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So fallen! so lost! the light withdrawn

Which once he wore!

The glory from his gray hairs gone

Forevermore!

—

Oh, dumb be passion’s stormy rage,

When he who might

Have lighted up and led his age,

Falls back in night.

—JOHN GREENLEAF WHITTIER, “ICHABOD”








INTRODUCTION


A CENTURY AFTER HIS DEATH, Woodrow Wilson remains enormously consequential. Few Americans have had a more enduring influence on their nation’s history. His words are etched into American shrines from the National Cathedral to the Woodrow Wilson Plaza in the nation’s capital. Although his active presidency was cut short by tragic illness, his legislative legacy continues to shape American life in the 21st century. The progressive income tax, the Federal Reserve, the Federal Trade Commission, the National Park Service, the Clayton Antitrust Act—all were signed into law by the twenty-eighth president. Even after his death, the momentum of his idealism and vision for the League of Nations remained sufficiently strong to create a successor global institution, the United Nations, which is still very much with us. “It is above all to the drumbeat of Wilsonian idealism that American foreign policy has marched since his watershed presidency and continues to march to this day,” Henry Kissinger observed in 1994.

As a wartime president, Wilson was idolized by the citizens of London, Paris, and Rome, where millions gathered to receive him as a hero when peace finally dawned. People continue to be fascinated by his story, bookended by his spectacular rise from academia to the White House within the span of barely two years, and his equally spectacular fall marked by the dual tragedies of losing his fight for the League of Nations in 1919 and then losing his life to arteriosclerosis and its sequelae in 1924. In our own age, when few politicians seem able to demonstrate either good manners or grammatical English, Wilsonian eloquence and public propriety ring down through the ages as exemplars.

Over two thousand books have been written in English about Woodrow Wilson, with many others in French, German, Japanese, Russian, and more languages. From the outset his biographers portrayed him as a heroic figure, focusing on what they saw as the positive qualities of Wilsonianism: his idealized democracy, internationalism, workers’ rights, progressive taxation, and energetic federal regulation of corporations and monopolies. Not until Arthur Walworth’s Pulitzer Prize–winning, two-volume work in 1958 was either women’s suffrage or Wilson’s policy of federal government segregation mentioned in a Wilson biography. Even then, Walworth devoted only a few anodyne words to these subjects. The pattern continued for the balance of the 20th century and into our own. Only recently have Wilson biographers begun to take his race and sex prejudices seriously, albeit without treating them as central to his presidency. And only in the academic literature has the entirety of his record been subjected to scrutiny in light of these prejudices. That scholarship, in turn, has precipitated an ongoing reassessment of the Wilsonian legacy in both domestic and foreign policy.

When, in the third decade of the 21st century, Princeton stripped his name from its School of Public and International Affairs, the university’s president observed that Wilson had been honored for years despite, or “perhaps even in ignorance of, his racism.” The same may be said of his years of resistance to women gaining the ballot. Though it is not widely known, Wilson’s deference to Jim Crow in southern Democratic states contributed to his opposition to the Susan B. Anthony Amendment throughout most of his two presidential terms.

It was in many ways unfortunate that Wilson, whose early writings at Princeton declared universal suffrage to be “the foundation of every evil in this country,” came to occupy the White House just as the national movement for women’s suffrage approached a tipping point. As the first southern Democrat to occupy the White House since the Civil War era, he was superbly unsuited for the moment. The white supremacists Wilson recruited for his administration moved quickly to segregate offices and facilities across the federal government. They shared his atavistic views of women’s roles, and he shared their aversion to Black people voting and to federal enforcement of voting rights in the former Confederacy—something the Anthony Amendment threatened explicitly to bring with it.

Wilson’s career in both academia and politics is notable for his lifelong study of rhetoric and his passion for oratory. Never were his words more uplifting than when he spoke of “the things which we have always carried nearest our hearts”—“the right of those who submit to authority to have a voice in their own Governments.” He employed those same rhetorical skills to camouflage his policies deliberately denying that right to millions of Americans. “Wilson did not preach white supremacy,” historian Adriane Lentz-Smith has observed, “he practiced it.” The same may be said of his opposition to women’s suffrage. As governor and president he rarely spoke against the Anthony Amendment, doing so only when directly confronted by suffrage advocates. But he continued to oppose it through the last presidential campaign of his career.

The virulent recrudescence of racial prejudice during Wilson’s presidency, which culminated in the rebirth of the Ku Klux Klan, amplified long-standing tensions within the predominantly white women’s suffrage movement over matters of race. At the same time, it energized the Anthony Amendment’s white supremacist opponents. The tendrils of racist politics reached even into the final, monumental U.S. Senate contest over women’s voting rights in 1919, when a physically fading Wilson would be complicit in a last-ditch attempt to rewrite the Susan B. Anthony Amendment to protect Jim Crow.

In his lifetime, Wilson knew widespread acclaim, and ultimately, abject defeat. Through it all, his motives were rarely questioned. On the day of his death, then-president Calvin Coolidge recognized him as a man “moved by an earnest desire to promote the best interests of the country as he conceived them.” Herbert Hoover, in his sympathetic book on Wilson, called him a man of “courage and eloquence” on par with the heroes of Athens lauded by Pericles, worthy of “praise that will never die.” Such bipartisan affirmation eventually earned Wilson a coveted place in the Hall of Fame for Great Americans in New York City, the nation’s original pantheon.

Not far beyond Wilson’s bust along the sweeping neoclassical arc is the sculpture of the poet and abolitionist John Greenleaf Whittier, whose stanzas provide the title of this book. Whittier had long admired Daniel Webster’s leadership in the fight against slavery. When, shortly before his death, Webster broke millions of American hearts by supporting the fugitive slave law at the center of the Compromise of 1850, Whittier was moved to write his mournful elegy. Today, Whittier’s words seem especially appropriate for Woodrow Wilson—a man who once wore glory as a crown and might have illuminated future ages, but whose civil rights legacy casts a long shadow over the nation he once led.

Wilson, like Webster, had once offered hope to Black Americans such as William Monroe Trotter, the influential editor, writer, and civil rights leader who supported him in his first presidential campaign. Millions of supporters of women’s suffrage equally trusted in his high-minded rhetoric of democracy for all. Whittier’s counsel is to repress anger and rage when a leader we have idealized shatters our hopes, and instead to meet such profound disappointments with sadness tempered by humility. To those of us looking on from more than a century’s distance, this is especially sage advice.

The deep disillusionment expressed by Wilson’s contemporaries who fought for universal suffrage, which we can share, must be leavened with more than a little empathy—for them, to be sure, but also for him. At the same time, we can and should approach Wilson’s career unromantically and searchingly. And to the extent that Wilson disappoints, we are more than recompensed by the remarkable example of the women and men to whom credit for the Susan B. Anthony Amendment truly belongs. Their contributions to American democracy are all the more inspiring for having overcome so many decades of opposition. Not a few of them served in Congress, and their leading roles in the suffrage story are too often overlooked.

The Susan B. Anthony Amendment was a great American advance, and not least of all a signal accomplishment of Congress itself, where so many of the nation’s important victories have been won. As David McCullough observed, much credit is due the institution. “It was Congress,” he pointed out, “that created the Homestead Act. It was Congress that ended slavery. It was Congress that ended child labor. It was Congress that built the Panama Canal and the railroads. It was Congress that created Social Security. It was Congress that passed the Voting Rights Act. It was Congress that sent Lewis and Clark to the West and sent us on voyages to the moon.” Yet none of these achievements was the work of an autonomic institution; they were all the product of strenuous effort from individual men and women inside and outside the Capitol who were committed to serving something larger than themselves.

The men—and one woman—who for a half century waged the fight in Congress for the Anthony Amendment are at the center of this story, too. They, along with the extraordinary leaders of the suffrage movement who unflinchingly pressed their demands on official Washington for generations, are its true heroes.
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CHAPTER ONE [image: ] KINDRED CAUSES


HUNDREDS OF YEARS AGO, WHEN Woodrow Wilson’s ancestors lived and died in Scotland, Ireland, and England, and the American experiment with democracy was just getting underway, men and women argued as they still do about the practical application of Enlightenment principles of humanity, liberty, and equality under the law. The principles made no exception for race or sex, even as men ruled women and fellow human beings were enslaved by reason of their race.

From the first, the impulses for abolition and for women’s rights sprung from common ideals. The movements advanced in parallel and shared many of the same leaders. Well before the Declaration of Independence, propertied women were eligible to vote under the laws of a majority of the colonial governments. In 1688, seven years after its founding, residents of the Quaker colony of Pennsylvania petitioned against slavery, arguing that all human beings have rights that should not be violated.

Beginning in 1763, Quakers in America excluded anyone engaged in slavery from membership. In 1773, Virginia’s slaveholding Patrick Henry wrote that he admired the Quakers “for their noble effort to abolish slavery,” which was “equally calculated to promote moral and public good.”

In 1776, Abigail Adams, abolition supporter and future First Lady, famously foretold the consequences of denying women the ballot. She warned her husband, John, and his colleagues in Congress that women “will not hold ourselves bound by any laws in which we have no voice or representation.” That same year, New Jersey’s new constitution used sex-neutral and race-neutral language to grant voting rights to men and women alike. When the meaning of this provision was subsequently debated in the New Jersey legislature, the House unanimously agreed that “Our Constitution gives this right to maids or widows, black or white.” From Massachusetts, Abigail protested that “if our State constitution had been equally liberal with that of New Jersey and had admitted females to vote, I should certainly have exercised it.”

The former slaveholder and non-Quaker Benjamin Franklin, whose development as an abolitionist was gradual, had become an outspoken proponent of banning slavery by 1787, when he assumed the presidency of the nation’s oldest abolition organization, founded by Quakers before the American Revolution.

In 1797, the New Jersey legislature made sex neutrality explicit by using the phrase “he or she” to describe eligible voters. In the ensuing presidential election of 1800 that pitted Thomas Jefferson against John Adams, nearly every New Jersey woman eligible to vote participated, without distinction of color. Two years later, the votes of Black women decided a close state election.

Between 1774 and 1804, every northern state abolished slavery or enacted legislation purporting to do so. In 1807, Congress passed and President Jefferson signed into law a permanent, nationwide ban on the importation of slaves. The law took effect on January 1, 1808, the exact date the Constitution’s prohibition on congressional regulation of the slave trade expired. The ban reflected growing antislavery sentiment; many at the time believed it marked the inevitable end of slavery in America.

At Monticello in 1824, a youthful but determined Frances Wright—an avatar of women’s civic and social equality—shared her ideas for eradicating slavery with Jefferson and the Marquis de Lafayette. Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, and Matilda Joslyn Gage would select her portrait as the frontispiece for the first volume of their History of Woman Suffrage. In years afterward, Wright championed equal rights for women before audiences of thousands nationwide.

In 1836, Abraham Lincoln—during his successful campaign for the Illinois House of Representatives—supported granting women the vote, provided they pay taxes or bear arms. “I go for all sharing the privileges of the Government who assist in bearing its burdens,” he announced, “by no means excluding women.” The campaign pledge, made in writing, was published in the Sangamon Journal. In their history of this period, Anthony and Ida Husted Harper praised Lincoln for declaring himself “publicly and unequivocally” for women’s voting rights. Lincoln’s “later utterances,” they added, “indicated that he did not change his position.”

In her widely read 1837 essay, “Political Non-Existence of Women,” the British Whig writer Harriet Martineau, fresh from meetings with James Madison at Montpelier, argued that women’s suffrage was already long past due. “Forty years ago, the women of New Jersey went to the poll, and voted, at state elections,” she wrote. “The general term, ‘inhabitants,’ stood unqualified;—as it will again…. Governments can derive their just powers only from the consent of the governed.”



The women who supported the humanitarian cause of ending slavery confronted cultural taboos against their involvement in public affairs and public speaking. Slowly at first, their persistence gradually eroded that resistance. In 1833, the year Britain passed its Slavery Abolition Act, the Quaker minister Lucretia Mott founded the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society that included both white and Black women within its leadership. In that same decade, Angelina and Sarah Grimké, whose convictions arose from their personal experiences as daughters of a slaveholding family, embarked on what would be long careers as abolitionist lecturers.

In 1840, while Lucretia Mott was attending the World Anti-Slavery Convention in London, she met Elizabeth Cady Stanton, twenty-two years her junior and recently married to the secretary of the American Anti-Slavery Society. Frustrated with the London convention’s rules that prohibited women from participating as delegates, Mott and Stanton resolved that as soon as they returned home, they would organize a convention “to advocate the rights of women.” Eight years would elapse before the convention became a reality. In the meantime, Stanton was introduced into the circles of the nation’s leading abolitionists, among them Frederick Douglass, William Lloyd Garrison, Lydia Maria Child, Abby Kelley, John Greenleaf Whittier, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Paulina Wright, Louisa May Alcott, James Russell Lowell, Theodore Parker, Maria Chapman, Joshua Leavitt, John Pierpont, Sydney Howard Gay, Parker Pillsbury, Stephen Foster, Wendell Phillips, and Charles Sumner. They became Stanton’s compatriots, her mentors, and in many cases her friends. In the years ahead, most would join in the battle for women’s suffrage.

The women’s rights convention that Stanton and Mott first brainstormed in England finally came to pass on July 19, 1848. Yet in the end it was a rushed affair, planned and executed all within the same week. Even so, nearly three hundred women and men filled the pews and packed the galleries of Wesleyan Chapel in the Stantons’ hometown of Seneca Falls, New York, to “discuss the social, civil, and religious rights of women,” as the small committee of organizers succinctly put it. By the close of the convention, the delegates had approved a “Declaration of Sentiments” modeled on the Declaration of Independence, along with a series of implementing resolutions that included the following:


RESOLVED, That it is the duty of the women of this country to secure to themselves their sacred right to the elective franchise.



This particular resolution provoked extended debate. Even Lucretia Mott, who supported voting rights for women, worried that the inevitable controversy could make it more difficult to win male legislators’ support for the convention’s other proposals such as reform of property, marriage, and divorce laws. There is no written record of how the thirty-one men at the convention voted on the suffrage resolution, but only one of them spoke in support of it. This was Frederick Douglass, whose annealing experience in slavery led him to his lifelong vocation as an evangelist for freedom. Nearly half a century later, on the occasion of his death, Stanton recalled him as “the only man I ever knew who understood the degradation of disfranchisement for women.”

Douglass joined Stanton in arguing that “the power to choose rulers and make laws [is] the right by which all others [are] secured.” An editorial he published the following week in his newspaper, the North Star, very likely reprised the speech he made at the convention. “[I]n respect to political rights,” he argued, “we hold woman to be justly entitled to all we claim for man. We go farther, and express our conviction that all political rights which it is expedient for man to exercise, it is equally so for woman.” Douglass continued:


All that distinguishes man as an intelligent and accountable being, is equally true of woman; and if that government only is just which governs by the free consent of the governed, there can be no reason in the world for denying to woman the exercise of the elective franchise, or a hand in making and administering the laws of the land.



The North Star carried more than Douglass’s thoughts expressed at Seneca Falls. From the very first issue on December 3, 1848, each edition of the paper prominently featured the following motto beneath the masthead:

RIGHT IS OF NO SEX - TRUTH IS OF NO COLOR

GOD IS THE FATHER OF US ALL, AND ALL WE ARE BRETHREN

Buoyed by Stanton’s insistence and Douglass’s eloquence, the Seneca Falls convention approved the voting rights resolution along with all the others. In its final act before adjourning, the convention voted unanimously in favor of a measure offered by Mott, which included this implicit acknowledgment of Douglass and the other men present that day:


RESOLVED, That the speedy success of our cause depends upon the zealous and untiring efforts of both men and women….



As a prediction, Mott’s parting words were only half correct. The process of securing women’s right to vote would be anything but speedy. But it would, to a certainty, require the efforts of not only women but men—sometimes violent men—in state and territorial capitals, the halls of Congress, and the White House.



Back home in Philadelphia one year after the Seneca Falls convention, Lucretia Mott took a break from her own speechmaking to attend a lecture on women in the works of Shakespeare. She might have expected a pleasant diversion. But the man at the lectern, Richard Henry Dana Sr. of Boston, was in more ways than one a devotee of the past. Born in the previous century, now sixty-two years old, his view of women’s proper roles made little distinction between the present day and Elizabethan times.

Woman’s place had been assigned, he said, by “God’s ordaining.” He seemed oblivious to the changes that had occurred in his own lifetime, as women were now taking their places in education, the arts and sciences, and the debates over matters of public policy such as abolition and temperance. By “setting wife against husband, and brother against sister,” Dana contended, permitting women to vote would destroy family life and render America a “homeless land.” In what would remain a trope among opponents of the suffrage movement in the decades ahead, he defined woman’s “distinct attributes” this way:


In her mental processes her cast of thought will take a softened hue; and a certain consciousness of the delicately beautiful will pervade her with a sense of quiet happiness,—the issue of the harmony between the actions aspiring from her thoughts and affections, and the original womanly characteristics of those thoughts and affections themselves. Of all states of life the most conducive to such an end is the domestic state.



Dana thus set out a view that could be neatly compressed into the 19th-century aphorism “a woman’s place is in the home.” Mott, of course, had heard it all before, and was having none of it. When shortly afterward she was invited to respond to Dana in a lecture of her own at Philadelphia’s Assembly Building, the experienced abolition speaker readily accepted.

