editing, and rewriting. As I pen this, I feel a professional kinship with Elizabeth Winkler, a journalist, book critic, and author of Shakespeare Was a Woman and Other Heresies: How Doubting the Bard Became the Biggest Taboo in Literature. Winkler has been chastised for her groundbreaking scholarship. “Among Shakespeare scholars,” Winkler states, “the Shakespeare authorship question…does not exist; that is, it is not permitted.”1 Winkler continues, “the dusty Shakespeare establishment—almost entirely male—was not pleased to have English literature’s supreme genius co-opted by female scholars and declared a feminist.” Carol Symes, Harvard-educated professor of history and theater at University of Illinois, argues that negating new knowledge is immoral, much worse than the dishonored discovery. “It’s unethical for a group of scholars to be confronted with perfectly plausible questions and some plausible evidence and to refuse to consider it.”2 Richard Waugaman, a clinical psychiatrist and Shakespeare scholar, argues, “There are many cognitive errors that ensue from overconfidence in one’s beliefs.… First, we mistake beliefs for facts.” Groupthink, Waugaman says, occurs when a group—such as Shakespeare or Lincoln scholars—”maintains cohesion, agreeing not to question unproven core assumptions and excluding anyone who deviates from group doctrine.” Similar to Lincoln, Waugaman continues, “Shakespeare has been revered so much by so many people for so long that it is deeply disconcerting to be told we may have been admiring the wrong man.” 3

			Every Lincoln historian who has read a draft of this book—a narrative that cautiously interweaves evidence supporting the claim that John Hay was President Abraham Lincoln’s speechwriter—has declared that it is bunk, unprovable, indefensible, wrong. Most Lincoln historians, in fact, refused to read the entire manuscript, simply contesting the claim and the knowledge without considering the literary and factual evidence presented. They know better considering their many years of reading and researching Lincoln, they say. “Students of Lincoln,” Gabor Boritt has argued, “have a difficult time separating themselves from their subject.”4 This self-revealing statement from the lips of a Lincoln historian is prophetic.

			Let’s begin.

			 

			I came to know John Hay working on the history of Euclid Avenue in Cleveland, Ohio. Hay captured my attention as a fascinating figure, yet his biographical record appeared to be superficial. His full story remained untold. Embarking on a cradle-to-grave biography of Hay—which I have since laid to rest—I immersed myself in the John Hay papers at Brown University, the Library of Congress, the Massachusetts Historical Society, the Houghton Library at Harvard University, the Huntington Library in California, and others.

			As all historians do, I have marshaled the facts of Hay’s life, arranging and interpreting those facts to give them meaning, offering new insight into Hay’s character and the themes that guided him. I was excited to read Hay’s college bluebooks and speeches, which had not been viewed since his children deposited them in the Special Collections of the John Hay Library at Brown in 1939, revealing Hay’s distinct literary voice and beginning to see the glimmer between Hay’s eloquent rhyme and rhythm patterns and that of President Lincoln’s major speeches and letters. Entering Lincoln’s world through the door of Hay scholarship, I had a unique perspective on Hay’s contribution to Lincoln’s prose.

			Relying entirely on the historical record, I chronicle in the following pages the archival record of Hay’s college essays, debates, and oratories; his diaries, letters, speeches, photographs, and official documents; and also the knowledge that emanates from statements of fact, descriptions of actions, photographs and illustrations, and informed judgments that are balanced against critical evidence to resolve previously unanswered questions.5 I have tapped multiple genres of historical documentation, such as behavior and speech or material changes in expression, which bear witness to John Hay’s role under President Lincoln.

			The archival record is invaluable. Human memory, Lincoln and Hay claimed, was faulty. It was not to be trusted. “Biographers,” said Lincoln, “are not only misleading but false.”6 When Hay and fellow Lincoln assistant John Nicolay were at work on the ten-volume Abraham Lincoln biography during the 1870s and 1880s—the first authorized history of the sixteenth president, which was sanctioned by Robert Lincoln—they relied entirely on written documentation at the time it occurred. They recognized the danger of reminiscences. In 1885, Hay wrote to Century publisher, Richard Watson Gilder, asking, “Can you remember things?” “No,” he wrote, a redundancy to his own question. “I have to rely exclusively on documents. I would not trust my recollection in the slightest matter of historical interest—yet every newspaper is full of long stories—in the utmost detail—telling us all about the great men and deeds of the past.” Still, he concluded, “I, who knew them all, have not a word to say.”7

			 

			In addition to the archival record, I am indebted to the scholars who have dedicated themselves to the important work of researching and writing about John Hay and Abraham Lincoln. William Roscoe Thayer, William Tyler Dennett, and Michael Burlingame are foremost. Major references of Abraham Lincoln and his known writing compiled by Roy P. Basler, Nicolay and Hay, and Burlingame were also invaluable sources.

			The body of historical background created by Lincoln scholars offered a deep understanding of Lincoln’s life, oratory, and rhetoric: Garry Wills and his Pulitzer Prize-winning Lincoln at Gettysburg: The Words that Remade America; David Zarefsky’s Abraham Lincoln: In His Own Words; Douglas L. Wilson’s insightful Lincoln’s Sword: The Presidency and the Power of Words; Ronald C. White Jr.’s The Eloquent President, Lincoln’s Greatest Speech, and Lincoln in Private; Doris Kearns Goodwin’s Team of Rivals; Gabor Boritt’s The Gettysburg Gospel; and, Michael Burlingame’s ground-breaking Abraham Lincoln: A Life.

			The discovery of Hay’s contribution to Lincoln’s major messages, speeches, and letters is based on the written record of Hay’s diary and his anonymous and pseudo-anonymous press filings. It is based on an evaluation of Hay’s speeches and poetry during his college years at Brown and while working with Lincoln before his presidency, establishing Hay’s literary voice and poetic patterns. It is also based on major changes in Lincoln’s oratory once Hay was working with him. A close reading of Hay’s diary became a key source of documentation. Hay’s Civil War diaries offered telltale signs when the two men began working together and the details of Lincoln’s and Hay’s personal conversations and times together in Washington, DC, confiding thoughts, ideas, and convictions. Begun at the outset of the war, Hay recorded in his private journal his conversations with President Lincoln at the time they occurred, offering evidence of Hay’s daily proximity to the president and Lincoln’s thoughts. This also provided the basis of Hay’s anonymous journalism that advocated Lincoln’s policies, plans, and personal beliefs.

			The one known instance that Hay revealed his material contribution to Lincoln’s oratory—notably, the Gettysburg Address—was cited in the 1933 memoir by Jean Jules Jusserand, French ambassador to the United States during Theodore Roosevelt’s presidency, when John Hay was Secretary of State. Jusserand remembered that the highlight of an evening at the home of John and Clara Hay, which also included Teddy and Edith Roosevelt, was Hay displaying some rare items in his library. The high point was the autographed manuscript of Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, which President Lincoln gave to Hay soon after he delivered the speech in November 1863. In the leather folio, Hay also shared “some proofs revised by him [Hay], for, far from being an improvisation, every word had been carefully weighed.”8

			Hay’s scrapbooks have offered further evidence. Here he pasted his anonymous and pseudo-anonymous newspaper columns, as well as several of Abraham Lincoln’s speeches and documents, believed to be given to Hay by the president in gratitude for Hay’s material contributions to the works, including the Springfield Farewell speech, the Gettysburg Address, the Second Inaugural, and the Meditation on Divine Will, among others. Ronald C. White Jr. has described his “first encounter with a Lincoln fragment” when he held the “single, blue-lined sheet of paper” that Hay had inscribed as the “Meditation” at the John Hay Library at Brown. Professor White was in search of antecedents to Lincoln’s second inaugural. At the Hay Library, he found it in the “Meditation,” a lyrical, even mystical poem that survived in Hay’s personal papers archived at Brown, Hay’s alma mater.9 It was Hay who named the fragment “Meditation” a decade after Lincoln’s death. Rather than finding the epistle in a drawer as he packed up the slain president’s papers, which he maintained in the 1890 Lincoln biography, I believe Hay possessed it much earlier, at the time of its creation, for the same reason that other Lincoln documents were in Hay’s possession: President Lincoln gave John Hay the original document in which Hay had made a mark. In all of Lincoln’s private notes and fragments transcribed and published by White in Lincoln in Private, only the “Meditation” departs from Lincoln’s characteristic plain, matter-of-fact prose lacking any hint of poetry.10 It is also the one fragment not found in Lincoln’s papers.

			 

			Beyond the archival record, on-site surveys of the places where Hay lived, influential places of family, nature, and culture, brought to life references that Hay made in his own writing as well as those that appeared in his temperament. I examined the historic house where Hay was born and spent the early years of life in Salem, Indiana; I stood along the Mississippi River in Warsaw, Illinois, where John Hay spent hundreds of hours absorbing the majesty and power of this vital aquatic highway, where he listened to the dialogue of dock workers and communed with nature; I walked the streets of Pittsfield, Illinois, enjoying the privilege to examine the private house where he lived with his uncle Milton Hay during his middle and high school years; I studied the historic Brown University campus and Providence Athenaeum in Rhode Island, the place of Hay’s transformative college days; I walked the streets of Springfield, Illinois, where Hay walked with Abraham Lincoln in the days between June 1859 and February 1861; and in Washington, DC, the nation’s capital, I came to understand the place that had changed immeasurably since the early 1860s, while admiring the preservation of such influential landmarks as the White House, the Capitol building, the Seventh Street market corridor, the house where Lincoln died, even the refurbished Willard Hotel.

			Both Hay and Nicolay condemned retrospective accounts of Abraham Lincoln, which appeared after his death. Human memory, Hay argued, failed by the very nature of its existence: self-interest. “When Nicolay and I came to Washington, we thought we should have great advantage in personal conversation with Lincoln’s contemporaries in regard to the important events of his time,” Hay said. “We ascertained after a very short experience that no confidence whatever could be placed in the memories of even the most intelligent and most honorable men when it came to narrating their relations with Lincoln.”11 Hay and Nicolay dismissed early biographies by Ida Tarbell and William O. Stoddard, an occasional private secretary to the President. “Every old dead-beat politician in the country is coming forward to protest that he was the depository of Lincoln’s innermost secrets and the engineer of his campaign.”12

			Ironically, it was Hay and Nicolay and their expansive Abraham Lincoln biography in 1890 that established the foundation of future Lincoln scholarship. The work exalted the president’s singular place in American history, repressed details that might diminish his singular influence—including Hay’s contribution to Lincoln’s oratory—and solidified his omnipresence. From that time forward, the image of Abraham Lincoln’s omnipotence, carrying out every responsibility of his presidency, continued.

			
			
		

	
		
			Introduction

			Prevailing views of John Hay generally reference early twentieth-century biographies of him by William Roscoe Thayer and Tyler Dennett. Since then, Michael Burlingame’s historical research and publications have proven the most formative in developing a fuller, more complex portrait. The foremost Lincoln historian today, Burlingame has relied on first-person accounts of Hay during the Lincoln presidency. Galusha Grow, Speaker of the House from 1861–1863, for example, explained that “Lincoln was very much attached” to Hay “and often spoke [to Grow] in high terms of his ability and trustworthiness.” Congressman Grow knew of “no person in whom the great President reposed more confidence and to whom he confided secrets of State as well as his own personal affairs with such great freedom.”13

			Journalist John Russell Young, who frequently visited the Executive Mansion, portrayed Hay as “exceedingly handsome” and “a comely young man with [a] peach-blossom face.”14 A contemporary of Hay, who rose to become Librarian of Congress, 1897–99, Young described Hay as “brilliant,” “chivalrous,” “poetic,” “independent,” though socially “reserved,” and “always graceful, composed, polite, and equal to the complexities of any situation [that] might arise.” His speech, said Young, was “smooth, low-toned, quick in comprehension, sententious, reserved.”15 One Civil War journalist described Hay as “almost foppishly dressed, with by no means a low down opinion of himself, either physically or mentally, with plenty of self-confidence for anybody’s use.”16 Similarly, modern historian Adam Goodheart portrayed Hay in his book 1861 as “urbane, satirical,” in contrast to the “dour, Germanic Nicolay,” Lincoln’s official secretary.17

			In the nineteenth century, part-time journalist Thomas Coke “T. C.” Evans, the agent for photographer Mathew Brady’s studio, said that Hay appeared “to possess…a silent power of work, doing a great deal and saying little about it,” while “his talk was apt, varied, refined, and of a markedly literary quality.” Evans, who occasionally wrote for the New York World, had befriended Hay on the Lincoln train to Washington, DC, in February 1861. His characterization of Hay’s working style, which involved long days of discrete work, portrayed Lincoln’s aide to a tee. Then, and in later years, Hay spoke little about the actual work he did for the president.

			Michael Burlingame and John R. Turner Ettlinger, the editors of Inside the Lincoln White House, wrote that “the relationship between Lincoln and Hay resembled that between earlier wartime father-and-son surrogates George Washington and Alexander Hamilton…showing as Hamilton did in similar offices, the tact and common sense which were to serve him as they served Hamilton in wider spheres of public duty.”18 Hamilton was President Washington’s speechwriter during his second administration.

			Honing in on Hay’s contribution to Lincoln’s letters and speeches, Burlingame states, “It is impossible to identify precisely other correspondence that Hay wrote for the president, but informed guesses can be made.” Burlingame points to Hay’s three medium-sized notebooks: “In the scrapbooks of his own writings, Hay pasted newspaper clippings of three letters bearing Lincoln’s signature: to G. B. Loomis, 12 May 1864; to John Phillips, 21 November 1864; and to Lydia Bixby, also 21 November 1864. It seems likely that Hay wrote these letters for Lincoln to sign, or else he would not have preserved them in scrapbooks of his own compositions.” Teasing out Burlingame’s evidence that Hay “preserved them in scrapbooks of his own composition,” Hay also preserved his handwritten manuscripts of the Gettysburg Address and the Second Inaugural. Short of attributing Hay’s speechwriting, Burlingame has focused on the Bixby letter. “The most noteworthy of Hay’s ghostwriting is the celebrated Bixby letter.… Stylistic considerations, along with Hay’s statements to friends and the evidence of his scrapbooks, suggest that Hay is the author of that prose poem that is widely regarded as Lincoln’s epistolary masterpiece, often ranked with the Gettysburg Address and the Second Inaugural address.” Burlingame concludes with this unexplained statement: “He may have been a ghostwriter for political leaders even before he reached the White House.” Is Burlingame claiming that Hay was also the ghostwriter for the president?19

			By contrast to Burlingame’s archival characterization of Hay, Daniel Mark Epstein, in Lincoln’s Men: The President and His Private Secretaries, relied on secondary sources. Epstein editorialized Hay as “at once nonchalant and assertive, a man-about-town air of superiority and rakish humor.”20 While acknowledging Hay the poet, Epstein, along with Patricia O’Toole in The Five of Hearts and David Herbert Donald in Lincoln, claimed that Hay owed his place in Lincoln’s administration to the insistence of Nicolay.21 The archival record indicates otherwise: Lincoln chose to bring Hay to Washington, just as he had Nicolay; the only question was how to pay for a second personal secretary (Hay) when there was only one official place on the Executive Mansion staff (Nicolay). White has also portrayed Hay, in The Eloquent President, as the junior to Nicolay, the senior presidential aide.22 This depiction blurs the reality that Hay and Nicolay had different functions and offered Lincoln different services. Erroneous characterizations repeated by several historians have created the impression that Hay was an accessory to Nicolay. Actually, he was an essential, right-hand aide to President Lincoln.

			“The twenty-four-year-old poet had become as important to the president as the president was to Hay, as remarkable as that seems,” Epstein wrote of Hay and Lincoln’s relationship in spring 1865, signifying that the wordsmith Hay was actually essential to Lincoln’s presidency. Historians Ted Widmer and Joshua Zeitz both tell the story of a dream John Hay had just before dying in 1905, by way of demonstrating Hay’s role as the president’s ghostwriter: “In 1905, just before he died, Hay had a dream of seeing Lincoln in the White House. Lincoln handed him two letters to answer, as if there were still unfinished business between him and the American people.”23

			Doris Kearns Goodwin and Donald portrayed Hay as Lincoln’s confidant and companion, a fact that is brought to life in the following pages.24 Goodwin understood that Hay had an inside seat on Lincoln’s action, moods, anxieties, and notes, all of which Hay chronicled in his diary.25 Several Lincoln historians, including White, Donald, and Jon Meacham have described Hay as Lincoln’s diarist and Hay and Nicolay as the president’s biographers.26 All true. Yet the Hay–Lincoln relationship runs deeper.

			Douglas L. Wilson writes in Lincoln’s Sword that Hay “quickly became a trusted aide. Intelligent, loyal, and discreet, Hay’s powers of observation and ready wit made him an ideal companion for a beleaguered president to whom it became increasingly important to see the humor in things and find occasions to indulge his innate sense of fun.” Wilson continues, “Hay’s letters and diary are such a mine of inside information on Lincoln’s private sayings and personal views.” Wilson concludes, “Hay had another asset that made him valuable to this particular president—his special affinity for wordplay and literature.” Wilson unveiled Hay’s unique talent, though stopped short of stating why his wordplay and literature was indispensable to Lincoln.27

			Warren Zimmerman, in The First Great Triumph: How Five Americans Made Their Country a World Power, came as close as any Hay chronicler to understand the full relationship between Hay and the president. Highlighting Hay’s “knack for rhyming,” Zimmerman notes that in the Executive Mansion, as the White House was then called, “Hay’s duties included reading letters written to the president, drafting answers to them.” Confirming this, Hay confided to Robert Lincoln, who informed Nicholas Murray Butler that “it was the custom of John Hay to write in the name of Lincoln all letters of a non-political kind.”28 Zimmerman substantiated this statement when he wrote, “the young man won Lincoln’s trust; soon the president was signing the letters Hay had drafted for him without reading them.” Describing the kernel of their bond, Zimmerman said, “They had in common a sense of irony and humor and a talent for storytelling,” claiming that Hay helped Lincoln with “speechmaking.”29

			The Making of the Presidential Speechwriter

			From the very beginning, the US president’s speechwriter, a term that originated during 1825–1835, remained an informal and often invisible role during the first century of the Union. Biographer Ron Chernow has documented Alexander Hamilton as General George Washington’s speechwriter. When President Washington contemplated retiring after his first term, he asked James Madison to draft a farewell address, which Washington edited during his second term. Four year later, he handed the Madison draft to Hamilton. “The result,” said Robert Schlesinger in White House Ghosts, “was the first and one of the best presidential farewell addresses.”30

			The role of presidential speechwriter was unofficial in Lincoln’s time, one of several duties required of a private secretary, as it had been during the presidencies of George Washington down to Woodrow Wilson, who actually wrote most of his own speeches on a typewriter. The first official “literary clerk” was Judson Welliver, who ghosted for Warren Harding and Calvin Coolidge. Yet then, as today, the private secretary in the Civil War White House bore close resemblances to characteristics of contemporary presidential speechwriters, from personal access to a repartee and an innate sympathy with the principal. John Hay stood at Lincoln’s side, and also in Lincoln’s shadow, his ego and persona integrated into the public voice and public persona of the president.