Mott’s “Discourse on Woman,” delivered on a chilly evening one week before Christmas 1849, went beyond refutation of Dana’s romantic assertions about human beings to make the positive case that women’s liberty was a necessary extension of the Enlightenment ideals upon which the United States was founded. She took a conservative approach to the subject, aiming at persuading rather than antagonizing her audience. She did not argue against marriage, but urged marriage in which “the independence of the husband and wife will be equal, their dependence mutual, and their obligations reciprocal.” It was perfectly all right, she said, to be “womanly” and “dignified,” but she warned against “effeminacy” and encouraged women, just as men, to exercise and develop their natural physical strength. Above all, a woman should be unafraid to “exercise her reason, and her noblest powers.”

Mott concluded by putting the rhetorical question, “Why should not woman seek to be a reformer?” She then answered it by cataloging all the areas in which women were already joining in the improvement of civilization—including in the physical sciences, formerly thought to be beyond “the assumed weak capacity of woman.” It was an inarguable point, coming seven years after Ada Lovelace published the first computer algorithm (for Charles Babbage’s analytical engine) and two years after the astronomer Maria Mitchell, newly admitted to the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, received a gold medal from the king of Denmark for discovering a new comet. Earlier that same year, Elizabeth Blackwell (whose brother was married to women’s rights leader Lucy Stone, and whom Mott knew personally) became the first American woman to receive a medical degree, graduating first in her class.

Of course, Mott’s very presence onstage in Philadelphia eloquently made the point that not only were women already reformers but they were in the vanguard of the abolition movement.



Together the abolition and suffrage movements gathered force in the years before the Civil War, sometimes in tandem, sometimes in competition. Both challenged prevailing notions of who is a full-fledged citizen. Both benefited from the interrelationship. Abolition advanced as a result of women’s speaking, organizing, and lobbying, while the very fact they were doing these things helped women break down societal barriers to their involvement in politics. There is no clearer example of this than the way leaders in the women’s movement rallied to the cause when Congress threatened to lift the ban on slavery in the territories in 1854.

The threat came in the form of the Kansas-Nebraska bill, authored by Senator Stephen Douglas of Illinois. It aimed to repeal the long-standing Missouri Compromise, thereby opening up all the remaining Louisiana Territory to slavery. Its key feature was “popular sovereignty,” by which Congress punted the question of slavery to local decision. Plebiscites in the sparsely populated new territories of Kansas and Nebraska would determine whether people could be property. Few in the abolition movement doubted that the Missouri slaveholders would send thousands of mercenaries across the Kansas border, stuff the ballot boxes, and promptly enact proslavery laws.

When the Senate passed the Kansas-Nebraska bill in May 1854, with Douglas’s Democratic colleagues providing 89 percent of the votes for its approval, 34-year-old Susan B. Anthony was busy petitioning the New York legislature for women’s property rights and women’s suffrage, while simultaneously organizing a women’s rights conference in Albany. But Anthony was also an experienced advocate for abolition and temperance, causes she had embraced even before coming to women’s rights. The alarming action by the Senate aroused her abolitionist passion, sending her immediately to Washington to lobby the House of Representatives against the hated legislation.

Anthony’s trip was underwritten by Gerrit Smith, one of the wealthiest men in New York, and at the time a member of Congress. He was a cousin of Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Anthony’s close companion in the fight for women’s rights. Representative Smith was perhaps the earliest congressional supporter of universal suffrage—the right to vote without distinction of race or sex. Upon Anthony’s arrival in the capital, he hosted her for dinner at his Washington home and generously shared his high-level Washington contacts.

With Smith’s support, Anthony attracted no fewer than seventy-six members of Congress to an evening speech on abolition and women’s rights delivered by her colleague and traveling companion, the noted lecturer Ernestine Rose. Buoyed by this accomplishment, Anthony then met personally with the Speaker of the House, Kentucky Democrat Linn Boyd, a slave owner committed to moving the Kansas-Nebraska bill through his chamber. She asked him for use of the Capitol as a speaking venue to inveigh against that very legislation. Furthermore, she wanted the “Capitol Hall,” as the House chamber was then sometimes called. Undoubtedly taken aback by her brazen request, the Speaker turned her away. There was, he said, “a standing [policy] to allow no one to speak there on any subject.”

Anthony left the meeting discouraged. Shortly afterward, listening to debate on the House floor over the Kansas-Nebraska bill, she was especially revolted that the bill’s supporters purported to make a moral argument in favor of enslaving human beings. “How hateful is slavery,” she wrote in her diary, “that it prostrates such nobility of soul to so base ends.”

Meanwhile, protest meetings against the Kansas-Nebraska bill spread throughout the country. In one small Wisconsin town eighty miles northeast of Milwaukee, fifty-three local leaders of the Democratic, Whig, and Free Soil parties packed into the one-room schoolhouse to “throw old party organizations to the winds, and organize a new party on the sole issue of the non-extension of slavery.” The women voted along with the men, agreeing to dissolve their local party affiliates on the spot and merge their memberships into the new party, which they named “Republican.”

After a majority of northern Democrats in the House joined with their southern colleagues to pass the Kansas-Nebraska bill at the end of May, the Republican movement spread rapidly. Outraged by the idea of unleashing slavery on the North, dissident Democrats, “Conscience” Whigs, and Free Soilers in every northern state banded together in an attempt to establish their own state Republican organizations in time for the November elections. The midwives of this new party included nationally known men such as Salmon Chase, Benjamin Wade, and Joshua Giddings in Ohio, William Seward and Horace Greeley in New York, George Julian in Indiana, and Charles Sumner in Massachusetts. But without the decades of groundbreaking work by abolitionist women that had preceded this moment—their petitions to Congress and testimony before state legislatures, their published tracts, and their lectures from the platform—it is doubtful that any antislavery party could have coalesced so quickly.



The actual results of the Kansas-Nebraska Act confirmed its opponents’ worst fears. The moment the law opened Kansas to settlement, the mad rush began. In the competition to flood the territory with supportive voters, slaveholders in neighboring Missouri had a decided advantage over the abolitionists back east. Small bands of the most committed antislavery advocates set out from New England on a journey of more than a thousand miles in hopes of establishing residence and voting in the new territory. Susan B. Anthony’s brother Daniel was one of them—he left New York in the first party of twenty-nine Kansas settlers. But the antislavery émigrés would be too little, too late.

As the March 1855 territorial election drew near, Missouri’s slaveholding U.S. senator David Atchison, whose term in Congress had just expired, joined in leading some five thousand men across the border. These “border ruffians” fanned out far and wide to intimidate election judges, seize polling places at gunpoint, and cast illegal ballots. They did not even pretend to stake a claim for land in order to establish “actual residence” before voting, as the law required. The election returns themselves provided conclusive evidence of fraud. The pre-election census in Kansas showed 2,905 eligible voters, but somehow 6,307 votes were cast. When the dust settled, proslavery forces claimed to have won 92 percent of the seats in the new legislature.

The “duly elected” legislature proceeded to pass harsh proslavery laws—including making it a crime to speak against slavery. To make sure the laws were vigorously enforced, the legislature appointed as sheriff one Samuel Jones, the leader of a five-hundred-man mob that had destroyed polling places on Election Day. With guns drawn and bowie knives unsheathed, the mob threatened to kill the election judges unless its members were allowed to vote. When a free soil settler was murdered by a proslavery settler in a boundary dispute, the new sheriff refused to charge the killer, instead arresting a friend of the victim who witnessed the crime. With proslavery forces now in complete control of the government, Free State towns such as Lawrence, cofounded by Daniel Anthony, enjoyed neither legal nor physical protection against attacks mounted from proslavery strongholds such as Atchison, Lecompton, and Leavenworth.

Susan Anthony’s personal stake in this increasingly violent contest now expanded to include her brother Merritt, who barely a year earlier had been stuffing envelopes for her statewide women’s rights petition drive. After a cross-continent journey to Kansas by train, boat, horse-drawn wagon, and his own legs, he landed in the middle of a war zone. While his older sister worried for his safety, she endeavored to do her part from afar, working within the Republican Party in New York. But she felt keenly handicapped by her nonvoting status. Had she been born a man, she remarked after attending her first Republican meeting in 1855, “I doubt not I should be an active, zealous advocate of Republicanism.” As it was she resented being on the outside looking in. Thousands of other women must have felt similarly, since women made up almost half of the attendance at Republican meetings in the 1850s.

By 1856, the lawlessness and violence in Kansas Territory, all in the name of protecting slavery, had become a national scandal. In a report read aloud to the U.S. Senate, a Kansas clergyman described what life in Kansas was like for anyone opposed to slavery. “Our citizens have been shot at,” he testified, “our houses invaded, hay-ricks burnt, corn and other provisions plundered, cattle driven off, all communication cut off between us and the States, wagons on the way to us with provisions stopped and plundered, and the drivers taken prisoners.”

The worst of the violence was perpetrated by the ruling slaveholders under color of law. When a proslavery force of over five hundred infantry and cavalry armed with rifles and bayonets and a mass of artillery formed on the commanding heights overlooking Lawrence throughout the week of May 11, 1856, preparing for a bloody assault that would lay waste to the antislavery town, the entire nation watched in apprehension. “We are approaching nearer and nearer an awful something” that will surely take us to “our doom,” a resident told the New York Times in a page-one story headlined “Gathering of Pro-Slavery Forces for an Attack on Lawrence.”

The women of Lawrence would be fair game in this raid. In a pre-battle speech to his irregular militia, former senator Atchison issued specific instructions concerning what his men should do if any woman sought to defend the town. In that case, he said, “she is no longer worthy of respect. Trample her under your feet as you would a snake.”



While Atchison and Sheriff Samuel Jones prepared to unleash their man-made storm that would demolish Lawrence—the Saturday Evening Post called it a “monster posse”—Charles Sumner took to the Senate floor to condemn the violence, and to shame the defenders of slavery among his colleagues for their role in it.

His speech extolled the self-sacrifice of the women fighting against slavery in Kansas. They reminded him, he said, of the “matrons of Rome who poured their jewels into the treasury for the public defense.” More even than “the wives of Prussia, who, with delicate fingers, clothed their defenders against French invasion,” the valiant women of Kansas were like “the mothers of our own Revolution, who sent forth their sons, covered over with prayers and blessings, to combat for human rights.” The Revolutionary-era women of 1776, he vouched, “did nothing of self-sacrifice truer than did these women on this occasion.”

Sumner’s invocation of virtuous womanhood as proof of the purity of the Free State cause was in keeping with contemporary stereotypes, but there was more to his point than rhetorical flourish. Before delivering the speech he had consulted with Julia Ward Howe, later a cofounder of the American Woman Suffrage Association and editor of the suffragist Woman’s Journal. A prime example of how abolition was increasingly spurring women to political activism, she and her husband, Samuel, were both enthusiastic Sumner supporters. With her encouragement, the Massachusetts senator chose to emphasize that Kansas women were now being drawn directly into the violence of war precisely because they were giving “their effective efforts to Freedom” in unprecedented ways.

Women in Kansas acted as scouts and guards for Free State militia, practiced marksmanship to help repel “border ruffians,” smuggled ammunition from Missouri under their skirts, manufactured cartridges for the rifles used to defend the town of Lawrence, drove buggies carrying hundreds of pounds of supplies, and rode on horseback into hostile territory to serve as spies. When their homes came under attack they were known to throw hot water in the attackers’ faces. In more emergent circumstances, they might shoot on sight. One Lawrence woman threatened to shoot the notorious proslavery sheriff Samuel Jones if he tried to arrest her husband. The sheriff backed down, allegedly remarking, “I’d rather face an army of men than one furious woman.”

From the moment he took his seat on the Senate floor at the conclusion of his two-day speech, Sumner met with withering criticism from Democratic senators and the Democratic press. The Alexandria Gazette blamed him for his “disposition,” since he had addressed the leaders of the Senate’s enormous proslavery caucus by name. Sumner had endeavored, in colorful fashion, to make them look ridiculous. He parodied the “chivalry” of South Carolina’s Andrew Butler by comparing him to Don Quixote, a knight-errant bravely protecting the “harlot, Slavery,” while casting Stephen Douglas as an obsequious Sancho Panza assisting in the immoral quest. Drawing sharp contrast with the virtuous women of Lawrence, who were defending freedom, Sumner condemned Butler’s infatuation with slavery—the “mistress to whom he has made his vows,” even though she is so “ugly to others.”

Even while dispensing these barbed allusions, Sumner took pains “to keep absolutely within the limits of parliamentary propriety,” assuring his listeners “I make no personal imputations.” His Democratic colleagues took no such pains. For months they had used their time in debate to subject him to gross personal insults, calling him “a sneaking, sinuous, snake-like poltroon,” a “serpent,” a “filthy reptile,” and a “leper,” among other lurid slurs. Both Douglas and Butler were personally guilty of aiming coarse racial obscenities at their colleague. Douglas infamously labeled Sumner a champion of “the cause of n*****ism.” Butler suggested that Sumner, a man of reputed literary sophistication, should write a play about “a negro princess in search of a husband” who repulsed white men with her “black skin and kinky hair.” Sumner’s response in “The Crime Against Kansas”—while biting—was in comparison restrained, and infinitely more refined.



Sumner’s speech took so long it extended from Monday into Tuesday, but as he took his seat he still wore his Scottish tweed coat and broad silk bow tie. Outside, the temperature had reached ninety degrees, while inside the close confines of the poorly ventilated Old Senate Chamber it was hotter still. Senators and clerks on the floor, only fifty feet across, felt crowded even while sitting in their assigned places. In the galleries above, spectators crammed into every available space. The air in the room was stifling. What little oxygen remained after being recycled through hundreds of lungs was so saturated with humidity that human perspiration did not evaporate. This left Sumner’s linen shirt drenched, and the clothing of all the other senators and spectators as well.

The official record of debate for May 20, 1856, conveys no information about the smell in the room, but the words that immediately followed were acrid. Lewis Cass, a Democrat from Michigan who within a matter of months would become secretary of state in the new proslavery administration of James Buchanan, rose to his feet the moment Sumner finished. The lengthy oration had given him nearly twenty-four hours to think of a suitable riposte. “Such a speech,” Cass began, summoning all the indignity of which he was capable, was “the most un-American and unpatriotic that ever grated on the ears of the members of this high body.”

But it was the neatly printed word, not the raunchy spectacle of the live event, that would spread the message of “The Crime Against Kansas” throughout the nation. Sumner had arranged to have the full text of the speech printed in advance, yet still had difficulty keeping up with requests from his constituents who demanded copies. His own efforts were overtaken by popular reprinted versions that appeared seemingly everywhere overnight.



Two days after his speech, at one o’clock in the afternoon, while Sumner worked silently at his desk on the mostly deserted Senate floor, an assailant lurked out of sight nearby. Earlier, two accomplices had walked the seventy yards separating the Senate from the House of Representatives, one aiming to prevent any interference, the other acting as lookout. The ringleader’s calm demeanor belied the tension in his fingers as he clutched his lethal weapon. Now he prepared to execute the violent ambush he had plotted for the last forty-eight hours.

The faint sounds of nearby footfalls broke Sumner’s concentration, alerting him to the presence of the intruder. He looked up from his papers as a man hovered over him, partially blotting out the light from the large brass chandelier overhead, while shafts of the springtime sun, glinting intermittently through the circle of skylights, threw winking reflections from his mahogany desk. He did not recognize the assailant, nor would he have recognized the two accomplices, though all three were Democratic members of the House of Representatives. The man who confronted him, South Carolina’s Preston Brooks, held a gold-capped walking stick as hard as whalebone, which he had specially chosen for the purpose of bludgeoning Sumner. One of the accomplices, Virginia’s Henry Edmundson, previously arrested by the House sergeant at arms for attempted assault on a congressman from Ohio, was armed with a loaded gun.

Brooks addressed Sumner in a level tone, chastising him but not raising his voice until, without warning, he shouted, “I am come to punish you!” and swung with all his might.

The stick caught Sumner low on the back of the head. The initial blow opened a two-inch-long gash nearly an inch deep, exposing his skull and cleaving the bone.

The senator heard the sharp crack as the weapon ripped through his flesh, smashed into his scalp, and in a matter of milliseconds compressed his brain with thousands of pounds of force. Almost immediately, Sumner lost his sight, as the blunt trauma likely triggered a cerebral contusion and internal bleeding swelled his visual cortex. But his torture was only beginning.

As he flailed his arms in darkness, trying vainly to protect himself, Sumner was stunned by a second blow across the top of his head on the right side, opening another two-inch gash that exposed his skull. Now the rapid-fire strokes of the assailant’s rod landed on Sumner’s face, head, and shoulders with maximum force. He could feel the torrents of warm blood that gushed from his wounds, completely soaking his shirt and coat all the way through. His left hand was mangled, his nose smashed. He could barely hold his hands up to shield his face. He struggled instinctively, spasmodically, to rise from his desk that was bolted to the floor, but his legs were stuck beneath it. Finally, in a surge of manic energy, he ripped it out, bolts and all, desperate to crawl away from his tormentor. It was no use. The sadistic assailant continued hammering Sumner’s skull with the blood-soaked weapon as the victim’s screams resounded from the half dome of the Senate chamber.

The manic violence careened on until the enraged congressman, six foot one and muscular, broke the end of his walking stick on Sumner’s head as he lay helpless on the Senate floor. The remaining two-foot piece of wood that Brooks now held in his hand proved an equally robust weapon, its sharp splintered ends acting as a scourge. He continued beating Sumner’s head “as hard as he could,” according to a witness who described how the blows “made a good deal more noise after the stick was broken.”