			An unpublished fact is that President John Adams was likely assisted by his wife, Abigail, and eldest son, John Quincy, who edited at least 124 known addresses that President Adams then edited during 1825–1829, according to the editor in chief of the Adams Project at the Massachusetts Historical Society.31 President Andrew Jackson, 1829–1837, worked with former newspaperman Amos Kendall to draft his written and spoken public statements. Kendall, according to Schlesinger, “smoothed out Jackson’s thoughts and dictation.” Through repetition, they arrived “at a formulation that suited the president”—a similar process that Lincoln and Hay developed. James K. Polk was assisted by Secretary of the Navy George Bancroft, a historian and also a beautiful writer, who Andrew Johnson commandeered for messages to Congress. 32

			During the presidencies of Warren Harding, 1920–1923, then Calvin Coolidge, 1923–1925, Judson Welliver, a well-known reporter for the Sioux City Journal, Des Moines Leader, and the editorial page of the Washington Star, was the first White House staff member whose job was to aid the president in drafting his remarks. Schlesinger mentions that Welliver was both speechwriter and press handler for Harding, as was Hay for Lincoln. Welliver was also the first official speechwriter.33 Clark Clifford managed Harry S. Truman’s speechwriting in his first term, 1945–1950.34 Later, Franklin Delano Roosevelt worked with several policy advisors, including Raymond Moley.35

			One of the most noteworthy speechwriters in modern times is Ted Sorensen, presidential counselor and speechwriter to John F. Kennedy. Sorensen confirmed the stresses of the executive office, explaining that President Kennedy lacked the time to plan and draft with full consideration all the statements required of him. Ultimately, he depended on Sorensen to do much of the heavy lifting. Sorensen explained in his memoir, Counselor: A Life at the Edge of History, that President Kennedy “never pretended…that he had time to draft personally every word of every speech he was required to make virtually every week and ultimately virtually every day. Many historians have it wrong. He did not dictate first drafts for him to polish. Our collaboration was not a secret; nor was it without historical precedent.… The debate among journalists and historians over who wrote a particular passage or speech wrongly puts the emphasis on the student, not the teacher.”36 Another notable speechwriter during this era was Richard Goodwin, briefly for Kennedy, then for Lyndon Baines Johnson, and for Robert F. Kennedy during his aborted campaign for president.

			Lincoln scholars have essentially claimed that Lincoln was the only president in American history who wrote all of his speeches. Acknowledging William Seward’s limited suggestions for Lincoln’s First Inaugural address, the Lincoln establishment steadfastly maintains that the president did all his own writing. At the time of Lincoln’s presidency, the speechwriter was a familiar role in the Executive Mansion, as it had been since Washington’s day. It simply wasn’t on the official payroll or formal executive staff.

			 

			With a master of fine arts from Brown University in hand in June 1858, Brown’s class poet John Hay carried his literary acumen into public life, reaching wider audiences and speaking to graver subjects.37 In May 1859, the Illinois native arrived in the state capital of Springfield to study law in the Logan & Hay office, which was shared with Abraham Lincoln. Within months, the collaboration between the politician, Lincoln, and the writer, Hay, took shape. In time, the functional relationship deepened into a unique friendship. It was Lincoln’s Cooper Union speech in February 1860, when uses of such refined literary devices as alliteration, repetition, and parallel structure appeared for the first time in Lincoln’s political writing. The Cooper Union speech revealed Hay’s early ghostwriting for Lincoln. It was a speech that raised Lincoln’s national profile and launched his successful presidential campaign.

			Hay’s press writings during the 1860–1861 presidential transition period in Springfield voiced Lincoln’s thinking. It signified Hay’s proximity to the president-elect. As Lincoln’s journalist, Hay was privy to Lincoln’s convictions and intended future actions. Lincoln admired Hay for his classical education and gifted rhetoric. And while his own storytelling lightened the thickest air and flattered his harshest critic, he lacked Hay’s literary intelligence born out of his college education. Hay offered Lincoln literary depth, classical knowledge of the ages, and an absolute loyalty that no one in his inner circle equaled.

			In Washington, DC, Hay accompanied Lincoln virtually everywhere. He moved easily through the high offices of government. He was privy to breaking news of statesmen and generals as well as to the telegraph office in the War Department. Lincoln and Hay owned important similarities of wit, rhyme, and intelligence. Still, Hay’s poetry and philosophical depth transported Lincoln’s folksy speech to artful prose and audible rhyme. Their shared regard for democratic government and civic duty demanded precise and inspiring communication during the days of civil war.

			Lincoln communicated ideas and thoughts that Hay drafted into dozens of speeches and hundreds of letters, messages, and newspaper articles. Their hours together—working, talking, walking, and riding on horseback, as mentor and apprentice, as collaborators, and with every new day as genuine friends—grew into a rare rapport. Lincoln’s spiritual wisdom informed Hay, and Hay’s brilliant mind and eloquence inspired the president to shape his thoughts to a higher, wider, and even deeper level. The words, phrases, and messages they produced could not have been created by one without the other, or with anyone else. Hay’s work as Lincoln’s journalist, scribe, poet, and speechwriter evolved from Lincoln’s direction.

			Gary Wills explained in Lincoln at Gettysburg that “Lincoln’s desire for honest literary discussion” drew him to “[become] ever more intimated with Hay.” Reflecting upon their creative process, the word “poetry” stood foremost. It derived from the ancient Greek word poiesis, signaling the act of making. In the classical tradition in which Hay was taught, poetry didn’t refer to the writing of verse. Instead, it was the act of making, of bringing something into being that didn’t before exist. This is exactly what Lincoln and Hay accomplished together. 

			John Hay had listened hundreds of times to Lincoln tell stories rich in historical context and moral parable. Mastering the president’s speaking style, Hay internalized Lincoln’s tendency toward reflection, idealism, and principle. Shaping the words that Lincoln wrote and spoke, Hay enhanced it with verse, mythology, classic rhetoric, and Romantic impressions of the war, exalting the duty done. His cadence and love of poetic couplet, alliteration, and Greek literature were some of the main literary techniques in Lincoln’s landmark speeches. Refining American eloquence, Lincoln and Hay developed a literature that was greater than either of them. It was a literature based on principle, engaged with hope, projected in poetry.

			 

			“Lincoln treated Hay with the affection of a father,” said Brooks Adams, a historian and political scientist. He also promoted Hay’s stature and future potential when he brought him to the nation’s capital and gave him a central seat in the Civil War White House. By a stroke of nature, Hay became the closest person to President Lincoln. He was twenty-two years old at the start of Lincoln’s presidency, a fledgling young man, as yet unformed and inexperienced. While some members of Congress and the president’s Cabinet regarded Hay as immature, Lincoln knew differently. He entrusted Hay with sensitive and privileged information. He also tempered Hay’s tendency to skate on the edge of intemperance when provoked, recognizing the young man’s pitchiness simply as the dark side of a quick wit.

			Naturally, the question of why the discovery of John Hay’s contribution to Abraham Lincoln’s speeches, messages, and correspondence is introduced now. The college writings of John Hay at Brown University, 1855–1858, played an important part in my understanding. These essays and blue books had not been read until my research, since they were deposited in the Brown archives over eighty years ago. They demonstrated Hay’s characteristic style of rhyme, cadence, tempo, and tone, his brilliant fabrication of words, his love of alliteration, polarities, and parallel structure, and his classical training in ancient Greek and Latin texts. These stylistic patterns provided the source of the poetic prose of Abraham Lincoln’s prepared speeches. It was an extraordinary transformation that first appeared in Lincoln’s February 1860 Cooper Union speech, launching the Republican campaign that culminated with his election to the sixteenth presidency.

			Revising historical myth is unsettling, even blatantly damning, for many established Lincoln historians, especially if the subject is a folk hero as great as Abraham Lincoln. W. A. Dunning, a late president of the American Historical Association, reminded the historians and scholars who gathered for his annual message on December 29, 1913, in Charleston, that “the province of history is to ascertain and present in their causal sequence such phenomena of the past as exerted an unmistakable influence on the development of…social and political life.” Yet in many cases, he reminded his colleagues (mostly men), the “influence on the sequence of human affairs has been exercised, not by what really happened, but by what men erroneously believed to have happened.”

			Make no mistake: Lincoln fired the ideological torch and moral vision of his presidency as he drafted and dictated notes and memos to John Hay, many of which Hay chronicled in his diaries. Hay transformed these notes and conversations into authoritative newspaper columns or spoken prose that gave voice to the nation’s leader. The words flowed from a pen that had mastered literature and the literary techniques of ancient Greece, the epic Renaissance, and eighteenth-century English poets. Hay advanced verbal persuasion to an art form on multiple platforms at Brown, and put it into public service as Lincoln’s private wordsmith, elevating it to a keystone of the Lincoln presidency.

			John Hay had both the literary gift and classical education in rhetoric, Greek and Latin literature and languages, and a recitative vocabulary that the self-educated Lincoln simply lacked. Lincoln’s strength lay in recognizing that he had in his very suite the expertise of a just and civil individual who transformed his ideas and principles into refined prose, turning sweeping visions and maxims into durable truths.