The semiconscious Sumner managed to drag himself as far as the center aisle between the vice president’s chair and the doorway before the man with the club yanked him up by his coat collar and continued to beat him. Sumner went into convulsions.

A fellow senator attempted to rescue Sumner, shouting, “Don’t kill him!” But immediately one of the accomplices rushed forward waving his own cane above his head, demanding “Let them alone, God damn you!” Sumner now seemed fully unconscious, but the senseless pummeling raged on. “Brooks kept up his blows with great rapidity,” one of the senators testified, “until Mr. Sumner sank on the floor.” Sumner’s arms and shoulders turned black.

And then it was over.

The last blow was yet another directly across Sumner’s head, landing so hard that, in the words of a Georgia senator, “the stick shivered.” Representative Brooks would have continued the assault had a colleague not caught his upraised arm from behind and yanked him away. Brooks appraised the apparently lifeless body of his victim and decided his work was done. He pocketed the gold head of his shattered walking stick as a souvenir, cleaned the blood off his own face, and together with his confederates simply walked out of the Senate, leaving Sumner “bleeding and insensible as a dead man,” according to a subsequent inquest. On their way out the door, the accomplice with the pistol turned to Brooks. “The next time,” Edmundson said, “kill him.”

Sumner was in critical condition for days and might have died from the injuries to his head from possibly twenty or thirty blows. The physician who tended to Sumner on the afternoon of the assault, Cornelius Boyle, told two other witnesses that the skull wounds were “the worst wounds of the kind he had ever seen,” and that they were so deep “he would have sworn before a court that it was done with a brick.” Sumner’s injuries, psychological as well as physical, were so serious that he could not return to his Senate duties for over three years.

His assailant avoided censure by either the House or the Senate, thanks to supportive Democratic colleagues in both chambers. After a farcical criminal trial in the slavery-friendly jurisdiction of Washington, D.C., Brooks walked free, paid a fine of only $300, and defiantly accepted the honor of immediate reelection by his grateful constituents.

The assault on Charles Sumner, a Harvard lawyer and prominent abolitionist who would become a leader of the new Republican Party, was intended to send a message to anyone and everyone who opposed legally protected slavery. But instead of intimidating the antislavery movement or even Sumner himself, it galvanized sentiment on both sides of the contest in a way that, unexpectedly, would deeply influence another unfolding drama: the struggle for women’s voting rights.






CHAPTER TWO [image: ] WOODROWS AND WILSONS


WOODROW WILSON WAS BORN IN Staunton, Virginia, on December 28, 1856. It was the year of “Bleeding Kansas” and the attack on Charles Sumner in the Capitol, the year that Dred Scott’s case reached the Supreme Court, the year that proslavery Democrat James Buchanan was elected president and Lucy Stone chaired the seventh national Woman’s Rights Convention in New York City.

The United States of the 1850s was a cauldron of controversy, forcing citizens including the future president’s parents to choose sides on a host of extraordinarily divisive questions in politics, religion, society, even science. The issues were as large as they were implacable. Slavery, of course. As early as 1851, in the Wilsons’ second year of marriage—seven years before Lincoln’s “House Divided” speech at the Illinois Republican Convention—it was plain enough even to Victor Hugo thousands of miles across the Atlantic that the “United States must renounce slavery, or they must renounce liberty.” Before the decade was out, while Woodrow Wilson was still a child, John Brown would be hanged for murder, treason, and fomenting insurrection, the surest sign yet that civil war was imminent.

It would have been equally true for Hugo to have said, as he in fact did in 1849 while a member of the French Parliament, that liberty demanded universal suffrage. That demand now arose alongside the campaign to end slavery in America, where in 1851 Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony formed the partnership for women’s rights that would last the rest of their lives. They and other like-minded reformers organized women’s rights conventions throughout the Midwest and Northeast, including nine national conventions between 1850 and 1860, while abolitionist clergy including Samuel May of New York and Antoinette Brown Blackwell of New Jersey quoted scripture not only in support of freeing their fellow souls from bondage but also in opposition to the subordination of women.

Woodrow Wilson’s mother, Jessie, the daughter of a strict Scottish Presbyterian minister, and his father, Joseph, an ordained Presbyterian minister who had studied for several months at the Theological Seminary in Princeton, New Jersey, were impelled by this cascade of events during the first decade of their marriage to resolve for themselves political questions that went to the heart of their beliefs about life, liberty, God, and the human condition. That they did so not merely in response to the prevailing views of their community but according to their own lights is evident from the couple’s embrace of slavery despite their own upbringing in the northern United States and Canada.

Joseph Wilson was born and raised in Steubenville, Ohio, where he met Jessie Woodrow, whose Scottish family had moved to Ohio from eastern Ontario when she was six years old. He and Jessie were married in 1849 in her hometown of Chillicothe. They began their married life in the same year that Abraham Lincoln, a freshman congressman from Illinois, authored legislation to ban slavery in the District of Columbia, which at the time was under direct congressional supervision.

Ohio in the 1850s, every bit as much as Illinois, was a hub of the “free soil” movement. It was home to some of the most prominent leaders of the emerging Republican Party including Salmon Chase, Benjamin Wade, and Joshua Giddings. Many Presbyterian church leaders in Ohio joined in the antislavery cause—among them Joseph Wilson’s father. The senior Wilson, grandfather to the future president, was a member of the Ohio legislature and a newspaper editor who consistently editorialized against slavery.

The Chillicothe presbytery that counted Jessie Woodrow’s father among its ministers was likewise known as “an early hotbed of abolitionism.” But among this group Jessie’s father was a dissident, casting a minority vote against his church’s formal condemnation of “the sin of slaveholding.” For their part, both Joseph and Jessie Wilson would take her father’s side of the argument, joining him in rebellion against the prevailing antislavery ethos of the Midwest.

In 1851, shortly after the birth of their first child, a daughter they named Marion, the Wilsons moved to Virginia—at the time, home to more enslaved adults and children than any other state. It was the family’s second relocation in two brief years of marriage. The subsistence wages Joseph earned as a minister to minuscule congregations were further strained by the birth of the Wilsons’ daughter Annie in 1853, forcing him to supplement his off-and-on preaching with tutoring. But during the family’s fourth year in Virginia, Reverend Wilson finally obtained his first well-paying ministry, in the Shenandoah Valley town of Staunton. His spiritual calling now provided abundant material benefits: a handsome wage, a spacious three-story Greek Revival manse on one of the most beautiful lots in the city (reputed to be “the best house in Staunton”), and enslaved Black servants to do the Wilsons’ laundry, cook their meals, and keep their house clean.

In that lovely home, on the third day of Christmas 1856, Jessie Wilson gave birth to the first of the couple’s two sons. Named for Jessie’s father and brother, he would be christened Thomas Woodrow.



Tommy, as he was known throughout his youth, was a son of the South. His earliest memories were of Georgia, where his family moved shortly after his first birthday. The relocation was the result of serendipity. Joseph Wilson was invited to officiate at the Georgia wedding of his brother-in-law, James Woodrow, and gave such an impressive performance that the First Presbyterian Church in Augusta asked him to serve as its pastor. As a special inducement, the arrangement included a newly constructed manse even grander than the one in Staunton, featuring twelve-foot ceilings, plaster moldings, fireplaces in every room, a separate brick carriage house, and a detached two-story wing that served as slave quarters, kitchen, and laundry. Tommy would live in this house for nearly eleven years. Here, too, his younger brother, Joseph, would be born in 1867, the last of the four Wilson children.

Years later, as president of Princeton University, Woodrow Wilson would tell an audience in Chicago: “My earliest recollection is of standing at my father’s gateway in Augusta, Georgia, when I was four years old, and hearing someone pass and say that Mr. Lincoln was elected and there was to be war. Catching the intense tones of his excited voice, I remember running in to ask my father what it meant.”

Shortly after Lincoln’s election, three months before Fort Sumter, Tommy Wilson’s father delivered a sermon on slavery he believed to be of such importance that he had it published. Reverend Wilson instructed the segregated congregation of his First Presbyterian Church—whites in the main pews, enslaved Black people including the Wilson family servants in the balcony—that “the Bible brings human slavery underneath the sanction of divine authority.” Not only was slavery not sinful, he insisted, it was something to “cherish” because it enriched the “superior race” while “saving a lower race.” In a note explaining his reasons for publishing this sermon, Wilson’s father expressed his hope that it “may be the means of doing a service to my slaveholding brethren.” It was, he said, time “to meet the infidel fanaticism of our infatuated enemies upon the elevated ground of a divine warrant.” God would be on their side in the war to defend slavery.

Joseph Wilson fervently backed secession. In 1861, when the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church renewed its past denunciations of slavery and enjoined all Presbyterians “to pray for the removal of this evil,” he was one of the leaders in creating the Presbyterian Church in the Confederate States of America. The breakaway church embraced slavery and slaveholding, permitting Reverend Wilson to continue to promote his aims for both church and state. “A great battle is being waged today,” the adult Woodrow Wilson recalled his father exhorting his congregants from the pulpit, “and the forces of the Confederacy are suffering from a lack of ammunition. This congregation must do its duty and immediately at the close of these services the ladies will repair to the munition factory to help with the cartridges.”

Through Tommy’s eighth year, the Wilson household was waited upon by enslaved Black people housed in the slave quarters adjacent to the manse. In Augusta the church provided them with even more enslaved servants than they had been used to in Virginia. Looking back on this as an adult, Wilson did not see it as exploitation. The arrangement was “honorable,” he wrote in Division and Reunion, published when he was 36. He took pains to rationalize his family’s role in the perpetuation of slavery, deeming all of southern society’s responsibility as “remote.” Putting it in religious terms, he pronounced their participation in slavery not a “willful sin.” His conviction that this was so reflected his father’s teachings.

“Slavery itself was not so dark a thing as it was painted,” he claimed at age 46, while he was president of Princeton University. The masters’ human property “were happy and well cared for.” Despite being forced to work at “the great plantations where the air was malarial,” he contended, the millions of men and women in bondage “were little worse off” for it. To outlaw slavery as the United States did was to “invade the privileges of self-government.”

During the Civil War, Reverend Wilson volunteered as a military chaplain in the Confederate army, giving him rank equivalent to a staff officer. He also served in a Confederate home defense unit, the Silver Greys. He used his church as a hospital for Confederate soldiers, and his churchyard as an internment camp. There, Union prisoners of war were held captive within a stockade until they could be transferred to Andersonville Prison, notorious still in the 21st century for its wartime atrocities.

Tommy Wilson’s father expressed his views on the role of women with the same religious zeal that he brought to his defense of slavery. In another sermon he deemed worthy of publication, Reverend Wilson preached that woman’s “physically weak nature” demanded she submit to man. Her assigned place was the home, with man “ruling at the head” and woman “subject to that head.” Women, he insisted, must keep “away from the rush and storm of life,” because their naturally “soft voice” is “less obtrusive”—suited not for “the crowded assemblies” but rather “the little meetings of the family.” He hastened to add that women should not think this a badge of inferiority. A woman’s role is as important as a man’s, he said, just different. Among her unique responsibilities, a woman must promote religion within her family, because religion is her “peculiar ornament” and “the right foundation of her peculiar influence.” She should receive an education, Wilson’s father instructed, but it should not be the same as a man’s education. Women’s education should revolve around “religious training” that is “connected with their families” so that they may take responsibility for “the future of their children.”



Wartime reality bore little relation to Reverend Joseph Wilson’s vision of women restricting themselves to “little meetings of the family.” Nor did most American women answer to his description of a “physically weak nature.” Even the most “delicate, refined women, unused to care and toil” were suddenly thrust into manual labor, as recounted by Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, and Matilda Joslyn Gage in their History of Woman Suffrage. Millions of women became involved in war service. One-third of all manufacturing jobs were held by women. Their roles included crafting uniforms—shirts, pants, socks, shoes, outerwear—and manufacturing equipment ranging from knapsacks, haversacks, and tents to leather cartridge boxes, bayonet scabbards, and belt sets. Women were employed in cartridge factories as well, and it could be deadly duty. Scores of women were killed in industrial accidents and many others were burned and maimed when cartridges exploded, as happened at arsenals in the District of Columbia, Jackson, and Richmond.

Women on both sides of the war gathered battlefield intelligence, conducted reconnaissance, and engaged in espionage—notable among them the formerly enslaved Harriet Tubman, who served the Union army as both scout and spy. Women provided emergency medical services both on and off the battlefield. At least four hundred women, disguising themselves as men, served as soldiers; some of them died in combat.

Necessity forced millions more women to take over jobs previously held by men who were drafted. In place of traditional domestic chores, women became responsible for planting and harvesting crops, working in mills and factories, managing retail establishments, and performing clerical work in support of every aspect of American life at the time.

Enslaved women routinely found their burdens doubled. Nearly all free Black women had always been employed, whether as cobblers repairing shoes for hire, as Anna Murray Douglass did to support her family when her husband, Frederick, fled to England after John Brown’s raid, or as dressmakers and tailors, launderers, wage servants, teachers in segregated schools, and workers in a dozen other occupations. During the war they might be commandeered to serve as Army cooks and nurses, or hired out to work in factories producing war matériel. The thousands in the North who sent their sons and husbands into military service and collected food and clothing for Black regiments received presidential recognition when the venerable abolition speaker Sojourner Truth, who worked for the National Freedman’s Relief Association, met with President Lincoln at the White House.

The war encouraged more women to enter the public arena as political speakers. Only a decade earlier, the Speaker of the House had reacted with bemusement before summarily dismissing Susan B. Anthony’s request to lecture in the Capitol. In 1864, the Speaker of the House and the president of the Senate joined in formally inviting a woman to deliver an address there. Anna Dickinson’s invitation was signed by more than one hundred congressmen. Among the dignitaries in attendance for her speech to an overflowing House chamber were President and Mrs. Lincoln and members of the cabinet.

Across the Atlantic, the London Daily Telegraph could not even “imagine the British House of Commons granting the use of their hall and the honours of the Speaker’s chair” to a woman. The youthful Dickinson’s patriotic public addresses in support of the Union drew enormous crowds not only in Washington but throughout the North. At a mass meeting in Philadelphia’s National Hall to promote African American enlistments, she partnered with the now world-famous Frederick Douglass. A generation younger than her friends Anthony and Stanton, and only fourteen years older than Tommy Wilson, she later used the same speaker’s bureau as Mark Twain and commanded speaking fees four times higher than his.



On January 31, 1865, Congress passed what would soon be ratified as the 13th Amendment, banning slavery. The war was not yet over; Sherman’s march through Georgia, though it spared Tommy’s Augusta, was a fresh memory. The reaction across the state to the new amendment was predictable. The Macon Telegraph condemned it for “degrading the master” by “placing him on the same level with his former slave.”

As a middle-aged professor at Princeton, ten years before becoming president of the United States, Wilson’s thoughts on the 13th Amendment bore the imprint of his boyhood in Georgia. It was, he said, the inevitable result of the war: “no one doubted” it must be “a condition precedent to the final closing of the long strife that had rent the Union.” Nonetheless he cast its Republican authors as utopian fools. “Men dreamed, as they had dreamed in the Constituent Assembly of France, that they had that day seen a new nation born, a new era ushered in,” he wrote, accusing them of naivete on par with the radical idealists who set France on its course of destructive revolution. The backers of the 13th Amendment “who saw the Rights of Man involved” did not realize, he insisted, that “the great mass of the negro people” had been better off when “under slavery they had been shielded” from “the rough buffets of freedom.”

But not only Black Americans and Republicans in Congress shared these dreams of a nation reborn. Wilson ignored the women who fought for the 13th Amendment, without whom the effort might well have flagged. From the moment the Emancipation Proclamation took effect on New Year’s Day 1863, the Women’s Loyal National League founded by Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony had demanded that Lincoln’s ban on enslaving men, women, and children be extended throughout the United States by constitutional amendment.

Within six months, their organization had grown to over five thousand members, who collected signatures on petitions to Congress from every state in the Union. As quickly as the League members gathered them, their ally Charles Sumner presented the petitions in the Senate, where he chaired a select committee considering “all propositions… concerning slavery and the treatment of freedmen.” By April 1864, Stanton and Anthony had buried the Senate in petitions signed by a quarter-million people.

That same month, a two-thirds majority of the Senate voted to approve the Lincoln-endorsed amendment to the Constitution. The League then redoubled its signature gathering, adding to the pressure on the House of Representatives. By August they had amassed petitions from over 400,000 signatories, two-thirds of them women. After previously rejecting the abolition amendment, the House of Representatives added its vote of approval on January 31, 1865, with women under the leadership of Stanton and Anthony having played a significant role in slavery’s final chapter.



Robert E. Lee surrendered to Ulysses S. Grant on April 9, 1865, an event that began the end of the Civil War. Five weeks later, Tommy Wilson was among the Augusta crowd that watched in silence as Jefferson Davis, so recently the esteemed president of the Confederate States of America, was driven through the city at nightfall on his way to prison in Virginia. A “crowd of Negroes (nothing I have ever seen equal to it)” filled the streets to see the procession, recorded one spectator in her diary. White women cried and fainted; white men solemnly lifted their hats. It is easy to imagine the feelings that washed over the young Tommy Wilson at this sight.