			From his youth in Indiana and Illinois, to his classical education in private schools at an early age, to his education at Brown University and then law in Springfield, in the shared office of Milton Hay, his uncle, and Abraham Lincoln, the narrative of Hay’s grounding in literature, poetry, and eloquent writing unfolds in the pages that follow.

			
			
		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			1840 America

			The day was Friday, October 8, 1840, the second birthday of John Hay. Fog swept across the flat farmlands surrounding the small village of Salem, the seat of Washington County in Indiana. The inland town on the stagecoach route lay twenty-five miles north of the Ohio River and the Kentucky border, slave country. The family of Charles and Helen Hay and their four children: Edward, the oldest, Leonard, Mary, and John, the youngest, resided in a former one-room schoolhouse. Flush against the dirt road, it stood on South College Street, two blocks west of the center of town, known as Courthouse Square.

			The red-brick structure was small, 450 square feet and built in 1824. Charles Hay, a doctor, had bought the building for his family’s home in 1837. By 1840, seven people lived in the one-room house and its open living area on the ground level. The children’s sleeping loft was above. By day, natural direct light streamed in through the front door and two large windows. At night, candles and the fireplaces at each end of the room illuminated the space. Their housekeeper, a free woman of color twenty-six to thirty-five years old, lived with the Hay family.38

			On this day, John Hay might have lain in bed awaiting the sound of his parents’ steps. Precocious, he could have awakened with a special sense about his day, anxious for one of his parents to climb the ladder to the loft, to wake him and his sister, Mary, three-and-a-half years old, his older brothers, Leonard, five-and-a-half, and Edward, a month shy of his seventh birthday.

			Slight in build and petite in height, John more than made up for his small size and young age by his quick mind and bright personality. Layers of wool blankets kept his small body warm in the pre-dawn chill, the air in the uninsulated rough-hewn timbers that framed the gabled wooden ceiling. The minutes awaiting his mother or father may have felt like hours to John. Finally, Dr. Hay approached his daughter and three sons, kneeling across the loft floor. First he went to Edward, the eldest. Since the night before, the feverish boy slept in his own cot, separated from the other children. Perhaps he was sickened by one of the rampant contagious diseases—cholera, typhoid, or influenza—taking millions of American lives during the 1830s and 1840s. Salem was hit especially hard in 1832 and 1849, when cholera killed hundreds. Across the two decades, lethal bacteria seeped into fresh water sources and wells.39

			Charles Hay leaned down to Edward’s forehead. It was ice cold. He knelt down and embraced his son of six years and 334 days, his stocky thumb on the radial artery of the tiny wrist. No pulse. Edward was dead. The doctor’s firstborn child was gone. Two-year-old John lay frigid with fear. The heaviest blow of his young life left emotional scars from the mortal shock. This should have been the joyful start to his third year. What happened? What did he do wrong? Edward’s death must be his fault. After all, he was awake when tragedy struck. As child psychologists have since discovered, young children create false connections between an alarming event, such as fire or death, and what they were doing. John was awake on the morning when his eldest brother died.

			A silent, deafening grief filled the Hay home that day. Leonard, Mary, and John stayed close with one another, afraid of their parents’ sorrow, a stranger they had not previously known. They kept clear of their parents’ curtained bed corner, the small area in the great room, draped by dark muslin, where Edward’s body lay in rest. Sadness hung on every ray of sun, every particle of dust. Their mother, four months pregnant, groaned into her moist handkerchief, always at her lips or eyes. By late afternoon, Dr. Hay, with the help of a neighbor, had finished shoveling the black Indiana clay soil for his son’s grave in the village cemetery. Salem’s one burying ground for residents, all Christians, was the town’s only resting place since its founding in 1814.

			The cause of Edward’s death remains unknown. His burial headstone Is the one known document of his death:

			Edward Leonard Hay

			Born November 9, 1832; Died October 8, 1840.

			The first child of Charles and Helen Hay, Edward was born fourteen months after their marriage. He was named for Helen’s oldest brother, Edward A. Leonard, who had died in January 1832.

			The tragedy debuted for John Hay a painstaking awareness of his small world. The heaviest blow of this young life left emotional scars that stayed with him throughout life. The tragedy gave John a new awareness of himself, a perception both wonderfully sensitive and painfully fearful: he could influence critical events that might have devastating ends. It was an anxiety that tapped his inner psyche and brought him a foreboding of disaster and death until his own life ended in 1905.

			John Milton Hay was the fourth child and third son of Charles and Helen Hay. He was named for his paternal grandfather, John Hay, and his father’s younger brother Milton (1817–1893), who was a pivotal figure in John’s early life, a mentor really. After Edward’s death, John and his siblings, Leonard (1834–1904) and Mary (1836–1914), were later joined by brother Charles (1841–1916) and sister Helen (1844–1873). 40

			The Hays created a world of education, intelligence, and strong abolitionist sentiment for their children, loathing slavery, the institution that permitted owning and manipulating another human being, regardless of skin color.

			Charles and Helen came to know John as a fast learner, a sweet and charming boy, with a constitution prone to nervous illness and hypochondria, traits that marked his personality. Perhaps unaware of the profound imprint his oldest brother’s death had on John, his parents nurtured John’s educational development. They understood he was different from their other four children. Even before they had celebrated his first birthday, John’s parents noticed he did things faster. Before his tenth birthday, he made precocious remarks and observations. He asked penetrating questions that adults were unable to answer. He simply did things other kids didn’t or couldn’t do.41 He was a gifted child, his mind “genetically programmed to work faster than most, to absorb more than most, and to need more than most,” in the words of Marylou Kelly Streznewski, author of Gifted Grownups: The Mixed Blessing of Extraordinary Potential.42

			John Hay came into a world of astonishing change and growth. Until the age of twenty, his life paralleled a period of dramatic nation-building in America. Extraordinary advances in industry and mechanization boosted production and reduced the time and distance of travel and communication. The country’s geographic expansion during the half-century before had tripled the country’s land area. Wealthy southern white supremacists, who dominated the White House between 1800 and 1841, uprooted Native American communities from long-held settlements, forcing them to far Western lands. In 1833, the state of Georgia had forced Cherokee people out to Oklahoma territory, leaving in its wake the bloody Trail of Tears. And arrivals in America’s ports from Britain, Europe, and Asia had added almost one million foreign born to the US population during the half-century between 1790 and 1840. The flow of immigrants continued to accelerate, more than doubling during the rest of the nineteenth century.

			Steam engines propelled vessels and vehicles; bridges connected lands and voids; railroads traversed long distances at high speed and carried large volumes of people and parcels; sanitized running water protected against waterborne disease and hydrated thousands from a single source; photography recorded and commemorated; and wires transferred news and power. In March 1838, for example, the luxury passenger steamship Sirius launched the first transatlantic steamship line. Her inaugural passage from Liverpool into New York Harbor, a voyage of eighteen days, clocked an average speed of eight knots, making the sailing packet’s forty-day passage between America and England obsolete.

			A surging commerce in coal-fired railroads in the continental United States had doubled the miles laid down over the past two decades, reaching 2,816 miles from north to south, east to west and beyond to the Pacific frontier by 1840. Britain, with roughly the same population as America, had less than half the length of railroad tracks. Britain relied on an agricultural economy and an ancient culture whose roots were so deep that Brits traveled and relocated little. In America, by contrast, personal upheaval and resettlement were commonplace during the nineteenth century. Individuals and multiple generations of one extended family journeyed long distances to unknown lands at great expense and turmoil. Their quest was for liberty and prosperity.

			Innovation shaped John Hay’s world. It also shaped his character. This is a story about American character and its heritage. The impetus of innovations shaped his learning, his words, his works. He was a fast and deep learner. His intuitive wit assimilated and also projected innovation and creativity.

			
			
		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			“I am nothing but an American”

			The first ancestors I ever heard of were a Scotchman who was half English and a German woman who was half French. 
My mother was from New England and my father was 
from the South. In this bewilderment, 
I can confess that I am nothing but an American.43

			The Hay clan of America descended from an eighteenth-century Scottish soldier, known to be a man of education and standing. He left Scotland to serve during the early years of the eighteenth century in the Rhineland-Palatinate army in western Germany. Here, he married a woman from Alsatia. Among their four sons, their second boy, Johann Adam Hay, known as Adam and born about 1735 near Zweibrucken, Germany, was the father of the John Hay branch in America.

			The family sailed to British America about 1760, settling in Northampton County, Pennsylvania, an area with other Scottish immigrants.44 Adam Hay was then twenty-five years old. Soon after, he left his parents and the Lehigh Valley to endure weeks of grueling travel on horseback along unmapped mud trails, rocky terrain, freezing rain, and rushing rapids. He settled in Berkeley County, Virginia (now part of West Virginia), at the base of the Shenandoah Valley bordering the Potomac River.

			This land on the northern edges of the Shenandoah, renowned for its beautiful sulfur baths of Berkeley Springs, was then part of Fairfax County, Virginia.45 A young engineer by the name of George Washington, age sixteen, had completed the first survey of the Fairfax lands, a territory becoming part of the newly founded state of West Virginia. Putting down roots in this remote and rugged territory, Adam Hay married Anna Maria Boyer in 1770.46 They had nine children. Their third, John Hay, was born on February 13, 1775, a few months before the outbreak of the Revolutionary War. He was our subject’s paternal grandfather and namesake. Yet the baby’s father, a passionate British American revolutionary, was absent for the baby’s birth. Major Adam Hay had earlier left his Berkeley home to prepare for war against Britain, under the command of General George Washington and Virginia’s Lieutenant Governor Alexander Hamilton, revolutionaries consumed with unceasing military and naval preparations, along with others in Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Delaware, and the New England states. Adam may have first laid eyes on his son at the war’s end sometime in 1783.47

			The childhood of John Hay, son of Adam and Anna Hay, growing up in the heart of bountiful farmland, was shadowed by the abject poverty of western Virginia’s slaves, a way of life he came to abhor. In his eighteenth year, 1793, he left his father and mother, leaving behind a strict home life at the hand of his father and the shame of living openly in the country’s most populous slave state. Virginia’s enslaved population was more than double the number in South Carolina, the second-most populous.48 John Hay was just one among hundreds, even thousands at this time, who embodied the growing dissonant sentiment between South and North, slavery and antislavery, simmering more than six decades before the Civil War.

			From Virginia, he traveled by horseback to Kentucky, which Congress had made an independent state the year before. He settled in Lexington. A young farmer, he cultivated the fertile soil, earning a subsistence living by the strength of his hands. In time, he also learned the art of brickmaking, entering a profitable building trade in the fast-growing region, and invested in speculative property that proved especially profitable.

			Within his first year there, John Hay married Jemima Coulter of Lexington (1781–1843). Together, they had six children in their first sixteen years of marriage—sons Charles, Nathaniel, and Theodore, and daughters Elizabeth, Maria, and Elma. For this antislavery couple, their household had no slaves and no free persons of color, a common choice for many abolitionist families in a slave-holding state. 49 During the next eleven years, John and Jemima Hay added five children to their family with the birth of daughters Julia Ann and Deniza, and sons John, Milton, and Joseph.50

			Lexington’s active center of western trade was a terminus of foreign imports, a producer of manufactured cotton, flax, and hemp cloth and home to 4,326 people in 1810. It was also known “as the most elegant and fashionable city in the West,” producing such luxuries as fine fabrics and polished doorknobs.51 The urban center catered to Fayette County’s slave-owning gentry, the stewards of cotton plantations and textile mills. Surrounding the downtown were grand plantations splaying across the bluegrass region’s black soil and heavily forested countryside. The families of Todd, Clay, Davis, and Breckinridge formed the foundation of Lexington’s nineteenth-century hierarchical society, richly endowing the educational and cultural centers, notably Transylvania University and the private Lexington Lyceum club. Among them were Robert and Elizabeth Todd, whose beguiling and witty daughter Mary, the future wife of Abraham Lincoln, dined and danced at the same affairs as Jefferson Davis, the future president of the Confederate States of America. And there was Henry Clay, the legendary abolitionist who served as a US senator, as speaker of the House, and as secretary of state to John Quincy Adams.52

			The rural patchwork of smaller farms and factories outlying the great plantations was the backbone of Lexington’s prosperous economy. The landscape, viewed from above, portrayed the complicated circumstances that governed Lexington’s social and political fabric. For every wealthy landowner, hundreds of workers, many enslaved, labored in the fields. The inequalities were glaring. This region was home to some of the most impoverished people in Kentucky. Working the land of both the large and smaller farms and factories were one thousand Black slaves, 20 percent of Kentucky’s populace. And while the senior John Hay chose Lexington to leave behind Virginia’s dominant slave culture, Lexington was home to Kentucky’s most concentrated slave population.53

			Even Henry Clay, an outspoken opponent of slavery’s extension, personally owned forty-seven slaves who tilled the tobacco and hemp fields on his 600-acre Ashland plantation. Next door lived John and Jemima Hay and their eleven children, who eventually came to own two male slaves by 1830. Slavery, embedded in the Southern economy, was not so much a preference for the Hays as it was a necessity for securing household help.

			During this time, John and Jemima Hay’s eldest son and our subject’s father, Charles Hay (born February 7, 1801), was grooming himself as a young scholar and also a principled citizen. His free-spirited pedigree for knowledge earned him a place in Transylvania University’s medical college. A revered institution of higher learning, Transylvania was the place where leading Kentucky families in politics, business, and the military sent their sons for a refined classicalducationon. Charles Hay’s privilege of progeny as the eldest son was denied to his two older sisters, Catherine and Mary. For Charles, his life unfolded to an advanced education and esteemed profession. His large frame and prominent forehead projected over wide, deep-set eyes and thick-matted hair. He appeared less the scholar than a man who worked with his hands instead of his mind. Mannered and industrious, he found kinship with the medical scholarship at Transylvania. Here, the bluegrass region’s preeminent schools of medicine, law, and divinity clustered under the same roof of Old Morrison Hall, as did the college of arts and sciences.
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			Charles Hay, MD, ca. October 1831, Salem, Indiana. Courtesy of John Hay collection, John Hay Library, Brown University.

			In May 1829, his medical certificate in hand and promising to obey the word and principles of the Hippocratic Oath, Charles, twenty-eight years old, departed Lexington within days of his graduation. He dreamt of living in a Free Soil state where slavery was outlawed. He crossed the Ohio River and headed north to the non-slave territory of Salem, Indiana, traveling 112 miles from his family’s home, a journey of several days. The village of Salem was home to 800 people, sparsely settled around the county courthouse square.

			“I arrived here yesterday safe in every respect except that my mare’s back was somewhat sore,” he wrote his father on June 9, 1829. His horse, under the burdensome load of Charles Hay’s heavy packs, took lame the second day out on the road.

			“I have been kindly received by those persons here that I brought letters to,” Charles reported home. One friendly acquaintance was John Hay Farnham, a New England-trained attorney.

			“The town is well built,” Charles said, “handsome and healthy as well as the country around it.”54

			The seat of Washington County and a community dependent on its agricultural economy, Salem was surrounded by dense stands of forests and verdant farmland. The agricultural economy took root in wheat and cotton crops, supported by a spinning mill and two brickmaking factories. Charles decided to set up his medical and pharmacological practice in a shop he rented near the public square within three days of arriving. As two doctors were already established in Salem, Hay opened an apothecary. Because the business absorbed most of his cash, he lived sparsely in his shop, keeping his mare in a pasture on the outskirts of town and taking meals at a nearby tavern. “I am treated with the utmost kindness, hospitality, and friendship by the citizens of this place,” he wrote his younger sister Elisabeth. “I have nothing to wish for but business.”55

			Within days, he soon gained some measure of notoriety across the region’s medical community when Salem’s two physicians came to consult him about a difficult case. A troubling situation, Dr. Hay’s university education and the reputation of his medical apothecary drew the provincially trained doctors to him. John “Scott” Tilford, twenty-nine, a Salem native, suffered from a baffling and fast-growing facial growth. To Charles Hay, it appeared to be a tumor “of a scrupulous character of very considerable size and violence in its symptoms.” He examined Tilford over a two-week period.56 Every day, the disease spread. Dr. Hay understood the fatal nature of the malignancy. Persuaded “to inform his friends of the improbability of success in the case,” Charles told his sister Elisabeth that he believed the best he could do was alleviate Tilford’s suffering. He offered no promise about an optimistic outcome, remaining forthright with Tilford and his family that the illness was fatal and fast-moving.

			Tilford’s father was grateful for Hay’s candor, thanking him for the honest if hopeless prognosis. No other doctor was so candid. The metastatic tumor was vicious. It spread to Tilford’s throat, neck, and his entire face. Remarkably, he survived more than three months after Charles Hay began treating him. Tilford’s case drew wide interest nationally for its “greater notoriety than any that has ever occurred in this country,” Dr. Hay wrote to his brother Nathaniel on the day of Scott Tilford’s funeral, September 17, 1829.57

			The Tilford case enhanced Salem’s respect for Charles Hay.58 Yet his own practice was slow to flourish. Residents in the small town held to familiar customs, choosing who they did business with based on habit and political inclinations. Shadowing the entrenched standing of Dr. Bradley and Dr. Newland, both of whom enjoyed independent means and indulged their patients with free services, Dr. Hay recognized that biases against native-born Southerners like himself played a role in his struggling practice.

			Indiana was experiencing an influx of New England Yankee newcomers, a people who disparaged the growing number of Kentucky transplants, of whom Charles Hay was one. Discouraged by his prospects, he wrote letter after letter to his family, repeating “my practice is about as it was when I wrote you last,” a monotonous drumbeat. Charles Hay was similar to thousands of young men who struck out on their own to establish a livelihood or profession in a fledgling western town. Arriving in the free state of Indiana and the rural town of Salem, Dr. Hay soon discovered that Salem’s time had not yet arrived. He also disagreed with Salem’s effort to expel “free Negroes,” as they were called, from Indiana. His closest friends were lawyer John Farnham and his wife, Evelyn Leonard Farnham. They, too, were transplants, having relocated from their native New England.59 Both liberal-minded and educated, the Farnhams and Hay shared a trusted friendship that in due course changed their lives.