Later in Tommy’s teenage years, when Lee returned to Augusta, the young man worked his way to the front of the crowd, getting close enough that he could look into Lee’s face. He was awed. Near the end of his term as president of Princeton, in a speech at the University of North Carolina, he made it clear that his hero worship of Lee continued undiminished four decades later. Lee was to him a “great man,” a “hero,” an “ideal,” who sought to serve his fellow men “by the power of love.” His boyhood encounter with Lee, he said, had placed him “in the presence of consuming force.”

He then asked his audience, “What does General Lee mean to us?” and answered the rhetorical question by arguing the correctness of the rebel “cause.” The war had been, he said, a matter of “conscience,” making it imperative that the South express its convictions “in terms of blood.” He went so far as to say that even if he had seen “the end from the beginning”—even if he had known then what everyone now knew: that the war would kill more than a half-million Americans, and bring about the utter destruction of the rebel government—he still would have opted “for spending his people’s blood and his own.” It was all worth it, he concluded, because the South had “retained her best asset, her self-respect.”

On December 6, 1865, Tommy Wilson’s home state ratified the 13th Amendment, as it was required to do in order to reenter the Union. As the last of the twenty-seven states needed to ratify, Georgia effectively placed abolition in the Constitution. It was not a distinction the state coveted. “The country filled with vagrants,” Wilson complained of the amendment’s aftermath, writing from his vantage point at Princeton two generations later.

Worse, in his view, was that Republicans proposed to make the vagrants voters. As he explained in his History of the American People, the men in Congress planned to do this through another constitutional amendment. The entire object, Wilson said, was to “put the negroes upon a footing of civil equality with the whites in the South” in a way that would make it “unalterable” whenever Democrats from the former Confederacy were readmitted to Congress.

From the first, the broad concept of what was to become the 14th Amendment envisioned guarantees of due process, equal protection of the laws, and the privileges and immunities of U.S. citizenship to “all persons born or naturalized in the United States” without regard to race. In addition, it would penalize any state that denied or “abridged” the right to vote, by reducing its representation in Congress. For Republicans, these were moral imperatives, aimed at fulfilling the promise of the Declaration of Independence. But for southern Democrats such as the Wilsons, the entire exercise was cynically political.

Writing in the early 20th century, Wilson lashed out at Senator Charles Sumner for declaring that “the cause of human rights and of the Union needed the ballots as well as the muskets of the colored men.” Sumner, he contended, was a mere man of “party politics” who supported voting rights for the formerly enslaved because of his lust for “complete power” over the Democrats. Wilson leveled the same charge against Representative Thaddeus Stevens of Pennsylvania, one of the leading abolitionists in the House. He accused Stevens of being “callous” to southern interests, a mere partisan for whom maintaining the Republican majority was the real objective.

In Wilson’s words, this “extraordinary,” “radical,” and “revolutionary” constitutional amendment would “give the negroes political privilege” while subjecting “the white men of the South” to “utter humiliation.”

Even judging the matter with the benefit of decades of hindsight, Wilson’s perspective reflected that of the congressional Democrats of 1866, all of whom, North and South, voted against the 14th Amendment. When one reads Wilson’s description of the 14th Amendment alongside the criticisms of his Georgia neighbors in 1866, they sound very much the same. During the ratification debate that year, the editors of one Georgia newspaper huffed that the 14th Amendment would disenfranchise the “decent and respectable citizens of the South,” while opening the door to “universal negro suffrage,” something entirely “odious to the South.”



Opening the door to universal suffrage was, of course, precisely what the women’s suffrage movement had been working at for nearly a generation. This made them enthusiastic supporters of the proposed 14th Amendment—or at least, the initial outline of it. But many of them soon abandoned their support for reasons directly opposite Wilson’s objections. Their problem was the proposed language that prohibited voting rights discrimination against a state’s “male inhabitants,” but was silent about discrimination against women. If this language were to become part of the Constitution, it would mark the first time in the history of the nation’s charter that a constitutional protection would be extended to males and not females.

Until now it had been state laws—not the Constitution—that were responsible for women’s inferior legal status. Three dozen times the Constitution spoke of “persons” in provisions extending rights and privileges equally to all. But now it was proposed that the new 14th Amendment should relegate women of all races to a lower class of citizenship created by the Constitution itself.

Elizabeth Cady Stanton immediately recognized the seriousness of what was about to happen. “If that word ‘male’ be inserted,” she wrote to her cousin Gerrit Smith, “it will take us a century to get it out.” She and Susan B. Anthony swung into action, aiming to replicate their success with the 13th Amendment. They organized a nationwide petition drive for a constitutional amendment embracing universal suffrage, hoping once again to bring overwhelming public pressure on Congress. But this time they went much further. They decided that unless the new amendment extended voting rights protections to women as well as Black men, they would campaign against it on the ground that women needed the vote more than Black men did, and should come first.

This was a risky strategy. If Congress advanced the 14th Amendment without their desired change, it would place Anthony, Stanton, and anyone in the women’s suffrage movement who joined them in the uncomfortable position of opposing ratification of a number of landmark civil rights victories. Even without including women’s suffrage, the 14th Amendment would repeal the Dred Scott decision, which libeled Black people as “beings of an inferior order,” possessing “no rights the white man is bound to respect.” It would nullify the notorious three-fifths clause. And it would add new constitutional guarantees of due process and equal protection of the laws—reforms that applied equally to women and to men.

Only recently, Anthony herself had proclaimed that legal discrimination against women was “second only” to “slavery itself.” Reversing that formulation now exposed her to charges of hypocrisy. Stanton had worked for years for abolition and universal suffrage, but now she seemed to go out of her way to insult Black people with her rhetoric. “[A]s the celestial gate to civil rights is slowly moving on its hinges,” she wrote in a letter to the editor of the National Anti-Slavery Standard, “it becomes a serious question whether we had better stand aside and see ‘Sambo’ walk into the kingdom first.” She went further. For Black women, her slur continued, “it is better to be the slave of an educated white man, than of a degraded, ignorant black one.” These attacks on Black men threatened important alliances that had taken many years to build.

When Stanton attempted to enlist the support of Wendell Phillips for adding women to the 14th Amendment, the leader of the American Anti-Slavery Society balked. He had previously announced that he hoped to see women’s suffrage “someday,” but like Sumner and Frederick Douglass, he judged it important to take up “but one question at a time.” And “this hour,” he said, “belongs exclusively to the negro.” Stanton remained determined to straighten him out. “I have argued constantly with Phillips,” she confided in a letter to Anthony. “I fear one and all will favor enfranchising the negro without us. Woman’s cause is in deep water.” Having fought for women’s right to vote for twenty years, she was in no mood to give up. She gave Phillips one last try at the New York meeting of the American Anti-Slavery Society on May 9, 1866, while he was presiding. He promptly ruled her universal suffrage resolution out of order.

The 14th Amendment cleared the House of Representatives on May 10, 1866, with the offending word “male” still included. Thaddeus Stevens, co-chairman of the joint committee drafting the amendment, had pushed for sex-neutral language. And in fact the joint committee’s first proposed version referred to “persons,” for which Stanton gave Stevens credit. On the House floor, Stevens had defended his sex-neutral language. “I certainly shall never vote to insert the word ‘male’ or the word ‘white’ in the national Constitution,” he insisted then.

But his approach did not carry the day. A Democratic member of the committee reportedly objected that it “would enfranchise all the Southern wenches.” A Republican colleague on the committee insisted that “Suffrage for black men will be all the strain the Republican Party can stand.” More pressure to strike the sex-neutral language came from outside the committee, from members in the New York, Illinois, and Indiana delegations. They realized that if Stevens were to prevail in using the word “persons,” the 14th Amendment would go far to enfranchising the nation’s women, as any state that continued to deprive women of the vote would risk reducing its representation in Congress.

With supermajorities needed to get an amendment passed, even Anthony and Stanton’s longtime ally Charles Sumner, who dutifully presented their petitions to the Senate throughout the deliberations, declined to endorse the idea just now. He worried that the added weight of women’s suffrage could provide one more reason for doubtful members to vote against the amendment. This frustrated Stanton and Anthony beyond measure. “Even Charles Sumner bends to the spirit of compromise,” Anthony recorded in her diary.

Their disillusionment had been building for months. Along with Lucy Stone and others, they formed a new organization, the American Equal Rights Association, dedicated to universal suffrage without distinction of race or sex. More than 1,300 women jammed the Church of the Puritans in Manhattan for the organizing convention, meeting on the very day the House passed the 14th Amendment with the offending language. Seventy-four-year-old Lucretia Mott was chosen as the group’s honorary president; Stanton, Anthony, Stone, and her husband, Henry Browne Blackwell, became its officers. Joining them in leadership were several luminaries of the movement, including Anna Dickinson and Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, the prominent abolitionist, poet, and novelist who later cofounded the National Association of Colored Women.

For the next year as the Senate debated the 14th Amendment, the new organization battled to strip the word “male” from its text. But eventually the Senate and House agreed on compromise language that left the provision concerning male citizens untouched, sending the amendment to the states for ratification in June 1866. It entered the Constitution two summers later in July 1868. In a bitter irony, the amendment that cut the last remnants of the proslavery cancer out of the founders’ original text became the occasion for the new framers of the mid-19th century to institutionalize another form of legal and social prejudice, this time against women.

Summing up the 14th Amendment’s extraordinary odyssey, Wilson in his History of the American People deemed it a scandal. But not because women were denied equal treatment under the law—concerning that, he wrote not a word. Rather, because in the presidential election of 1868 that followed the 14th Amendment’s ratification, the votes of the southern states “were turned over to the Republican candidate, as expected, by the negro voters.”






CHAPTER THREE [image: ] GEORGIA MEMORIES


GRANT’S ELECTION WAS NOT A cause for celebration in Augusta. Tommy Wilson—who was just shy of his twelfth birthday when the Union’s “hero of Appomattox” won the presidency—could hear the general resentment expressed at home, and in his private school, where the lessons were administered by a Confederate army veteran. In his recollections decades later, put to writing during his forty-fifth year, while a professor at Princeton, Wilson allowed his lingering disappointment to shine through.

As New York governor, Horatio Seymour had supported Andrew Johnson’s rejection of Reconstruction. He campaigned as the Democratic nominee for the presidency on an explicitly anti-Black, white supremacist platform. Seymour’s running mate, Francis P. Blair, promised that a President Seymour would declare the Reconstruction Acts “null and void.” He would “disperse the carpetbag State governments, and allow the white people to reorganize their own governments.” In the adult Wilson’s estimation, this did not diminish Seymour’s standing as “a man of high character and unimpeachable reputation.” If only the winds of opinion had shifted slightly, Wilson theorized, Seymour might have been elected and the disastrous policy of Reconstruction brought to a halt.

As it was, Seymour had staked his campaign on rejecting Reconstruction and lost, and so, as Wilson conceded, his defeat was Reconstruction’s vindication. In Georgia, as across the states of the former Confederacy, the work of Reconstruction went forward. Its centerpiece was the Freedmen’s Bureau, dedicated to assisting the formerly enslaved population to enter the nation’s life as full citizens. The local press denounced the Freedmen’s Bureau for turning newly freed Black people into “a burden upon the National Treasury, because they are too lazy to work.” The Atlanta Constitution called it the “Bureau for the Fabrication of Negro Votes.”

In actuality its full name was the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands, but it would have been more accurate to call it the Freedwomen’s Bureau. The wartime refugees it served were predominantly freedwomen and children. With Black families already torn apart by slavery, the deaths of some 40,000 Black troops in the war created even more widows and orphans. Not only were Black fathers and husbands in short supply, but many of those who survived combat came back with serious disabilities, both physical and mental. These newly dependent men placed additional, often lifelong responsibilities on mothers, daughters, wives, and caregivers.

Those dispensing assistance from the Freedmen’s Bureau were chiefly women, too. A majority of the Bureau’s teachers, whose work included not only classroom instruction but actually building the classrooms, were women. Under their direction slave cabins became one-room schoolhouses where adults and children could learn to read. They converted war-torn buildings into more elaborate educational facilities for students of all ages. To help the able-bodied achieve self-sufficiency, the Bureau provided employment services and even legal aid.

Above all, under the direction of its commissioner, Union general Oliver Howard, the Bureau attempted to protect the physical safety of millions of Black people who faced unprecedented threats of violence. Before the war, even the most brutal racists had been reluctant to kill enslaved Black people because they had monetary value as property: a killer could be sued by the slaveholder for damages. After emancipation, many white supremacists felt no such compunction. For Black women, targeted for both their race and their sex, life in the postwar South was more dangerous than ever.

The extent of the violence waged against the Black population is amply demonstrated by the reports Howard received from his field assistants in and around Tommy Wilson’s hometown for the year ending December 31, 1868. One such report described in gruesome detail how Pollie Evans, a Black woman who worked for the Jake Flenn family on the outskirts of Augusta, was beaten nearly to death. She had left one tin pan unwashed when she went home for the evening.

“Upon her arrival at the house the next morning, Jake took Pollie in the yard and beat her so severely she is now lying in an unconscious state.”

Another report concerned a Black woman not far from the Wilsons’ home who was shot in the neck by the Ku Klux Klan. The local authorities made no arrest.

The assault on Mrs. Nathan Fleming, a Black woman who was killed near Augusta, was especially brutal. Three white male attackers beat her head with a pistol so severely she died from the blows. Again, no arrests were made.

Lucy Ramsey, formerly enslaved, was beaten by her white employer, Nat Hayes, “for not cooking to suit.” She was also “struck on the head by his son for the same cause.”

Dinah Lunder got into an argument with her white employers, Mr. and Mrs. William Fleming. The Flemings accused Dinah of stealing clothes. Dinah denied doing any such thing, whereupon Mr. Fleming settled the matter by shooting her in the head. Once again, no arrest was made, but Mr. Fleming reportedly paid the victim’s widower “a certain amount to let the matter drop.”

These attacks, and many more, all occurred in and around Augusta in a single year.

In a contemporaneous report to Congress exposing the extent of the violence against Black women, U.S. Army general Carl Schurz served up the horrific details of the “gruesome” records from the hospitals. Black women, he explained, “have no rights that are respected. They are killed, and their bodies thrown into ponds or mud holes.” Their corpses could be found “on and near the highway.” The women were mutilated “by having their ears and noses cut off.” He told of other women “whose skulls had been broken by blows,” and whose bodies “had been slashed by knives and lacerated by scourges.”

The Ku Klux Klan, founded by six Confederate veterans in 1866, soon ramped up the level of violence by organizing it. Tommy’s environment in eastern Georgia was permeated with Klan terrorism, aimed at undoing the work of Reconstruction and the Freedmen’s Bureau. Much of this violence was strategically aimed at Republican state and local officials, including judges, white and Black.

Columbia County judge Charles Stearns, a Republican who had moved to Georgia from Massachusetts, learned what happened to jurists who respected the rights of Black people. He was dragged from his home, and a Black employee of his court was severely beaten. Mobs followed Judge Stearns to his courthouse, screaming that he had been “elected by the n*****s.” We will be “damned if the n*****s are going to rule over us,” they shouted.

Elected officials were likewise prime targets. A Republican officeholder leaving his home for work might find an empty coffin on his doorstep, with his name scrawled across the coffin lid. In Camilla, Georgia, vigilantes fired into a Republican parade, killing or wounding twenty Black participants as they marched past. A report to General Howard described the kidnapping of a Black member of the Georgia legislature, who was then “beaten nearly to death.” Georgia Klansmen dragged Republican Henry Lowther to a swamp and castrated him.

This reign of terror went unchecked in part because local newspapers throughout Georgia not only apologized for it but attacked those who sought to stop it. One Georgia paper lashed out at the federal troops who stood against the Klan as the “pimps and tools” of Black Republicans.

Years later, when Tommy had become Woodrow on the faculty at Princeton University, he wrote about this period of his youth in the fifth and final volume of his History of the American People. In it, he sympathizes with the white men of Augusta and their Democratic representatives in Congress who virulently opposed Reconstruction.

To Wilson the historian, the creation of the Freedmen’s Bureau was a calamity. Its most notable accomplishments were the foundation of his opposition. Within two years of the war’s end, it was operating 1,207 schools with 1,430 teachers, who offered instruction to nearly 80,000 students. By 1869, the number of schools would more than double, reaching 150,000 students. These educators who came from the North to instruct Black students were fair game for the Klan, Wilson coldly recounts, because “teachers who worked among the negroes did in fact do mischief.” Their “mischief,” in his view, was encouraging newly freed Black people to take their rightful place as full citizens, no longer subservient to their former masters. “The lessons taught in their schools,” he alleged, “seemed to be lessons of self-assertion against the whites.”

In its first year of operations, the Bureau dispensed 13 million food rations across the South. Wilson objected to providing direct aid to Black refugees of war and slavery because “to feed them was but to increase their numbers, as the news of bread without work spread through the countrysides.” The congressional program “to succor the negroes” fostered idleness and vagrancy, he wrote: “The tasks of ordinary labor stood untouched,” while “the idlers grew insolent, dangerous.”

In Wilson’s view, vagrancy and loitering justified southern legislatures in enacting the postwar Black Codes that required newly emancipated men and women to “be bound into compulsory labor.” The new laws prevented them from walking outdoors after nine o’clock “without written permission from their employers.” With no trace of irony, Wilson noted there “was nothing unprecedented in such legislation”—and that was true, since the Black Codes had as their very purpose setting the clock back to pre–Civil War days. Such legislation was, to him, justified “even where it went the farthest.”

Republicans who supported the Freedmen’s Bureau and opposed the Black Codes, Wilson argued, were guilty of romanticizing the plight of the former slaves. “The negro had got a veritable apotheosis in the minds of northern men,” he lamented. Blinded as they were to reality, Republicans “could but regard him as the innocent victim of circumstances, a creature who needed only liberty to make him a man.” Wilson scolded Republicans for their sentimentality. They might believe granting civil and political rights to Black citizens a sound policy, but it was only because “[t]hey did not look into the facts.” They did not appreciate the humiliation “the white men of the South” would suffer by being put “under the negroes’ heels.”

He categorically dismissed the Black men elected to office during Reconstruction, who he asserted “knew none of the uses of authority except its insolence.” A government “sustained by the votes of ignorant negroes,” he wrote, placed an “intolerable burden” on “the white men of the South.”

That intolerable burden struck close to home for the young Wilson, whose father may well have been among the disenfranchised. Unquestionably guilty of engaging in “insurrection or rebellion” and giving “aid or comfort to the enemies” of the United States, Joseph Wilson would likely have been required to swear an oath of allegiance to the Constitution in order to cast a ballot. But the “natural leaders of the South,” his son’s history recorded, “would not take the oath prescribed.”

It was “plain to see,” Wilson concluded, “that the troubles in the southern States arose out of the exclusion of the better whites from the electoral suffrage” and the extension of the vote to “the most ignorant blacks.”



Grant’s election came with lopsided Republican majorities in the House and Senate—over 70 percent in both chambers. Among the incoming House members was 42-year-old Aaron Augustus Sargent, a Republican from California, married to one of the state’s leading suffragists and soon to become Susan B. Anthony’s staunchest ally in Congress. Even before Sargent was sworn in as a member of the new Congress in March 1869, the lame-duck members of the House and Senate had begun work on another constitutional amendment—this time, to address foursquare the question of universal suffrage.

Of all the Reconstruction amendments, the 15th would be the one Wilson found most offensive. As he described the Republicans’ plans in his History of the American People, the amendment would go beyond the Reconstruction Acts and make the “dominance of the negroes of the South” a “principle of the very Constitution.” The immediate consequence of the proposed new amendment, Wilson claimed, would be “the disintegration of southern society” and the “irretrievable” alienation of “the white men of the South,” its “real leaders.”

Congress had very different concerns. Soon after the ratification of the 14th Amendment in the summer of 1868, it had become clear that its after-the-fact sanction of reducing a state’s representation in Congress was too remote to prevent widespread denial of Black men’s right to vote. The Nation correctly prophesied that once the southern states were readmitted to the Union, Wilson’s “real leaders” would seize control of their governments and disenfranchise Black voters. There was ample warning of this: the Democratic Party platform that year roundly condemned everything that Congress had already attempted to do to protect newly freed Black citizens. “We regard the Reconstruction Acts (so-called) of Congress,” the Democrats had declared, “as usurpations, and unconstitutional, revolutionary, and void.”

Wilson sympathetically explained the case in his History. It was “the mere instinct of self-preservation” that forced “the white men of the South” to do everything within their power to restore white supremacy, he wrote, “by means fair or foul.” It was precisely this that congressional Republicans were now determined to stamp out once and for all, lest the war have been fought in vain. Their idea for the new 15th Amendment was to flatly deny states the power to prevent Black men from voting.

The host of women’s suffrage leaders who had organized the American Equal Rights Association had a bigger idea. If the men in Congress were going to craft constitutional language for the specific purpose of extending voting rights to previously disenfranchised Americans, that effort should include women. Even before the 14th Amendment was ratified, Sojourner Truth had put the matter squarely. “If colored men get their rights, and not colored women theirs,” she explained to the New York meeting of the American Equal Rights Association in May 1867, “the colored men will be the masters over the women, and it will be just as bad as it was before.” She encouraged the assembly to “keep the thing stirring now that the ice is cracked.” Her speech reminded the delegates how long the battle had been waged, and how long overdue was their victory. “I have been forty years a slave and forty years free,” she announced with zest, “and would be here forty years more to have equal rights for all.”

Sojourner Truth, Lucretia Mott, and the other early leaders of the women’s suffrage movement who were physically fading must have been supremely hopeful when, at the opening of the final session of the 40th Congress on December 7, 1868, Republican members in both the House and Senate introduced proposals for the future 15th Amendment that guaranteed suffrage not only to Black men but to all women and men alike.

In the Senate, the universal suffrage amendment was authored by Samuel Pomeroy of Kansas. He had first befriended Susan B. Anthony in 1865, when the two campaigned together in Kansas for universal suffrage that would secure “the inalienable rights of the negro” that “belong equally to woman.” Pomeroy’s friendship with Anthony’s brother Daniel stretched back even further. The two had been among the very first pioneers from New England to join the free soil fight in Kansas, in 1854. It was Pomeroy who led the defense of Lawrence against the bloody assault by slaveholders that followed Charles Sumner’s famous speech.

Senator Pomeroy’s proposed 15th Amendment read, in pertinent part, as follows:


The basis of suffrage in the United States shall be that of citizenship.



“All honor to Senator Pomeroy! He has taken the first step to redeem the Constitution,” extolled Anthony in the pages of her new newspaper, the Revolution. She predicted an unprecedented grassroots campaign that would “deluge” Congress with petitions for the amendment.

In the House, George Julian, Republican from Indiana, offered a proposed 15th Amendment that specifically named sex as an illegitimate basis for discrimination. It provided:


The right of suffrage in the United States shall be based on citizenship… without any distinction or discrimination whatever founded on race, color or sex.



Congressman Julian had been a supporter of women’s right to vote well before he came to Congress. He would soon become a vice president of the American Woman Suffrage Association. He had been a leader of Indiana’s abolitionist convention in 1850, and as a lawyer represented Black clients in a number of notable fugitive slave cases. Now he viewed the cause of women’s suffrage as “the next grand movement in behalf of the sacredness and equality of human rights.”

Taking advantage of the historic moment, that year’s national women’s suffrage convention moved to Washington, D.C., and featured a star-studded array of suffragist leaders including Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony. During the third week of January 1869, delegates from twenty states listened as Senator Pomeroy gaveled the meeting to order and gave the opening address. Spirits were riding high; unlike the disappointing effort to perfect the 14th Amendment, this time powerful members of the Senate leadership could be counted as supporters.

Joining Pomeroy as backers of votes for women were the chairman of the Senate Republican Conference, Rhode Island senator Henry B. Anthony, and the Senate’s president pro tem, Ohio’s Benjamin Wade. Two years previously, both men had sponsored legislation granting voting rights to women in the District of Columbia. “The discussion of this subject is not confined to visionary enthusiasts,” declared Senator Anthony (who was unrelated to Susan B. Anthony). “It is now attracting the attention of some of the best thinkers in the world.”

Soon, however, complications arose. Even without adding women’s suffrage to the mix, the success of the 15th Amendment in Congress fell into doubt. “Like Mahomet’s coffin,” remarked the National Anti-Slavery Standard, it “hung in the air—between hell and chaos.” Not only were Democrats in Congress opposed to Black men voting, but Pacific Coast senators and representatives of both parties objected to giving Chinese immigrants the ballot. (The Democratic legislatures in California and Oregon would eventually vote to reject the 15th Amendment.)

Congressional deliberations over the 15th Amendment lasted nearly three months. When the House passed the final version on February 24, 1869, and the Senate concurred two days later, the amendment’s language outlawed voting rights discrimination on the basis of race, but not sex.

Because the leaders of the women’s suffrage movement had been through all this before, this development was especially grating. Stanton and Anthony called it “treachery.” Lillie Devereux Blake, a New York activist who had lobbied for the inclusion of women in the 15th Amendment, fumed that the “men who framed the last amendment to the constitution seemed to have wholly forgotten that women existed or had rights.”

Frustration with congressional inattention to women’s rights in the 15th Amendment led to open warfare among the members of the American Equal Rights Association. Race and sex now pitted former allies against one another. Stanton and Anthony, though in the minority within the organization, had long warned they would oppose ratification of the amendment if it excluded women. Now they made good on that threat.

The tension between supporters and opponents of the 15th Amendment came to a head at the organization’s New York convention in May 1869. On its opening day, Stanton in the Revolution assailed Congress for enfranchising the “ignorant African” to whom “woman is simply the being of man’s lust.” Frederick Douglass offered a resolution endorsing the 15th Amendment and chastised Stanton for her offensive language. Lucy Stone attempted in vain to convince Anthony and Stanton to join the majority of members. “We are lost,” she implored her friends, “if we turn away from the middle principle and argue for one class.” But there would be no squaring this circle. If the “entire people” could not have the vote, Anthony insisted, then it should go “to the most intelligent first,” and “the negro last.”

One day after the meeting ended, the American Equal Rights Association came to a bitter end when Anthony, Stanton, and about one hundred others walked out to form the National Woman Suffrage Association, dedicated to advocacy for women’s suffrage “separate and apart from the question of equal rights and manhood suffrage.” Six months later, Lucy Stone led over one thousand delegates from twenty-one states in forming a rival group, the American Woman Suffrage Association. Forced to choose sides, Black women including well-known leaders Frances Ellen Watkins Harper and Josephine Ruffin joined her.

The schism in the women’s rights movement would last twenty years.



The closing months of 1869 were eventful ones for the Wilson family. As the adult Woodrow Wilson would later explain in his History of the American People, the Georgia legislature persisted in barring Black men from holding office, despite their new constitution’s requirements to the contrary. The consequence was that Georgia once again fell under military rule. The presence of U.S. Army troops throughout Augusta was undoubtedly a jarring last memory for the perceptive young man, who would move with his family to South Carolina the following summer.

Until now, Augusta was the only home Tommy had ever known. He could not have looked forward to abandoning the place of all his boyhood memories, the neighborhood he knew so well, the boys of his “Lightfoot Baseball Club.” But the move was important to his father’s career. Reverend Wilson served as chairman of the board of trustees of the Columbia Theological Seminary in South Carolina, which was looking for a new professor of theology, and he aspired to the position. Once it was offered, he eagerly accepted.

The Georgia the Wilsons would soon leave behind was in the throes of dramatic change. The new Georgia constitution—approved at a convention in which Black delegates freely participated—not only guaranteed Black men the right of suffrage and the right to hold office, but provided a number of civil rights guarantees for women as well. A woman could now hold property in her own name, and her husband could no longer sell it without her consent—legal changes that Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton first fought for in the New York legislature a generation earlier.

“The cause of Woman’s Rights in our state has undergone a wonderful reform within the last few years,” one Georgia woman gushed to the editors of the Revolution. For the Wilson family, as for most of their white southern contemporaries, however, the pace of these changes was mind-numbing. In just the last five years, Congress had approved constitutional amendments that abolished slavery, repealed the Dred Scott decision denying citizenship to Black people, and guaranteed the right to vote without discrimination on the basis of race, color, or “previous condition of servitude.” For the first time in American history, Congress had considered constitutional amendments to grant women’s voting rights nationwide. And before the year was out, an equally remarkable advance would take place in the West. On December 10, 1869, spurred by the debate in Congress over voting rights for women, Wyoming enacted legislation giving all adult women the right to vote and to hold elective office.

“WOMAN SUFFRAGE! Wyoming in the Van!” hailed the page-one headline in the Wyoming Tribune. “Human rights, equality before the law… all mankind shall be politically regenerated, and stand upon an equal plane!” The news quickly reached Richmond County, Georgia, where the Wilsons lived, but the reaction there could not have been more different. Local newspapers carried only a brief item about the history-making event, excerpted from the Atlanta Constitution. The accompanying commentary sarcastically assured readers that “the common law right to enter into marital relations is not repealed by the passage of this act.”

Outside the South, the reception was much more favorable. At last, rejoiced the Philadelphia North American, “a legislative body has been found sufficiently advanced in sentiment” to enact this long-overdue reform for “enlightened progress.” The enthusiasm soon spread across the oceans; Wyoming was inundated with congratulatory telegrams from as far away as Prussia. Looking back on this period, the U.S. Senate declared in 1960 that the Wyoming suffrage legislation “attracted more attention than any other one document in the 19th century.”



Prior to publishing his History of the American People in 1901, Wilson was well aware of the advances for women’s rights that had taken place during the Reconstruction years of his youth in Georgia, as his correspondence and other writings make clear. These developments would have enduring importance for the future of the nation. Yet all are blotted out in his retelling of the history of that period, despite their direct connection to the battles over manhood suffrage that he did write about. Wilson acknowledged it was the policy of Grant and Congress “to protect all voters in the exercise of their right of suffrage.” But he avoided comment on the fact that Grant’s appointees helped women to gain their voting rights as a logical extension of that policy.

The territorial governor of Wyoming who signed the legislation granting women the right to vote was a respected Union general who had supervised Reconstruction in Wilson’s birthplace of Virginia, and later served as Grant’s assistant secretary of war. After Grant chose John Allen Campbell to administer the Wyoming Territory, a sparsely populated region one thousand times the size of Washington, D.C., Campbell quickly established a government, opened courts, and set September 2, 1869, as the date for an election to choose the first Wyoming legislature.

That election was a violent affair. With few rules in place and little means of enforcing them across so large a territory, rowdies armed “with large knives and loaded revolvers” felt free to badger would-be voters with whom they disagreed. Prior to the election, when Democrats in South Pass City held a countywide meeting to choose their delegate to the Democratic National Convention, newspaper announcements for the meeting stated that only men who “repudiated the Reconstruction policy of Congress [and] negro suffrage” would be welcome. On Election Day this spirit of white supremacy animated the mobs that threatened not only the relatively few Black men in Wyoming who attempted to vote but also any white sympathizers. In the presence of a U.S. marshal, a mob “knocked down, jumped on, kicked and pounded without mercy” a white Republican who attempted to stand up for would-be Black voters.

An election conducted under these conditions reeked of “barbarism and rebelism,” protested Wyoming’s largest newspaper, the Cheyenne Leader. In addition to widespread voter intimidation, allegedly thousands of fraudulent votes were counted. “This,” said one of Wyoming’s associate justices, “was characteristic of the election all over the territory. The result was that every Republican was defeated and every Democrat was elected.” William H. Bright, the man who chaired the preelection Democratic Party meeting that resolved to oppose any effort to “force negro suffrage upon the Territories,” was chosen as president of the legislature’s upper chamber.

It therefore came as no surprise that one of the first bills passed by the new legislature was a ban on interracial marriage. Nor was anyone surprised that when the bill reached Governor Campbell’s desk, he vetoed it, or that the all-Democratic legislature then overrode his veto. But a few months later, when this same legislature passed a bill for women’s suffrage, it took the entire world by surprise. Adding to the puzzle was that Bright himself introduced the bill. Shortly after it passed, he confessed that he had “never heard a woman speak from the rostrum,” had “never thought much about it,” and certainly had “never read The Revolution.”

But plenty of others in Wyoming had been keenly interested in getting women the vote. By this time the “doctrine of woman’s equality before the law,” Wyoming State historian Frances Birkhead Beard observed, “had been preached in America for half a century.” When the neighboring Dakota Territory came within one vote of enacting women’s suffrage in January 1869, the Cheyenne Leader gave it front-page coverage. The paper regularly chronicled suffrage superstar Anna Dickinson’s 1869 lecture tour in the West, mixing begrudging admiration for her spirit with curmudgeonly skepticism of her cause.

Dickinson made an appearance in Wyoming in September, just three months before the suffrage bill passed. In recognition of her celebrity, the citizens of Cheyenne welcomed her with great fanfare, while the territorial government offered her the Cheyenne courthouse for her speech. Governor Campbell featured prominently among the 250 paying customers in the audience, and the territorial secretary, Edward M. Lee, served as her introducer. Dickinson was followed two months later by another suffrage speaker, Redelia Bates of St. Louis, who was honored with use of the House of Representatives hall for her lecture.

One week after that address, on November 12, William Bright announced his women’s suffrage bill. He had not bothered to hear Anna Dickinson or Redelia Bates. But the saloonkeeper from South Pass City was operating under the influence of his wife, Julia, a veteran of suffrage campaigns in the Northwest. At twenty-nine, she was thirteen years younger than her husband, but so obviously “intellectually and in education superior” to him that several of Bright’s contemporaries commented on it. Julia Bright’s own explanation of her husband’s motivation was that he believed if Black men were going to vote, then white women such as his wife and mother must be considered even more deserving. It was a view shared by more than a few of Bright’s colleagues in the Wyoming legislature. As one of them crudely put it: “Damn it, if you are going to let the n*****s and pigtails vote, we will ring in the women, too.”

Bright had little difficulty passing his bill in the Council, the chamber where he presided. It attracted only two votes in opposition, largely because he tailored his arguments to the particular interests of each of his colleagues. Some were convinced the novelty would attract women to Wyoming, where men vastly outnumbered them. Others were swayed by the partisan argument that a truly “universal suffrage” bill would embarrass the Republican governor who, it was widely assumed, would be forced to veto it. Still others agreed to vote for Bright’s bill when he promised “to support their pet schemes in return,” as territorial Supreme Court justice John W. Kingman later recorded.

But in the House, many members refused to take the idea seriously. There, “amid the greatest hilarity,” as the Wyoming Tribune described the scene, several members attempted to scuttle the bill with “various funny amendments” such as substituting “ladies” for “women” and adding “all colored women and squaws.” The bill finally passed without these crude amendments, but only because of the members’ “full expectation of a veto.”