			Charles had captured the attentions of the single ladies in town. This college-educated bachelor, age twenty-nine, was thought to be quite a good catch. He, however, did not share their curiosity. He settled into his practice, satisfying himself with three good libraries, one with an impressive medical collection. He was soon distracted by a newcomer in town: Evelyn Leonard Farnham’s younger sister, Helen (1804–1900), who had arrived for a visit. The bright and gentle twenty-seven-year-old Helen, then living with her parents in Bristol, Rhode Island, had enjoyed a fine education in a local private school for women. Evelyn Farnham was anxious to introduce her sister to Charles Hay, her husband’s best friend. During the days of October 1830, Helen Leonard’s arrival set in motion a peevish rearrangement of the town’s female pecking order. “The young ladies became splenetic as soon as she arrived,” Charles, amused, told his sister Deniza Hay. Salem’s young ladies certainly had good reason: Helen Leonard fast captured the affections of Salem’s young physician. “She is far better educated than any of them,” he confided to Deniza, and “besides she is witty and a little sarcastic withal.”
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			Helen Leonard Hay, ca. October 1831, Salem, Indiana. Courtesy of John Hay collection, John Hay Library, Brown University.

			Charles and Helen, born three years apart on the same date of February 7—Charles in 1801 and Helen in 1804—soon became engaged. They married a year after meeting. Once decided, the couple was anxious to wed and consummate their vows. Yet Salem’s county court was in session. The courthouse schedule was clogged. In a day when premarital relations were forbidden, or at least discouraged, Charles Hay avoided a scandal by eloping with Helen. They traveled almost two hundred miles north to Albany, Indiana, joined by seven friends across a train journey of fourteen hours. Albany’s Presbyterian minister, Reverend Wells, officiated the nuptials at seven o’clock in the morning of October 12, 1831, just nine minutes after sunrise. Following the hour-long service, Dr. and Mrs. Hay celebrated with their friends over a sit-down breakfast, setting out on the day-long return to Salem. They came into the small town depot just before midnight, a half-moon lighting the eastern sky.

			“I am married and happy,” Charles wrote sister Elizabeth five days later. “We moved into our own house today.”60

			Helen Leonard Hay, a seventh-generation American who hailed from the Eastern Seaboard, was grounded in a seafaring culture where women led the town’s civic life and ran its businesses while the leading men, shippers and whalers, were away for long stretches, months and even years. The New England economy at the time of her father and grandfather fostered a structure in which women governed and men left on trade ships for long periods. Throughout Helen’s youth, her father, David Augustus Leonard, was present, working as a minister and postmaster. Her mother, Mary Pierce of Assonet, Massachusetts, the daughter of a master mariner, found a landlubber of a husband in David Leonard. In Assonet, Helen Leonard was born on February 7, 1804, one of five daughters and three sons.

			Few details of Helen’s early life in Assonet and Bristol survive. In a day when a common woman’s personal history went unrecorded, except the place and date of her birth, all that is known of Helen’s youth was that she was “well-educated” and little else. The private school was unnamed and her accomplishments were not mentioned. Helen Leonard was a woman with a resilient constitution. John Hay, our subject, admired his mother’s big heart and a strong will. Her optimistic spirit inspired her husband and her children. She lived until the age of eighty-nine, a remarkable age in late-nineteenth-century America.

			Helen’s father, David Leonard, offered clues to his daughter’s character. He was highly educated and literary, natural gifts reflected in grandson John Hay, Charles and Helen’s middle son. A child of the Revolutionary War era, David Leonard was the son of a master mariner. In the fall of 1788, a year after the United States of America had adopted its Constitution, David Augustus Leonard at age seventeen entered the College of Rhode Island, renamed Brown University in 1804.61 Brown’s entire campus existed in one large building, similar to most colleges of the time. College Edifice, later known as University Hall, stood upon College Hill, high above the working waterfront of commercial Providence. The all-purpose building, a sprawling, four-story, red brick structure dominating the College Green, was home to student rooms, the chapel, refectory, and classrooms. Students entered University Hall’s north and south entrances as they mounted the dark, narrow stairways to their third- and fourth-floor residential rooms. The central front doors led into the chapel, where students and faculty came together in morning, midday, and evening prayers. From the chapel, they entered the common room where they ate together and engaged in instructions and recitations. Four large fireplaces heated the building and sixty-five windows gave light and air in a day long before electric light and automated ventilation. The naturally lit basement level housed the living and working quarters for butlers and housekeepers, who cooked and laundered for faculty and students. Upstairs in the third- and fourth-floor lofts, students slept in small rooms furnished with a bed, a desk, and a table for the water pitcher and waste basin—no plumbing and no running water.

			David Leonard entered the Baptist ministry in December 1794, age twenty-one, promising himself to God’s service and God’s grace. He soon turned to evangelism and preaching Baptist theology. The facile orator, also politically inclined, campaigned for President Thomas Jefferson during his re-election campaign. Leonard answered an invitation by Bristol County’s Republican Party to deliver the keynote speech on behalf of the incumbent. His natural literary finesse heralded the wisdom of the Louisiana Purchase as Jefferson’s coup d’etat.

			President Jefferson recognized Leonard’s contribution to bringing home the vote in Bristol, appointing him the town’s postmaster, a term he held for eleven years. Unfettered by laws excluding federal employees from private investment, Leonard also delved into private businesses, serving on the board of the Bristol Insurance Company and publisher of the Bristol Republican, the local Republican newspaper.

			Daughter Helen Leonard Hay, now in Salem, Indiana, bequeathed son John the birthright of her father’s poetry and oratory.

			Learned and knowledgeable, in fact cultivated with rare secondary educations, John Hay’s father and also maternal grandfather established the foundation for his life of scholarship. Grandfather Leonard’s powerful voice and his parent’s own spirited intelligence tendered a literary flair that heightened John Hay’s personal talents.

			
			
		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Illinois Heartland

			In 1833, Salem and Indiana generally were hit hard by the cholera epidemic. Dr. Hay’s medical practice was under siege, his own endurance tried. Helen Hay’s days as the mother of the infant Edward involved sleepless hours and moments of unimaginable fear. The disease swept the country, devastating small farm towns in the Ohio and Mississippi valleys, infested from North to South. Infectious bacteria had arrived in the intestines of two passengers on the Voyageur, a ship landing in Montreal, Quebec, in June 1832, having departed Cork, Ireland, during a peak cholera epidemic, contaminating waterways feeding into the St. Lawrence River and The Great Lakes, coursing south to the Erie Canal and Ohio and Mississippi Rivers. Another transatlantic ship originating in Europe and reaching the port of New Orleans in October 1832, infiltrated the Mississippi River valley from the south. Cholera killed thousands in New Orleans, St. Louis, Lexington, and New York City, reaching its long fingers into the families of the farming borderland regions of Indiana, Illinois, Ohio, and Kentucky.62

			“We have had between 60 and 70 deaths in town” during the first six weeks, Charles Hay wrote his brother Nathaniel. He observed the epidemic’s fast-moving devastation, beginning with imperceptible symptoms of “a mild, watery purging which scarcely gives the patient any concern,” he said. “So delusive is this watery diarrhea that the patient can scarcely be persuaded that any danger attends it.” Cholera victims were dehydrated by the disease’s diarrhea, dry-heaving until they lost consciousness, bodies parched. Until the cramp seized, it was too late to help. The pace was exhausting. “I was the only physician for several days when the disease was raging,” Charles Hay wrote. He “from house to house on horseback through the town in order to attend the numerous cases occurring every hour through the night and day.”

			Exhausted, he traveled unpaved miles each day, sleeping when and where he could find a clean bed. During the first week of July 1833, the most disruptive period, “thirty-five young women fell, carrying them off in from four to ten hours most generally after the attack.”63 Terror of the killer bacteria crept into every home. On the Fourth of July, traditionally a day of celebration, “every store, factory, and workshop…was shut up except the coffin makers.” Charles Hay, however, remained untouched by the disease.
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			The house where John Hay was born on October 8, 1838, Salem, Indiana. Built 1824, as a school building; purchased by Charles and Helen Hay, 1837, which they sold in 1841 when the family moved to Warsaw, Illinois. Courtesy of John Hay collection, John Hay Library, Brown University.

			The day’s medical authorities blamed cholera’s spread on the filthy living conditions of slave colonies and Irish immigrants. Denying its infectious properties, they pointed to people with either Black skin or brogue accents. They relied for evidence on bias and ignorance rather than objective biological research. In truth, drinking water was the source.

			Families, farms, hospitals, and industry all dumped their waste into streams and cesspools, flushing the waterborne microbe, Vibrio cholerae, into connecting rivers, lakes, and shallow underground wells. Syphoned drinking water infected thousands of communities. In a day when scientific knowledge had yet to discover the real source, uninformed sanitation practices seeped through the country’s waterways, killing thousands. Cholera claimed the lives of Helen Hay’s older sister, Evelyn Farnham, and also John Farnham, their brother-in-law and Charles Hay’s closest friend.

			The Farnhams died within twelve days of one another in July 1833, leaving their five children orphaned and homeless. Helen and Charles took in two of the Farnham children, who stayed with them for more than a year, until their aunt, Charlotte Farnham of Boston, brought them into her home. The Hays also adopted a seven-year-old Black girl, now freed from slavery, who had lost both parents during the summer of 1833. The Hays gave her money “and a suit of freedom clothes,” said Charles Hay. She helped Helen look after their six-month-old son, Edward.64 Helen’s brother, Augustus, also lived with them while he was schooled in Salem.

			Helen shouldered most of the responsibility for the expanded household. “You may reasonably suppose that our family is large enough for one lady to superintend in the character of Mrs.,” Charles wrote to his brother, “Mrs. of the drawing room, superintendent of the wardrobe and kitchen.” Helen was also ten weeks’ pregnant with their second child, Augustus “Leonard” Hay, born on December 2, 1834.