With that, the bill for women’s suffrage took its place within a stack of last-minute, end-of-session legislation piled on the governor’s desk. Over the next few days, Campbell heard from advocates for and against women’s right to vote. Most of them were surprised to learn that lectures from Anna Dickinson and Redelia Bates were only the most recent of the governor’s exposures to the women’s suffrage canon over the course of his lifetime. His introductory lesson came at age 14, when he attended the historic Woman’s Suffrage Convention in his hometown of Salem, Ohio, in 1850. That memorable gathering, for which Lucy Stone, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and Lucretia Mott submitted written addresses, had championed the ideal of universal suffrage—the extension of all the rights of citizenship “without distinction of sex or color,” as the convention’s organizers put it.

Campbell received a final word of encouragement to sign the women’s suffrage bill from his fellow brigadier general, Territorial Secretary Edward Lee, who served as the governor’s chief adviser and staff officer—and who, as a Republican lawmaker in Connecticut in 1867, had authored legislation granting women the ballot, coming within one vote of getting it passed. With that the governor put his signature to the women’s suffrage bill on the evening of December 10, 1869, “as gladly as Abraham Lincoln wrote his name to the Proclamation of Emancipation of the slaves,” according to his successor as governor, John Wesley Hoyt. Effective immediately, every woman in the territory aged twenty-one and above was granted the right to vote and hold office.



Four hundred miles west of Wyoming’s capital, in Salt Lake City, another territorial governor wrestled with the politics of sex and the vote that same winter. Charles Durkee was a retired Republican U.S. senator from Wisconsin who, following the advice of his physician that a change of climate would relieve the stress of his years in Congress, gratefully accepted Grant’s appointment that he hoped would place him in a salubrious work environment beneath the snow-capped mountains of the West. His idyllic vision of Utah was soon supplanted by the reality of what one of Grant’s advisers called the “knotty Mormon question.”

Working diligently for the territory’s coveted statehood, Durkee found himself stymied at every turn by the horrified reaction of the men in Congress to the Mormon practice of polygamy. Republican leaders in the nation’s capital railed against plural marriage, equating it with slavery. The issue even merited its own plank in the Republican platform. In March 1869, Representative George Julian had proposed a solution: a bill “to discourage polygamy in Utah by granting the right of suffrage to the women of that territory.” Armed with the vote, women could use their political power to put an end to plural marriage. Susan B. Anthony added her voice in support. Julian’s legislation, she argued, would be “the one safe, sure and swift means to abolish polygamy of that Territory.”

Since then, Julian’s idea had taken hold, as Republican members of Congress saw women’s right to vote as a protective measure in this unique case. Their sense of urgency was heightened in June, when Anna Dickinson’s railroad tour of the West brought her to Salt Lake City, Republican members of the House Ways and Means Committee in tow. She returned east with fodder for another round of moneymaking speeches popularizing the notion that women in Utah were dreadfully oppressed and needed the vote. Democrat George Francis Train, the eccentric white supremacist financier of the Revolution, followed Dickinson into Utah, made his own investigation, and reported the results to a crowd of two thousand at New York’s Tammany Hall in late December. Praising the Mormon religion, he contradicted Dickinson by vouching for the happiness of women in the territory, but joined in her recommendation that they be granted the vote.

While most Mormons supported Julian’s bill, if not its motive, other proposals in Congress were punitive and aroused fierce indignation. The prospect of a federal law that would force wives to testify against their husbands, and mete out stiff prison terms for “concubinage,” stimulated thousands of Mormon women in Salt Lake City to gather in a mass protest on January 13, 1870. What they wanted, they insisted, was not freedom from their Mormon religion but freedom from Washington meddling. They sought the right to vote as their way to “rise up… and speak for ourselves,” and demanded that Governor Durkee lead the fight for their voting rights. The Deseret News backed them up, noting that Mormon men and women voted equally in church conferences on all matters brought before the membership.

With both pro- and anti-polygamy forces now in favor of women gaining the vote, the territorial legislature unanimously approved a bill granting women full suffrage. Durkee, who according to the Deseret News had “passed through his term without the least difficulty,” traveled east for health reasons at the end of 1869, and died on the journey. This left the decision whether to sign the bill to the territorial secretary, who now became acting governor.

Stephen A. Mann was a transplanted New York lawyer whom Grant had appointed only nine months before. He signed the legislation in full recognition of its historic importance. The extension of the ballot to the women of Utah, he was certain, would “be watched with profound interest, for upon its consistent and harmonious working depends, in a great measure, its universal adoption in this Republic.”

Previously scheduled municipal elections took place just two days after the bill became law. On Valentine’s Day 1870, the first woman cast her vote. In a touch of irony befitting the peculiar politics of the women’s suffrage movement in Utah, that historic first voter was Seraph Young, the grandniece of Brigham Young.



Georgia Democrats attempting to enjoy Valentine’s Day were in no mood to celebrate women’s suffrage in Utah or much of anything else in February 1870. They seethed in resentment as the 15th Amendment’s mandate of Black suffrage became part of the Constitution, thanks in part to their own state’s forced ratification earlier that month. It had been only a year since Georgia’s all-white legislature voted the amendment down. In the words of one Georgia newspaper, the “people” were being “eaten up” by “n*****s and carpetbaggers.”

Wilson phrased it more delicately in his History of the American People, but his conclusion was equally alarmist. By deciding “to give the negro political power in order that he might defend his own rights,” he claimed, the government in Washington “had prepared the way for the ruin of the South.”

The bitterness among southern Democrats soon manifested in the form of increased vigilante violence. In the same week during February 1870 that the 15th Amendment became part of the Constitution, Charles Sumner received a passel of reports from witnesses to Ku Klux Klan terrorism in Georgia, compiled by the retired president of Cumberland College, who had himself been a victim. A few months later, the secretary of war received a report from Georgia that the Klan was now freely committing “the worst of crimes…. Murders have been and are frequent, and the abuse of blacks is too common to excite notice.” Judges, juries, and witnesses either sympathized with the Klan or would “dare not to punish them.”

With similar reports in hand from the other states of the former Confederacy, Grant requested legislation from Congress to address the mounting violence. Not until the following year would he get the authority he was seeking to use the U.S. military to stop the murders, assaults, and intimidation of four million emancipated Black citizens. By then, it would be South Carolina where the Klan was most dangerous and active. And it would be there, where the Wilson family was now headed, that the federal government would focus its most aggressive efforts to end the terror.






CHAPTER FOUR [image: ] CAROLINA YEARS


ALTHOUGH INVISIBLE TO TOMMY AND his family from the windows of their comfortable passenger car, vigilantes were already stirring to action at various points along the eighty-nine-mile route via rail that the Wilsons followed from Augusta to Columbia. It was the summer of 1870, Tommy’s fourteenth year in the South, the year South Carolina would elect Republican Joseph Rainey as the first Black member of the U.S. House of Representatives, and the peak of the state’s armed resistance to granting Black men the right to vote.

Despite the surrounding chaos, Reverend Wilson looked forward to the move. He was anxious to accept the prestigious post at the seminary that awaited him. It carried a grandiloquent title (“Professor of Pastoral and Evangelistic Theology and Sacred Rhetoric”), albeit without the salary to match. To address the financial deficiency, he soon arranged a position as “stated supply” to the city’s First Presbyterian Church, requiring him to preach on Sundays for an additional stipend.

At first the family rented a modest house across the street from the seminary. But Wilson’s mother, who five years earlier inherited a considerable sum from her brother, William Woodrow, quickly set about designing and supervising the construction of a 4,000-square-foot Italian villa–style residence on an acre of land between the seminary and the church. The spacious two-story, five-bedroom home, with its three-sided bay window and veranda overlooking Hampton Street, would offer Tommy a view of not only stately magnolias but a wider world beyond the white picket fence where anti-Black vigilantism was commonplace. The construction would not be completed until late 1871, so until then, they “made do.”

During the family’s first days in the state, with the fall 1870 election just months away, the escalating political violence aimed at Black people seemed everywhere taken for granted. “Every day colored men would come in and report the death, also whipping and abusing of persons,” complained a local sheriff. At night, flames rose from the stores and businesses of merchants who served Black people. In neighboring Newberry County, the constable reported that vigilantes had announced a strategy of “killing all the damned white Republicans first.” According to the testimony of a Klan assassin before a congressional committee, targeting political actors regardless of color was part of an overarching conspiracy to “kill out the leaders of the Republican Party and drive them out of the state.”

Despite the murders, assaults, and widespread threats of intimidation, South Carolina Republicans emerged victorious on Election Day, October 19, a result the Charleston Daily News attributed to “a nearly solid Negro vote.” Seventy-five percent of the Republicans elected to the state’s House of Representatives were Black, representing 60 percent of the overall voting strength in that chamber, while the state Senate, too, remained majority Republican and majority Black. Republican Robert K. Scott, a retired Union general who came to South Carolina with the Freedmen’s Bureau, was reelected as governor. In the November election that followed to select South Carolina’s representatives in Congress, Republican candidates won every seat. Three months previously, Joseph Rainey’s victory in a special election had made him the first Black representative in Congress; now Rainey was joined by two additional Black colleagues, Robert B. Elliott and Robert C. De Large. Three-quarters of South Carolina’s congressional delegation were now Black men.

In reaction, outraged Democrats swelled the ranks of the Ku Klux Klan. Its supreme leader already boasted that the group’s membership throughout the South exceeded half a million, although that was surely an exaggeration. The actual figure would have been impossible to know, given the secrecy surrounding the entire enterprise, but an indication it ran particularly high in South Carolina in 1871 came from a count in York County that spring. The tally revealed that nearly 80 percent of the 2,300 adult white males had sworn their allegiance.

The wave of retaliatory terrorism that swept across South Carolina during 1871 and 1872 included mass lynchings, kidnappings, and murders. In Laurens County, a mob of some 2,500 armed vigilantes killed nine Republicans, including a judge, a constable, and a Black member of the legislature. In Spartanburg County, 227 residents were beaten and shot; among those murdered was the only Black magistrate in the jurisdiction. In nearby Union County, the Klan carried out two mass lynchings, followed by the kidnapping and murder of ten more Black men. After the murders of three additional Republicans there in February 1871, the Klan’s anonymous leaders posted a notice demanding that sitting members of the legislature, county and school commissioners, and the school clerk all resign.

In Washington, where Congress, the cabinet, and President Grant viewed with alarm the accumulating stacks of similar reports, there was no longer any question of the need for decisive federal action. On October 12, 1871, after providing two successive notices to cease and desist as required by the Ku Klux Klan Act, Grant issued a formal declaration that a “rebellion against the United States” was underway in South Carolina.

Beginning at that moment and over the course of the following year, Tommy Wilson’s home state would witness the unprecedented peacetime use of U.S. armed forces against civilian organized crime. This aggressive military law enforcement would be backed by mass criminal prosecutions of Klan members, carried out by the U.S. Department of Justice—itself created only the year before in legislation signed by Grant. Eventually the one-two punch of military force and criminal prosecutions would quell the political violence, but not before South Carolina’s iron-fisted white supremacists had made their point in blood.

It would have been impossible for these events to escape the attention of the Wilson family. The same could be said for almost any one of the nine thousand residents of Columbia, because beginning on November 28, 1871, their town played host to the sensational trials of the most notorious Klansmen throughout the state. Beginning on that clear autumn day, a series of 831 prosecutions of Klansmen got underway at Columbia’s Nickerson House Hotel in the center of town. There, two judges of the United States Circuit Court sat behind an impromptu bench in the main hall, while reporters jammed onto both sides of the raised platform. For weeks and months afterward, spectators white and Black crowded the makeshift courtroom, “eager, curious, and watchful.”

The succession of trials would last well into the following year, making national news and understandably dominating all local conversation. When the district attorney remarked publicly how surprising it was that many of the “active, energetic members of these Klans” were “ministers of the Gospel of Christ,” it undoubtedly came as an embarrassment to the most respected men of Columbia, including the Reverend Wilson and his politically astute son. “Doctors, lawyers, merchants, teachers, and preachers,” the New York Tribune reported from the courthouse, “put on the white shroud-like gowns, and the horrid red-horned hoods and masks of the Klan, and went out by night to take negroes from their cabins and beat them with clubs and cowhides until the lacerated flesh was cut to the tendons and bones.”

The Tribune recounted how some of these distinguished men “pulled negro women from their bed and made them dance naked for the amusement of the spectators… [and] submit to other outrages too revolting for description.” But none of the accused Klansmen, ministers included, was without an energetic defense from the in-state press. The Charleston Daily News labeled the hundreds of South Carolina indictments “either fabrications or gross perversions of the truth.” The witnesses, the paper insisted, were all mercenaries, and as for the federal trials themselves, they were farcical.

To the New York Tribune correspondent covering the trials in Columbia, on the other hand, it was astonishing that men “of refinement of manners, education, and Christianity” should have no “sense of right and wrong, no appreciation of the heinousness of crimes committed upon helpless and unoffending people.”

Wilson’s own judgment, as expressed in his final work of scholarship before assuming the presidency of Princeton University, was far more lenient. In his retelling, Klansmen come across more as misunderstood romantics and picaresques than murderers and hate criminals. He wrote with seeming compassion of these outlaws as the “real leaders of southern communities”—white men who, shut out of suffrage, “could act only by private combination.”

It was true, Wilson acknowledged, that the Klansmen “took the law into their own hands.” But in doing so they merely undertook “by intimidation what they were not allowed to attempt by the ballot.” The founding of the Klan, in Wilson’s narrative, was really “for the mere pleasure of association, for private amusement.” The Klansmen’s secrecy was simply part of “the pranks they played.” The “white mask, a tall cardboard hat, the figures of man and horse sheeted like a ghost,” Wilson wrote, engendered in them “the delightful discovery of the thrill of awesome fear.” This understandably “put thought of mischief into the minds of the frolicking comrades.”

While acknowledging that their vigilantism soon “passed from jest to earnest,” Wilson could still excuse their deeds as the inevitable work of men “denied the suffrage, without hope of justice in the courts.” Their mission, he wrote, was “to protect the people from indignities and wrongs.” Wilson’s Klansmen were there “to succor the suffering… and defend the constitution of the United States.” Ultimately, he could summon no more outrage for the Ku Klux Klan than for Reconstruction itself. The Klansmen were simply fighting fire with fire. “One lawless force,” he concluded, “seemed in contest with another.”

The Klan was indeed lawless. But it was not lawlessness that Klansmen were fighting. Their contest was with the enforcement of federal law protecting the civil rights of Black citizens.



During his three years in Columbia, Wilson learned much from his father and the other men of the Columbia Theological Seminary, who were his daily companions and mentors. The young man idolized his father, not least of all for the senior Wilson’s faith-inspired decisiveness. As president, in an address to Presbyterian church leaders, the worshipful son drew public attention to the closeness of their relationship. Wilson recalled his time assisting his father in the Southern Presbyterian Church, as the breakaway Confederate church was known following the Civil War. Reverend Wilson’s “habit of saying exactly what he thought,” the president recounted, contributed to his being “one of the most inspiring fathers that ever a lad was blessed with.” Through his father, he said, he made “an extraordinarily wide acquaintance with the active membership of the Southern Presbyterian Church, its ministers, and its elders.”

But these men were not the only source of his education during this time. Like other white families who could afford private school tuition, the Wilsons enrolled Tommy in a “select school for boys,” avoiding the one public high school in Columbia that was designated for “white male pupils.” A contemporary survey of the state’s education system explained the reason. “The wealthier and higher classes,” it observed, “will not avail themselves of the free schools.” This was simply the natural “outgrowth of the class distinction in the State.”

There was race and sex distinction as well. Like all of Columbia’s public schools, the city’s three private secondary schools were segregated; but unlike the public schools, they relied exclusively on male teachers. At a time when a slight majority of the state’s public school teachers were women, the South Carolina families who chose these private schools viewed the all-male model as an indicium of rigor and quality. An 1889 report titled “History of Higher Education in South Carolina,” edited by Wilson’s future professor at Johns Hopkins, Herbert Baxter Adams, and written by a Johns Hopkins colleague, sheds light on the historical reluctance of both male students and upper-class parents in the state to accept women as equals in education:


Reared in luxury and among a chivalric people, women received the most unbounded honor, and even adulation. The bearing of men toward them was almost as extravagant as medieval days. Their education was confined to the acquirement of certain accomplishments, such as music, painting, wax-working, and fancy needle-work. These were provided for in academies and boarding schools… while the boys were bravely plodding through calculus and scanning Horace and stumbling over the hard constructions of Thucydides.



It was especially convenient for the Wilsons that the best private school in Columbia was directly across the street from their home. There was the schoolmaster’s house, and directly behind it, the “barnlike structure,” where some forty or more young men were enrolled each year. The humble setting was an unfortunate consequence of the impoverished economy in the postwar years. But it belied the quality of the education provided by Charles H. Barnwell, the principal instructor, who offered his students the then-standard preparatory school curriculum of history, mathematics, Latin, and Greek.

For Tommy, the years spent in Mr. Barnwell’s classroom must have seemed difficult. A classmate remembered him as “not a brilliant student,” but nonetheless “extremely dignified”—a polite way of saying he was not “one of the boys.”