			 

			Charles Hay’s medical practice often felt hopeless. Compounding the loss of life was his modest income, Salem’s business prospects failed to fulfill his original hopes. He longed for more money, acquiring a partial ownership in a printing press in February 1835, the weekly Western Annotation, the first Salem news outlet. He also bought some farmland, then in 1837 he speculated on an investment in undeveloped acreage adjacent to Salem’s town line. “I thought for once I would act upon father’s maxim: ‘If you never venture you will never make everything,’” he wrote his youngest brother, Addison.65 Yet the financial success Charles Hay had envisioned failed to materialize.

			Year after year, Salem’s shaky business climate dashed Dr. Hay’s hopes of any reward. Cotton and wheat crops were shattered by desolating frosts, oversupplied market prices, and the Ohio River flooding as winter snows melted to drown out farms, houses, and businesses. The town’s economy struggled.66 “Bankruptcy prevails to an alarming extent and many of our most substantial citizens will most likely be overwhelmed in ruin before the times change,” he told brother Milton Hay in January 1841. This period was a dark time for the Hay family, just three months after the death of their oldest son, Edward. To make matters worse, Charles’s investment in the Salem newspaper had failed to find an active readership in this farming town.

			 

			During these years, Dr. Hay’s central joy was his wife and growing family of Mary, Leonard, John, and baby Charles. Two-year-old John was a singular bright light. Charles told brother Joseph, John “is now toddling all over the house and is beginning to say some words.”

			Our subject, John Hay, began life bursting with precocious tendencies. “A better grown, more thrifty and forward boy has not been seen here lately,” Charles wrote Milton around the time of John’s second birthday. John’s silken, platinum white baby hair was striking. While Dr. Hay’s work continued to be a disappointment, his family was a joy. “I met the most perfect of wives and mothers,” he confided to Milton, “I have always wished to found a family [and to] leave behind me children…with whom intelligence, honor, and thrift would be matters of instinct and tradition.” 67 That he accomplished.

			Family and education lay at the heart of Charles Hay’s close relationship with his brother Milton Hay, sixteen years younger. “A taste for learning, industry, and a good constitution are what alone are necessary to make a man intelligent as ever learned,” Charles explained to Milton in the months leading up to his younger brother’s study of law in the Springfield office of Abraham Lincoln and John T. Stuart, 1838–1841. 68

			Charles Hay, disillusioned with Salem, looked to towns where commerce was supported by an established infrastructure, such as “a water course where [it] is a favorable point of trade,” he said. Charles Hay looked for a place where “the population is intelligent and enterprising” and “a suitable location for steamboat landing, steamboat building, and all other building.”69 Charles and Helen Hay also favored a place where their children—Leonard, seven; Mary, four; John, three; and infant Charlie—had access to a classical education. Their ambitions were lofty, if limited by the westernmost states of the day, where everything was younger, more rustic, and less developed.

			After eleven years in Salem, the Hays pushed westward toward the boundaries of continental settlement. They were among thousands of Americans in the pre- and post-Civil War decades who took heart in the idea that they could create a better life by moving to a place inventing itself.70 In 1841, they moved themselves and all their worldly possessions four hundred miles west to Warsaw, Illinois, a frontier farming town of four hundred people, where they joined in the town’s prospering future.

			Founded in 1814 and home to Fort Edwards military camp, Warsaw enjoyed the advantages of looking out upon three states, two navigable rivers, and five towns. Laid out on seven-and-a-half acres, the town was originally known as Spunky Point, referring to its connection with the force of the Des Moines River rapids that fueled the town’s life spring. It bordered the eastern banks of the Mississippi River Valley, the rolling prairie land of rich red and black soil stretching vast distances. With thinly forested stands of woods, these parts of Illinois in Warsaw’s Hancock County held thick veins of coal composite, deep into the earth at seven hundred feet, a resource that brought prosperity to the town in the second half of the nineteenth century.71

			John Hay was three years old when his family moved from southern Indiana to western Illinois. Over the years, as the boy grew to adolescence and adulthood, he drew inspiration from Warsaw’s dynamic environment, nature clashing with commerce. This was the dramatic wilderness the future poet reimagined in his 1871 Pike County Ballads, a best-seller of its time, lyricizing Hay’s sensorial impressions.

			The Warsaw of  John Hay’s boyhood was a quiet village of scattered houses and small neighboring farmsteads strung along the beds of Mississippi River tributaries. The winding aquatic thoroughfare, running north to south from Chicago to St. Louis and New Orleans, fed commerce while irrigating the surrounding agricultural fields. From a bird’s-eye view, Warsaw splayed out in a scene of orchards, frame fences marking borderlands, lush agricultural meadows, and numerous narrow creeks and waterways—the Bay, McGee, Six Mile, Honey, Pigeon, and McCraney’s. Warsaw lay at the juncture of Iowa, Missouri, and Illinois, where the Illinois and Mississippi rivers met on the Des Moines tributary. The Mississippi’s rolling waters, winding through the high bluffs of Warsaw, had first attracted the Sauk and Fox tribe to the fertile land. Long before the Hays arrived, White settlers pushed out the native Algonquin-speaking peoples, banishing them from their soil and lifeblood, tearing down their bark houses. In their place, the colonists built farms of eighty to over 300 acres, producing spring and summer crops of oats, wheat, and corn.

			Trade took place in neighborhood exchanges, where farmers loaded a flatboat with beeswax, honey, tallow, peltries, and bushels of wheat or corn, and sawn clapboards. Barges carried people, carts, carriages, and provisions across the river.72 A railroad bridge that spanned the Mississippi connected Keokuk, Missouri, with Hamilton, Illinois, five miles above Warsaw. Local steam-boat commerce opened trade to the southern ports of St. Louis, Cincinnati, and New Orleans.73
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			John Hay, ca. age three. Courtesy of John Hay collection, John Hay Library, Brown University.

			In summer, tall grasses blanketed the prairie. The stalks “coarse in appearance, and soon assumed a yellow color, waving in the wind like a ripe crop of corn,” said Basil Hall in The Prairies of Illinois, amassing a bounty of natural fibers.74 Farmers planted groves of sweet-scented fruit and nut trees, which also stood as barriers to the stiff winds and snow sweeping across the flat and open countryside in winter.

			Young John lolled away hours along Warsaw’s riverfront docks. He was mesmerized by the bawdy scenes and dialect of the steamboat laborers, few of whom probably spoke to the slender boy. He gazed down upon the docks, listening to the curious dialect and common slang of the boat hand. “The great river was the scene of my early dreams,” Hay recalled in later years. “The boys of my day led an amphibious life in and near its waters in the summer time, and in the winter its dazzling ice bridge, of incomparable beauty and purity, was our favorite playground.”75

			The riverbed’s riveting life captured John Hay’s poetic imagination, as it did for Samuel L. Clemens, the son of homesteading pioneers in Hannibal, Missouri, across the Mississippi from Warsaw. In Hannibal, the future Mark Twain’s parents scratched a bare living, cherishing their one copy of Shakespeare on the shelf, a beacon for the future wordsmith.
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			John Hay, ca. age four, Warsaw, Illinois. Courtesy of John Hay collection, John Hay Library, Brown University.

			
			
		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			The Gifted Child
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			Warsaw, Iowa. (Illinois side of river); Henry Lewis, illustrator, 1854–57, multi-stone lithograph with hand coloring; published by C.H. Muller, Das Illustrierte Mississippithal (The Valley of the Mississippi Illustrated).

			The stern Charles Hay appeared larger than life to young John. He was a formidable figure in the boy’s life. Charles and Helen Hay had been educated in the classical tradition, a rarity in early nineteenth-century America, especially among the agricultural plains of western Illinois where they now lived. Their own knowledge enabled them to recognize that John was different, naturally brilliant. The boy respected his father, even feared his methodical demeanor. He inherited his grounded sense of duty from Dr. Hay, who many days awakened before dawn to answer the emergency of a farmer or a woman in labor. His mother, in contrast, was sweet and honorable with a feisty wit and optimistic outlook. John adored her. She inspired his honesty, his directness, and his general goodwill.

			John’s love for learning came from both. “I have still a greater thirst after knowledge than anything else,” Charles Hay had written to his brother Addison. “[I] desire more pleasure from its acquisition than from that of money.”76 This, son John especially shared. With his siblings, he understood his father was an esteemed physician in the Warsaw region.
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			The Hay family’s first house in Warsaw, Illinois, 1841. Courtesy of John Hay collection, John Hay Library, Brown University.

			Helen and Charles Hay created a home life by their personal actions, rather than irate words. Dr. Hay explained the three principles he hoped would guide his children through life: “Lex: Order, system. Lux: Intelligence. Pax: Gentleness and forbearance with another.”77 These, John Hay later inscribed on the stairway of his own house in Cleveland in the 1870s and 1880s, by then the father of four. The Hay children understood the value of rigor, intellect, and tolerance, values that John clung to throughout his life, passing onto his own children. In the days of John’s youth in western Illinois, the educated values that Charles and Helen Hay imprinted on their children were generally unknown to Warsaw’s farmers, merchants, and flatboat captains, who were bound to subsistence and hard work, a world of modest education and fundamental cultural traditions.