As 1871 turned to 1872, the Wilson family watched along with all the residents of Columbia as the combination of relentless military law enforcement and Justice Department prosecutions gradually wore down the Klan organization across South Carolina. In Washington, a Black witness explained before Congress that the Klan’s ability to intimidate entire populations through strategically targeted political assassinations and grisly assaults had been brought to a virtual halt by Grant’s offensive. “There is not one in fifty of them now but is uneasy and trembling at the sight of an officer or a blue-coat,” South Carolinian Elias Hill testified. So effective were the federal troops protecting voters at polling places in the fall of 1872 that Democrats abandoned most of their efforts at voter suppression. Republicans once again swept the state and congressional races, while Grant won reelection with 76 percent of the popular vote. Many dejected Democrats didn’t bother to vote.

South Carolina’s largest-circulating newspapers uniformly pilloried the state’s integrated political leadership as lazy, incompetent fools. Yet the South Carolina legislature of this period was remarkably productive. At the capitol in Columbia, Republican lawmakers concentrated not only on the civil rights of the formerly enslaved but also on fundamental issues of concern to women. They expanded married women’s property rights, modernized divorce proceedings, funded medical care for the poor, enacted legislation protecting minors from parental abuse, and held white fathers financially responsible for their mixed-race children.

So it was not by reason of any genuine lack of competence on the part of the state’s Black lawmakers that well-known figures such as the esteemed South Carolina playwright, poet, and essayist Louisa McCord ridiculed the legislature as the “crow congress” and the “monkey show.” In her writings, McCord not only assailed Black civil rights but also argued that women should refrain from public life. For her as for many South Carolina Democrats, white male supremacism and contempt for Republicans were articles of faith.

From Tommy Wilson’s perspective, all about him in South Carolina’s war-weary economy and society was “confusion, disorganization, poverty, sorrow.” But something happened during the winter and spring of 1873 that sparked a change in his outlook. The young man whose constant companions were his father, uncle, and their contemporaries at the seminary made a friend much closer to his own age. That friend, Francis Brooke, was a newcomer to Columbia, who had recently moved there to study for the ministry. He was a few years older than Tommy, “on fire with zeal,” and organized his own religious meetings to which he invited his new friend.

Though Tommy’s father was a minister and his mother was descended from a long line of ministers, to this point he had never experienced the “religious turning” that now overcame him. Under Brooke’s influence he read the Bible daily, prayed on his knees each night, and fully embraced “the old beliefs, tested by generations.” On July 5, 1873, Tommy applied for membership in the First Presbyterian Church—not as the ward of Reverend Joseph Wilson but in his own right. After he “exhibited evidences of a work of grace” to the church elders, he was unanimously admitted.

Gaining a close friend and finding himself through religion seemed to work wonders for Wilson’s disposition. Even his scholarship benefited. “Tommy Wilson still attends Mr. Barnwell’s school,” his uncle James Woodrow wrote at the time, “and is said to be studying well. He seems to have improved.” Thereafter, despite the gloomy political prospects that continued to dominate the regular discussions with his mentors at the seminary, Tommy’s life in South Carolina was a joy. As an adult, whenever he thought of his youth, he would dream of his “very happy boyhood in Columbia.”

Wilson’s parents naturally approved of his friendship with Brooke, given the religious zeal he had awakened in their son. So when Brooke announced that he would pursue his studies for the ministry at Davidson College in North Carolina, they supported Tommy’s desire to follow him there. It was their “general understanding” that their son would join his friend in preparing for the ministry.

The remaining months of 1873 before Tommy decamped for Davidson were busy ones, not only for the aspiring college freshman but for the nearby University of South Carolina as well. The school hired its first Black faculty member (Harvard’s first Black graduate, encouraged by Charles Sumner to accept the South Carolina appointment), and admitted the first Black law students in the South.

There would be no similar “firsts” where the future president was now headed.



When the young man who still introduced himself as “Tommy” passed through the stately Tuscan columns of the venerable Chambers Hall in Davidson, North Carolina, for his first day of classes in the fall of 1873, he entered a community long since desensitized to political violence. Recent Klan assassinations included the especially sadistic murder of Freedmen’s Bureau agent and North Carolina state senator John W. Stephens. Only months before Tommy’s arrival on campus, the North Carolina legislature enacted a broad amnesty specifically tailored for Ku Klux Klan members. The law even exempted murder.

The Davidson campus itself was a contemporary hub for supremacist thought and a living memorial to the antebellum past. Most of the quarter-million bricks of Chambers Hall and the rest of Davidson’s campus were made by slave labor. Several of the school’s presidents and faculty were slave owners. The campus and the surrounding town continued to use whipping posts to enforce curfews for Black residents. The most celebrated speech on the Davidson campus just before Tommy arrived was delivered by a former Democratic U.S. senator and Confederate general, Thomas Lanier Clingman, who waxed nostalgic about the role North Carolinians played in the Civil War.

The school’s Southern Presbyterian theology served to sanctify its outlook on racial matters. The daily regimen of chapel attendance for all students would have been especially familiar to Tommy, whose father would shortly join its board of trustees. The younger Wilson enthusiastically imbibed the campus culture. He joined his Carolinian classmates in a debating club, the Eumenean Society, that was chiefly devoted to politics. The defeat of the Confederacy plainly did not resolve the fundamental issue of the war for the club’s members, who reopened the question “Is slavery justifiable?” and decided the answer must be yes.

At a time when more than seventy-five northern colleges and universities were coeducational, including many of the most prestigious institutions, Davidson did not admit women, had no women faculty, and fairly embodied the “cult of chivalry” emphasizing concepts of “manners, women, military affairs, the ideal of Greek democracy, and Romantic oratory” as these were developed in the South prior to the Civil War.

While Davidson had never admitted a Black or female student, in the 1860s four of its president’s daughters had been allowed to take classes. But by the time Wilson arrived on campus, this was a distant memory. In the 1870s, one woman who was fortunate enough to engage a private Latin tutor from the Davidson faculty was thwarted in her ambition to study mathematics because it was decided “she already knew as much math as any woman needed.” As a result, Wilson’s first experience away from home did little to expand his field of vision beyond the white male-dominated world of Presbyterian southern Democrats he already knew so well.

Tommy Wilson would leave Davidson after only one year, having failed to make the honor roll while struggling to fit in. Though complimenting his wit, a classmate remembered his attitude as “superior” and described him as weak and listless—a view shared by the captain of Davidson’s baseball team, who castigated him for being “so damn lazy.” When he conveyed his feelings in a letter home, his mother consoled him. “Everybody here likes and admires you,” Jessie Wilson wrote, urging him not to be depressed. “You need not imagine that you are not a favorite.”



While Tommy was spending his lone year at Davidson, the rest of the Wilson family had moved to North Carolina as well—relocating 200 miles east from Columbia to the Atlantic shore, at Wilmington. Tommy joined his family there at the end of his freshman year, in the summer of 1874. He found his new home life little changed from what he had experienced before in South Carolina. Reverend Wilson still preached at the Presbyterian church on Sundays, the Wilsons still had plenty of Black servants, including a butler who prepared Tommy’s meals, and his mother still doted on him. “I remember how I clung to her (a laughed-at ‘mamma’s boy’) till I was a great big fellow,” Wilson would later confess to his wife.

Wilson continued to live with his parents in Wilmington for the rest of that year and more than half of the next, waiting until the fall of 1875 to go back to school. Then, he would enroll in the College of New Jersey, less than a mile from the Theological Seminary in Princeton where his father had studied briefly nearly thirty years earlier. Meanwhile, by his own admission, Tommy “took it easy.” Throughout his student years he never took a paying job during the summers or academic breaks, and this was no exception. He hung around the docks and inspected the ships from around the world, organized an occasional picnic, and indulged himself with plenty of time for reading.

During this year he made but one close friend in Wilmington: John Bellamy, a Davidson graduate two and half years older, who would later serve in Congress. Together they read Sir Walter Scott’s The Pirate aloud and shared stories about Robert E. Lee and Stonewall Jackson. But most often the 18-year-old Tommy preferred to read alone in his room. One of the Wilsons’ emancipated Black servants described him as an “old young man,” who often as not had “his nose in a book.”

His favorite topics remained history, politics, and government, subjects he looked forward to studying when he returned to college. But soon he would no longer observe the onward march of Reconstruction from his accustomed vantage point in the South. For the first time in his life, Wilson was about to be a northerner.






CHAPTER FIVE [image: ] BITTERSWEET AT PRINCETON


AT THE COLLEGE OF NEW Jersey, Tommy Wilson was not uncomfortably far from home. The journey to Princeton was scarcely 200 miles farther than his previous move from Augusta to Wilmington, and a far easier trip by rail. Equally comforting was his new school’s emphasis on Presbyterian teachings, which immediately gave his schedule a familiar rhythm. Religious instruction was compulsory not only on Sundays but during the week. There were Bible recitations by the Presbyterian minister who served as president of the college, mandatory student-led prayer meetings twice a week, voluntary prayer meetings every night, and frequent guest ministers on campus preaching in between.

Much seemed the same as at Davidson—including his classes, since he enrolled once again as a freshman. But one thing about life in Princeton was completely new. Here, there were men who did not share his views on politics. For his first two weeks at school, he took refuge in an upper-class eating club made up wholly of southerners.

Bob McCarter, born and raised in New Jersey, may have been Wilson’s first friend who hadn’t supported the Confederacy. He and Tommy lived in the same boardinghouse and frequently visited one another’s room, just to talk. The northerner was amazed by the provincialism of his new friend, who had never even heard “The Star-Spangled Banner.” McCarter found Wilson to be “very full of the South and quite a secessionist.”

Despite the fact the Confederacy lost the war a decade ago, Tommy Wilson was not yet ready to give up the fight. Wilson seemed to believe, McCarter recounted, that he could still win the debate. Nor was Wilson’s disputation just in fun. According to McCarter, Wilson was always “taking the southern side and getting quite bitter.”

Just as at Davidson, Wilson was not a standout student at the College of New Jersey, never ranking among the “honor men.” Since at this time the college was not academically challenging—“more like a preparatory school than a university,” according to historian Henry Bragdon—this suggests his priorities lay elsewhere. Wilson wrote for the student newspaper, sang in the glee club, served as student manager of the baseball team, and participated in the debating club within Whig Hall—one of two societies into which the student body was divided. He also joined an unofficial student group with seventeen of his classmates from North Carolina. They called themselves, unoriginally, the “Tar Heels,” and offered one another respite from the northerners’ noxious views on secession, race, and the wisdom of Reconstruction.

By the fall of his second year in Princeton, after a summer in North Carolina that included reading about the distinguished slaveholders John C. Calhoun and Henry Clay, Tommy had become thoroughly absorbed in politics and government. He had also become a hardened Democratic partisan. According to William Bayard Hale’s 1912 campaign biography, Wilson “was known as a Democrat of stout opinions from the day he first opened his mouth on campus.”

Judging by his diary entries and letters home, he was preternaturally interested in the upcoming 1876 presidential election. He intensely disliked the Republican nominee, former Union general Rutherford B. Hayes. As a congressman, Hayes had supported the 14th Amendment, the Civil Rights Act of 1866, and the Reconstruction Acts, and as Ohio’s governor he had supported Black suffrage. Were Hayes to become president, Tommy feared that the continuation of these policies would ruin the nation. The “salvation of the country” depended upon defeating Hayes, he wrote in his diary the day before the election.

Wilson’s conception of the proper role of Black men and women as subordinate to white citizens throughout American life reflected not only his family’s convictions and politics but the intellectual diet he set out for himself at the College of New Jersey. Among the white supremacist arguments he eagerly consumed were those of William Trescot, a Confederate army colonel and former slaveholder who had been James Buchanan’s acting secretary of state.

In a lengthy article published just before the 1876 presidential election, Trescot sang the praises of one Lucius Quintus Cincinnatus Lamar, who had served as an appointee of President Jefferson Davis during the Confederacy. (President Grover Cleveland would later put Lamar on the Supreme Court, where he upheld racial segregation in the notorious case of Plessy v. Ferguson.) Now a Democratic member of Congress from Mississippi, famous for defending Klansmen prosecuted under the Ku Klux Klan Act, Lamar attributed the South’s postwar ills entirely to the fact Black men were allowed to vote. Trescot, in turn, mawkishly praised Congressman Lamar’s vote-suppression plans. It would be best, Trescot agreed, if “the negro… will be reduced to a position of inferior influence” to the “natural intelligence and culture” of white men.

Wilson had heard about Trescot’s article and got his hands on it within days of its publication in the North American Review. Though his mother had instructed him not to neglect his “time for outdoor recreation,” Tommy preferred to spend an entire Thursday afternoon nestled within the confines of the neoclassical Whig Hall, devouring the Confederate colonel’s words.

“An act of Congress may make four millions of slaves freemen in the twinkling of an eye,” wrote Trescot, “but it cannot make them intelligent.” He condemned Reconstruction for empowering Black Americans at the expense of white society. What hope can there be for white men, he asked, if Black men continue to vote without restriction? “What becomes of the white man?”

Wilson was completely taken by this master race argument. He pronounced Trescot’s jeremiad “an excellent article” and “an ably written piece.”

Since Reconstruction was, in Wilson’s view, illegitimate, so too were the Republicans who were its authors. Writing in his diary, he condemned Governor Hayes as “that weak instrument of the corrupt Republicans.” A few days later he pined for the prelapsarian days of Robert E. Lee, enthusing that “Lee is one of my favorites.”

In the company of his fellow Tar Heels, Wilson could comfortably join in this sort of lusty condemnation of the Republicans and their candidate who supported Black suffrage. But he ran into trouble sharing these views with the rest of his fellow students outside his ideological cocoon. His mother, addressing Tommy’s complaints about those “ignorant” classmates infatuated with Hayes, expressed her fear that he would be drawn into a fight by “their offensive sayings” and their “insolence.” She worried he would get hurt, and told him to stop talking “about knocking anybody down.” By his own account, Wilson became “white with rage” when some Princeton men defended Reconstruction. But true to his mother’s advice, instead of fighting he just stalked off angrily, yelling over his shoulder, “You don’t know what you’re talking about!”

Years later, on the eve of his first election to the presidency, Wilson would be described as a “Tilden Democrat” by the very same North American Review he enjoyed reading as a student. The label was meant to be flattering, and Wilson would have accepted it. In Samuel Tilden, Hayes’s Democratic opponent in the 1876 election, Wilson saw a kindred spirit. Tilden was best known for publicly confronting his own party’s corruption when he took on the notorious New York Democratic boss William Tweed. But there was more to Tilden than that.

As a New York Democratic convention delegate, Tilden had voted to oppose equal suffrage for Black citizens and to support steep property qualifications for voting. He opposed the Emancipation Proclamation, opposed Lincoln’s war aims that went beyond Union, and supported the slaveholders’ rights to protection for their human “property” during the Civil War. As chairman of the New York Democratic Party Committee throughout Reconstruction (and chairman of Seymour’s presidential campaign), he attacked the Republican policy of “meddling with everything [in] the reconstructed Southern States,” calling it “the scandal and shame of the country.” After the war he opposed the 15th Amendment, Black suffrage in the South, and the Freedmen’s Bureau.

“A great deal depends,” Wilson wrote in his diary on Election Day, “upon the choice which the nation has this day made.” He noted a rumor that the voting had made Tilden “doubtless our next president. I only hope that this report is true!”

Wilson wrote an essay in his third year at the College of New Jersey fleshing out his view of what universal suffrage meant for representative government. It was an elitist approach to who should rule, viewing the subject through an unabashedly racial lens. Bemoaning the low caliber of democratically elected leaders—“middle-aged men of mediocre ability”—he argued for specialization in politics at an early age, so that Congress might be built of younger men representing “the natural strength of our English stock” and the best capabilities of the “Anglo-Saxon character,” undiluted by “foreign elements which have been introduced into our national life.” Only such men could “direct the current of public feeling,” which was essential now that Congress had mandated “universal suffrage” (that is, in Wilson’s usage, the inclusion of non-white men in the voting). In theory the great mass of people can comprehend the correct ideas in politics, he wrote, but “they must be educated into an acceptance of them” by Anglo-Saxon men of “genius and skill.” Universal suffrage would remain a burden unless and until Congress was repopulated with such men capable of educating and leading the ignorant into “truth.” The challenge was how to bring that about—a problem, Wilson confessed, for which he had no solution, but “which demands earnest study.”

As a college senior, Wilson’s views on universal suffrage hardened. His third-year essay had at least admitted the possibility that after sufficient education, “the masses” could someday render it “a blessing.” Now he refused to take part in a debate because he was assigned to argue in support of universal suffrage, albeit purely as an academic exercise. He did not want to be seen in public defending the idea. He came to this decision through encouragement on both sides of his family. “Either a limitation of suffrage,” Joseph Wilson told his son at the time, or America will have “anarchy in twenty-five years or sooner.” Tommy’s mother let him know she was proud of his decision. “I was sorry you could not enter” the competition, his mother wrote after he dropped out of the debate, but in asking him to make the case for diluting the voting power of white men, “they chose a question that made it impossible.” His friend Charles Talcott provided additional moral support, telling him “you were right in staying out: arguing against settled convictions, in my opinion, injures a man more than it benefits him.”

Wilson’s signal accomplishment while at the College of New Jersey came in his fourth and final year. It was a typed, double-spaced, twenty-five-page essay on Congress that was later published by the International Review, a prestigious journal of politics. The fact that he was a 22-year-old student who had never even visited the House or Senate did not prevent him from confidently professing knowledge of what was fundamentally wrong with the inner workings of those institutions. His abundant certitude was enough to convince both his twenty-something editor (ironically, his future nemesis in the Senate, Henry Cabot Lodge) and the magazine’s audience that he should be taken seriously.