			Beyond his parents, John Hay’s ideology about life began to develop between the ages of ten to twelve as he sat along the banks of the Mississippi River. Here, he became sensitive to his surroundings. From then on, whether in the midst of pastoral serenity, urban vibrancy, alpine majesty, land or sea, he drew inspiration from place. The environment in which he stood elevated him to new heights of inspiration or threw him down to the depths of despair, taking him to a dark place. Sensitivity to place, Hay described years later in a newspaper column: “Cities and communities have their peculiarities and proclivities as well as individuals,” he wrote in 1862 from Washington, DC, “these distinguishing characteristics are as interesting as surprising.”78

			Looking out to the river’s rushing waters and the toiling boatmen, among them the ruddy roustabouts and plying farmers, John watched and recorded, on paper and in his mind, the power of the men, their coarse manners and strapping bodies. He was captivated by the routine of the working waterfront. Notebook in hand, he lay on the tangled grass covering Warsaw’s great bluff, chronicling what he saw and heard. There was nothing pretty about dock life on the Mississippi—rough, dirty, and physical, self-organized by tribal brotherhoods and banded gangs. Yet young Hay was spellbound by the vulgar dialect of the riverboat pilots. He listened, mesmerized by the commercial agents and flatboat dealers bellowing orders to the crews working the wharves and flatboats. Many days he stayed long enough to watch the pinkish orange sunsets melt into the horizon.79

			The language of the Mississippi riverfront, a dialect all its own, infatuated Hay’s ear. It sounded so free and picturesque to his unrestrained imagination.80 “Mark ‘twain!,” the dock hand yelled out to the flatboat pilot, who measured the water’s depth at twelve feet, or two fathoms, barking orders to drop the anchor and cleat the dock lines. The boat hands numbered free Blacks who mixed with mostly German and Irish immigrants. Loading and unloading the flatboats in spring’s pouring rains, summer’s stinking heat, and winter’s freezing ice storms, they worked together in harmony. Weather notwithstanding, boat commerce moved as long as the river flowed.

			Young Hay’s poetic sensibilities honed as he observed the raw grit of riverboat life. His wavy brown hair and dewy eyes, whether laughing with joy or crying with sorrow, John’s observations milked a tender emotional intelligence. Drawing together low and high, he also read his Latin and Greek studies by the evening light of the fireplace and hand-dripped beeswax candles. He didn’t need his parent’s prodding.81 John’s ease with rhyme and verse might have reminded his mother of her father’s own lyrical poems. Recalling David Leonard’s instantaneous wit, spilling out in a moment of humor or gloom, Helen Hay might have remembered how his poetry captured the spirit of local lore.

			On one morning, John’s younger brother, Charles E. “Charlie” Hay, sat idly in front of the new family house, alone on a log in the street, he explained to historian William Roscoe Thayer decades later. John came along. He sat down beside Charlie on the log, their arms and legs touching, side by side. John had walked over from the wild forest along the river banks.

			“I have seen the end of the world,” he told Charlie.

			“What did you see there?”

			“Nothing,” he replied, “only trees and flowers and some birds.”82

			The budding naturalist experienced a spiritual awakening. He visualized the end of time. Rather than an apocalypse, he saw flowers and birds. John’s vision was lyrical, poignant. A glimmer of his future literary genius, John captured the purity of nature in the expressiveness of his words before the age of twelve.

			This day and throughout his boyhood, the Mississippi’s incomparable beauty pulled young Hay to its shores and onto its waters. In future years, when the young adult came home from college or from his work in Washington, DC, he continued to wander along the steep riverbed. He gazed out, always seeing something different and new in the light, the clouds, the wind, air, and river. On the east bank of Warsaw, looking north, he saw a developed countryside; on the west bank, he fixed his eyes upon territory that made up the state of Missouri, observing endless miles vanishing into the horizon of unsettled and sparsely built land. He could no longer locate encampments of Native Americans, whom the government had transplanted from Warsaw’s soil to lands in Missouri, west of the Mississippi.

			 

			Back in the spring of 1845, when John was seven, the long fingers of continental expansion began claiming Western lands. Newly inaugurated president James Polk commenced an aggressive campaign of territorial annexation, so swift that his inaugural Bible had barely cooled from the swearing-in. He held firm to Jeffersonian ideals of an agricultural economy as well as Southern demands for more lands to grow cotton. In March 1845, the president acquired the state of Florida from Spain. Nine months later, he ordered the military to surround and confront the Republic of Texas, an independent nation covering an enormous land area the size of Egypt. Mexico accused Polk of an act of aggression, declaring the Republic of Texas to be rebel territory. Polk replied by threatening Mexico with war if it obstructed America’s claim. The outbreak of the Mexican–American War in 1846 played out over seventeen months, claiming the lives of almost thirty thousand Mexicans and Americans. In the end, the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo drew the international border with Mexico along the Rio Grande, handing Polk a 1.2 million-square-mile region the size of Western Europe, embracing all of California, Nevada, and Utah, most of Arizona and Colorado, and parts of New Mexico, Texas, Oklahoma, Kansas, and Wyoming.83

			 

			By the age of eleven in the late 1840s, the precocious and well-read John Hay grew to appreciate the importance of land, water, and location. He understood the Mississippi was something more than beautiful. It was the vital highway carrying commerce to southern and northern markets. It was the coursing aquatic highway for western Illinois. He seemed to grasp the value in the drive of nation-building and the energy of expansion, an understanding that appeared a few years later in his Brown college essays. The vitality of the growing nation and expanding economy clashed with societal tensions arising from the influx of immigrants settling in Illinois and Missouri, peoples whose ways of living and speaking were unfamiliar, so different from their rural neighbors. The ever-present encroachment of slavery into Western lands also provoked a sharp backlash, unprecedented rebukes from antislavery advocates.

			Hay absorbed the inflamed tensions permeating the social order of communities, human relations, and national politics. For a sensitive boy with a high aptitude, the tightening grip of slavery, foreign immigration, and the rising industrial nation—touching every life—raised his awareness about the huge divides in the rights of different individuals, whether those of Black skin, of foreign birth, or female persons. He witnessed the rise of heated protests giving voice to unjust practices by the government. The expansion of slavery instigated the loudest outcries. Yet slavery was not the only untreated malady in American life: women’s lack of voting rights was another gathering force.

			For solitude, John resorted to nature, a particularly intoxicating lure for him. The beauty of the Mississippi and the visceral draw of bawdy riverboat life seduced him time and again, drawing him to the fields overlooking the riverbanks and the falls of Warsaw.84

			Sometime during this period, when John was ten or eleven, a knock on the front door announced an unexpected visitor. Dr. Hay opened it to an educated German man, calling to ask him for “assistance in forming a class for the study of German.” Charles Hay remembered, “John listened with a great deal of interest.” He whispered to his father, “I would like very much to study German.” Dr. Hay agreed and the boy became a student with his father and other men. John memorized his lessons before the evening sessions, inevitably stretching into his bedtime. At the end of a long school day, a bit tuckered out, he occasionally nodded off. His father’s firm hand roused him, John rising clear and alert to recite the German phrases as well as the best of them.85

			John Hay’s appetite for knowledge was virtually boundless. In poetry, prose, literature, history, and journalism, his acquisitive mind collected and stored vast volumes of information: he memorized and virtually catalogued in his mind thousands of verses from the great classics, and in their respective original languages of English, German, French, and Spanish. So complete was his recall, he quoted in a flash-second passages from the Odyssey, Beowulf, Madame Bovary, and others. His vocabulary, too, amassed a baffling quantity of words. John’s talent for applying his wealth of knowledge enabled him to think with clarity and distinction. He wrote in the same fashion, with exceptional beauty, readily citing historical moments and passages from a favorite poem or play. His own prose, written in his clear, rounded script, often required minor editing. Yet when it did, his editors in later years took cover. John’s petulant streak was uncompromising. Stinging, his impressive array of profanity was designed to cut to the quick: he swore like a stevedore and most effectively in French.

			More than religion, more than gamesmanship, and even beyond sensual pleasures, the acquisition of knowledge remained the transcendent passion throughout John’s life. He absorbed information from people, places, literature, and experience. Yet different from many, he was favored by the influence of some exceptional people. These included Milton Hay, his uncle, as well as his Brown University professors, Abraham Lincoln, and in the 1870s his father-in-law, Amasa Stone.

			First learning to read at home, John afterwards attended a one-room schoolhouse in Warsaw. Later, when he was about eight years old in 1846, he told his father that he was bored with his classes and wished to go to school with his older brother Leonard, age twelve. His parents admitted that their bright son needed better schooling, turning the very next week to send him off with Leonard to the classroom of Rev. Stephen Childs, an Episcopal clergyman. Here, John began his study of the classics in Latin and Greek.86 This early stimulation encouraged him to read classical literature in the ancient texts.

			John’s youthful poetry, however naïve, was recognized by Warsaw Signal editor Sharpe, the family’s former neighbor. Sharpe published the ten-year-old boy’s rhymes on occasion in the weekly newspaper. John addressed them to playmates Annie and Hebe, real or imagined as they may have been, a privilege of poetic license.

			 

			About 1848, when John was ten years old, his parents built a two-story brick residence, essentially a square block of a house enhanced by a two-story porch and pavilion on the front. Dr. Hay hired a local mason to lay the foundations and the walls. He topped the second-floor roof with a cupola, historically known as a widow’s walk, originally built for the wives of sailors who climbed above the attic to look out over the seaway for their long-gone husbands, hoping one day to see their ships coming into home port. In Warsaw, the cupola was decorative rather than functional. Three stories above the street, it turned heads in a town of mostly farmers, worldly enough to acknowledge that architectural ornament was a suggestion of prosperity.
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