“Cabinet Government in the United States,” like his earlier unpublished essay, began by arguing for rule by elites. It is “indisputably true that universal suffrage is a constant element of weakness,” Wilson insisted. In an appeal to authority he cited Theodore Dwight Woolsey, former Yale president and author of the first American textbook on political science, for the proposition that America must “purge the constituencies of their ignorant elements, if we would have high-minded, able, worthy representatives.” Woolsey was one of “many persons,” Wilson asserted (without naming any others), who believed the cause of “every evil” in American government “is to be found in the principle of universal suffrage.”

While plainly expressing his own view that universal suffrage is an “evil,” Wilson’s main point in this essay was that limiting voting rights to elites would not be enough. More would be necessary to address the fundamental problem, which he diagnosed as “the absorption of all power by a legislature which is practically irresponsible for its acts.” Congress, as designed by the Constitution, was in his view a “despotic” and “dangerous” institution. To remedy this fundamental constitutional defect, Wilson proposed that the leaders of Congress report to the executive, in the way that in Britain members of Parliament serve the prime minister as cabinet officers. The president’s cabinet members would sit in Congress and take the place of congressional committees, controlling the introduction of legislation. Not coincidentally, Wilson’s proposal would have prevented Congress from enacting Reconstruction over Andrew Johnson’s vetoes.

Wilson acknowledged that this extraordinary rewrite of the Constitution would provoke fears of “too much authority, too complete control, placed within the reach of the central Government.” But he claimed it would bring greater transparency. “Executive departments,” he asserted, “keep all their operations under a constant stream of daylight,” while congressional “committees do all in the dark.” This flatly false statement reflected Wilson’s naivete about the operations of both the British and American governments at the time. In both nations, executive departments routinely conducted business in private and harbored many secrets. (They still do.) More fundamentally, his essay was uninformed by any firsthand research concerning the actual operations of congressional committees of the time. Wilson took no notice of how the specialized committee system could be highly responsive to incipient currents of public opinion, or of just how much committee work was done not in secret but in full view of the public.

Even years later, when he was president of Princeton University, Wilson clung to the ideas he first set out in “Cabinet Government.” He expanded upon them in Constitutional Government in the United States, a collection of eight of his speeches, published in 1908. Constitutional Government repeats Wilson’s assertion from three decades earlier that the institutional checks and balances on the executive are the overall weakness of the American constitutional system. The executive’s role in lawmaking, Wilson contended, should go well beyond vetoing bad laws. The president should also “be given an opportunity to make good ones.” Furthermore, the president must be “the leader of his party and the guide of the nation.” While again lamenting that the Constitution does not specify these roles, Wilson went further and argued that the successful, activist president need not allow a “mechanical theory” of the Constitution’s limitations on executive power to get in the way.

The 20th-century suffragist Alice Paul would skillfully use Wilson’s writings about the president’s proper role as party leader, originator of legislation, and guide for the country against him when eventually their paths crossed. She would insist that Wilson take responsibility for leading the Democratic members of Congress to support voting rights for women, just as the British prime minister was expected to lead and be accountable for his party in Parliament, and just as Wilson himself had long recommended.

Wilson’s contrarian prescription of a legislative branch more accountable to the presidency, first conceived at the College of New Jersey and subsequently developed throughout his academic career, was unquestionably rooted in his personal experience of a domineering Republican Congress that had waged war on the South and imposed a dozen years of Reconstruction afterward. His passion for subjecting Congress to control by the president was in this way intimately bound up with his views on the superiority of white males and his distaste for universal suffrage. It is not surprising, therefore, that once southern Democrats regained the influence in the House and Senate that they had enjoyed before the Civil War—a turn of events that would coincide with his election to the presidency in 1912—he would demurely back away from his earlier attacks on the separation of powers in the Constitution. His views on race and sex, however, would continue to anchor his thinking for far longer.



On January 11, 1878, in the middle of Tommy Wilson’s junior year at the College of New Jersey and one year before he published his paper in the International Review, the Senate Committee on Privileges and Elections commenced two full days of public hearings on the women’s suffrage amendment introduced by California Republican Aaron Sargent only the day before. By this time, the man whom the National Woman Suffrage Association called “our champion in the Senate” was now Susan B. Anthony’s chief political ally. Senators in the packed hearing room received testimony from more than a dozen proponents including Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Matilda Joslyn Gage, 85-year-old Julia Smith, and even Victor Hugo from across the Atlantic, whose remarks were read to the committee. Had Wilson attended the hearings or read about them in the newspapers, the college student who breezily dismissed criticism that his proposal meant a dangerous centralization of government power would have been forced to consider a very different perspective. Priscilla Rand Lawrence, a witness from Massachusetts, reminded the senators that denying women their right to vote for so long had already resulted in “the power of our Government being centralized in the hands of a few.”

The Washington Evening Star commented favorably on the hearing, noting the “many sound arguments to be advanced in favor of woman suffrage.” Immediately afterward, Republican senator George Hoar of Massachusetts won passage of his resolution requiring the full committee to act on the constitutional amendment on Tuesday of the following week.

The later progress of Sargent’s women’s suffrage amendment demonstrated how even the architecture of the committee system itself was adaptable to changing public priorities. Within four years, the Senate created a Select Committee on Woman Suffrage specially devoted to the subject. Far from stifling “the right of the people to a potential voice in their own government” by bottling up legislation, as Wilson charged all committees with doing, this committee promptly held public hearings and then reported the Sargent amendment to the full Senate. The House followed suit, creating its own Select Committee on Woman Suffrage just two months after the Senate’s action.

Senator Sargent’s proposed women’s suffrage amendment came a decade after the first versions were introduced by Senator Samuel Pomeroy and Representative George Julian in 1868. But it was his proposal that was destined to become part of the Constitution when, years later, it would be known as the Susan B. Anthony Amendment. Its language was identical to the 15th Amendment, with a single difference. The 15th Amendment states that the right to vote cannot be denied on account of “race, color, or previous condition of servitude.” In place of those words, Sargent substituted just one word: “sex.” He and his successors would introduce this amendment in eighteen consecutive Congresses until it finally became part of the Constitution in the very last year of the second presidential administration of Woodrow Wilson.



Wilson’s senior year at the College of New Jersey witnessed the final unraveling of Reconstruction, the result of the controversial congressional bargain that settled the disputed Hayes-Tilden presidential contest. With federal troops withdrawn and the “carpetbag” teachers, staff, and volunteers of the Freedmen’s Bureau all but gone, southern state legislatures and governorships quickly reverted to white Democratic control. Work now began throughout the former Confederacy on wiping out every vestige of Reconstruction and enacting an entirely new body of discriminatory legislation that would become known as Jim Crow. Named for an early-19th-century minstrel character played by a white performer in blackface, the new laws would pick up where the Black Codes left off.

The 14th Amendment had proven impotent against these wholesale denials of Black citizens’ rights, especially when it came to voting. In 1875, Tommy’s freshman year in Princeton, the U.S. Supreme Court had decided that the right to vote, even in federal elections, is not among the “privileges and immunities” of U.S. citizenship that the amendment guarantees. The case arose when scores of women across the country, including Susan B. Anthony and Sojourner Truth, attempted to vote in the 1872 presidential election that pitted Grant against Seymour. The women contended that the right to vote is the most fundamental privilege of American citizenship. In Minor v. Happersett, the justices agreed with them that they were indeed full-fledged U.S. citizens, but went on to rule that a citizen’s right to vote comes from state law, not federal law or the Constitution. Adding insult to injury, the court noted that children are U.S. citizens, too, yet states may lawfully deny children the right to vote. It was an apt metaphor for the way state laws throughout the South now treated the claims of Black and female citizens to the franchise.

But the 15th Amendment forbidding voting rights discrimination on the basis of race, written in explicit language, did not lend itself to judicial nullification. On paper it remained an obstacle for southern state legislatures, who took advantage of the withdrawal of federal enforcement to implement a variety of creative schemes. The poll taxes that had prevented penniless freedmen from voting in the first years after the war now began to reappear. Literacy tests were revived in the Jim Crow era as well, and proved especially effective since enslaved Black people had been prevented by law from learning to read or write. To ensure that white voters who could not pay poll taxes and could not pass a literacy test were still allowed to vote, several southern states reinstated their so-called grandfather clauses. These waived in any poor or illiterate male citizen if his grandfather had been allowed to vote before the Civil War. Since enslaved persons had not been allowed to vote or own property, every freedman was automatically disqualified. To these were added new discriminatory laws restricting Black men’s voting rights, including residency tests that demanded years of recordkeeping, and highly subjective “good character” requirements.

Support for these measures came from not only southern Democrats but influential northern liberals. In New York, the Nation—which for years had deemed Reconstruction “a more disastrous process than rebellion”—now rejoiced that the “negro will disappear from the field of national politics. Henceforth, the nation as a nation, will have nothing more to do with him.”

While Black men watched their short-lived constitutional rights vanish like the Cheshire cat, the situation was even worse for millions of Black women, if that were possible. They, too, were subjected to discrimination and intimidation. But their voting rights could not be stripped because they never had the vote in the first place. With at least a theoretical legal claim to the ballot, they might have gained the beginnings of political influence. Without it, they were utterly powerless.



Tommy Wilson’s last days as an undergraduate at the College of New Jersey were bittersweet. Over the course of four years, he had made more friends than at any time in his life. Shortly after graduation, he wrote to his classmate Charles Talcott about how difficult the farewells had been. “The parting after Commencement went harder than I had feared even,” Wilson lamented, so much so that he fell ill for more than a week afterward. The melancholy, he sighed, was “at least some excuse” for his poor health.

Talcott was among Wilson’s closest companions in college—a “very intimate” friend, in Wilson’s description. Near the end of their senior year, the two made a pact. This “solemn covenant,” as Wilson described it, bound each man to train himself in all the arts and skills of politics so “that we might have power” and lead “others into our ways of thinking.” They each pledged to do everything necessary to fulfill their “very pronounced political ambitions.” Years later, in the 20th century, the two men would meet again in Washington. Talcott then would be a Democratic member of Congress from New York, and his old friend and classmate would be the new president of the United States.

Talcott’s last term in Congress would coincide with Wilson’s first term in the White House, and his last major vote would be to uphold one of the principles that he and Wilson had for so long “held in common”—a restriction of the suffrage to men. Less than a week before Talcott voted to reject the Anthony Amendment, Wilson would tell a visiting delegation of women that his opposition to women’s suffrage was a matter of principle that he could not violate—“a conviction I have had all my life.” As he had long ago pledged, he would continue to use his power to lead others into his way of thinking.



By the end of the summer of ’79, spent at home with his parents in Wilmington and vacationing at two Carolina resorts, the former Tommy Wilson harbored no doubt about his future career. He wanted to get into politics. At Princeton he hand-made a number of calling cards for himself that read “Thomas Woodrow Wilson, Senator from Virginia.” He now began to sign his correspondence “T. Woodrow Wilson,” even when writing his old friends, because it was a more dignified-sounding name—a necessary accoutrement for his entry into the life of law and politics.

In the tradition of Thomas Jefferson and the many notable legislators of the Commonwealth who followed him, training as a lawyer was the well-established path to a political career. For Wilson, therefore, this was the logical next step toward his eventual run for office. The University of Virginia boasted the most highly regarded law school in the state he planned to represent in Congress. It was the natural place for him to seek that training.

One might imagine that the sanctuary of Jefferson’s academic vision in Charlottesville would prove an idyllic situation for the intellectually curious Wilson. In fact, it was an uncomfortable fit. He would last barely a year there. His intent had been to use the law merely as a means to an end. But his distaste for the subject quickly led him to view it as an interference with preparing for his preferred vocation of politics. “Swallowing the vast mass of its technicalities,” Wilson wrote to a friend about the rigors of studying the law, “disgusts me.”

Still, before he dropped out of the University of Virginia—to return home to his parents, just as he had after his lone year at Davidson—Wilson did attempt to inject as much politics and public speaking as he could into the otherwise strict regimen of study that was law school life. He ran for campus offices, both in his fraternity and the debating club, and sought out opportunities to engage in public discourse on political questions. Racial purity was much on his mind at the time, and not only because of Black men voting. In a letter to Charles Talcott, he worried that the country was being “corrupted by the infusion of foreign elements” that were tainting “our English blood.” As a member of the Jefferson Society debate team Wilson enthusiastically argued in favor of the proposition that “a restriction of the suffrage” would “ameliorate our political condition.” Whereas at the College of New Jersey he had been a conscientious objector when assigned the other side of this same question, now he could truly put his heart into it.

“Absolute identity with one’s cause is the first and great condition of successful leadership,” Wilson told a public audience a month later. He absolutely identified with the cause of restricting voting by race and national origin.

Wilson’s aborted stint at the University of Virginia would amount to less than twelve months of classes. But before leaving, he delivered a speech and wrote an accompanying article that demonstrated his compulsive attraction, like a moth to the flame, to rationalizing the Confederate side of the Civil War and slavery. His address and essay were meant to illuminate the career of British parliamentarian John Bright, whose statesmanship and oratory Wilson praised as models for American politicians. But Bright had harshly condemned the Confederacy, and from across the Atlantic voiced his strong support for the North in the Civil War. As a result, Wilson felt obliged to offer an apologia for his choice of subject.

He acknowledged that Bright had indeed been “a friend of the Union.” But he then claimed, counterfactually, that Bright was never “a partisan of the abolitionists.” Anxious to ensure that no one mistook his praise of Bright’s rhetorical skills for an endorsement of the man’s views on the Confederacy, Wilson gratuitously added his personal “loving tribute to the virtues of the leaders of secession.” He went further: Wilson loved “the purity of their purposes,” he said, and he believed in “the righteousness of the cause.”

Equally troubling was that the future historian was willing to cover up Bright’s actual views. Bright unqualifiedly criticized the leaders of the American secession, and for his part saw no righteousness whatever in their cause. He called the Confederacy’s official racism “the most stupendous act of guilt that history has recorded in the annals of mankind,” and labeled it a policy “steeped in crime.” As a result, Bright said, the rights of Black Americans had been “trampled in the dust.” Moreover, the “free States” of the North had not started the war and likely never would have, but the “real mob” in favor of war had been the “chivalrous gentlemen in the South.” There was little question where the British parliamentarian stood.

What’s more, Wilson well knew it. We can be sure of this because he wrote out his private opinions of Bright in the margins of a book of the parliamentarian’s addresses. In these notes Wilson revealed his profound disagreement with Bright’s criticisms of the South’s treatment of Black people. He denounced the great statesman whom he had chosen to sanctify in public for leveling “unjust censures” of the South. Wilson scribbled that Bright was guilty of “cruel denunciation” of the Confederacy that could only be explained by the man’s “ignorant point of view.” It was, moreover, ignorance that “cannot easily be excused.”

But in his public speech and article, Wilson did not even hint at his disgust with Bright’s views. Instead, he rationalized that all southerners could rejoice in the Confederacy’s—and slavery’s—defeat. But not because, as Bright believed, slavery was morally wrong: rather, because the end of slavery meant the end of an unsustainable agricultural and commercial system. The continuation of slavery would have meant the permanent separation of the Confederacy from the United States, forever placing it in competition with the North and handicapping its trade. In this slippery revision, all former Confederates could agree with Bright, since the esteemed Briton had merely been concerned with the South’s future economic growth.

The Bright speech and essay marked a key development in Wilson’s use of rhetoric. Previously, when Thomas W. Wilson wrote “Cabinet Government in the United States” and declared universal suffrage “an element of weakness,” he spoke bluntly, in his own voice. Now his technique was becoming more refined; he could smooth over unvarnished prejudice with a high academic gloss. Especially when it came to matters of race, the newly minted T. Woodrow Wilson was learning to cloak his most divisive opinions in soothing abstractions.

By skillfully sweeping aside John Bright’s actual views on slavery and the “evil” Confederacy in order to appeal to his audience, Wilson demonstrated that even while speaking of statesmanship he could equivocate like the most jaded politician. Fashioning impressive phrases with mutable meanings—“the art of putting things so as to appeal irresistibly to an audience,” as he would later describe it—was a skill Wilson would hone to perfection in later years. He would call upon it often in the battles with suffragists and civil rights leaders that lay ahead.



With only weeks remaining in his first academic year, Wilson was the subject of a report from the chairman of the faculty at the University of Virginia that called attention to his extraordinary number of absences, emphasizing that, as a result, his student performance had suffered greatly. The chairman personally followed up with Wilson, advising him that he was at risk of dismissal or suspension. When his parents heard the news, they were deeply disturbed. His mother wrote “to warn you of your danger” and to express her hope that the school would not take “extreme measures.” His father thought “dismissal or suspension would be a punishment out of proportion.”

Although ultimately Wilson did avoid discipline, the ordeal punctuated the already dismal nature of his brief law school career, in which extracurricular speaking and writing on political topics provided his only intellectual enjoyment, and the law itself offered only misery. His sister Marion wrote to console her “depressed” brother. She knew, she said, that he wished “the session were out, so that you might be relieved of what must be very tiresome and unsatisfactory.”

Relief came soon enough. For three months, he enjoyed what he called a “vacation loaf” at a rented farmhouse in the Virginia countryside with his family, “spending the time in the quiet way which best suits my tastes and most rests me.” But when he returned to campus for the start of his classes in October, he was immediately reminded of what he didn’t like about law school, which was that he had no time “for anything but perusal of law, law, law.” In December, complaining of an upset stomach that was undoubtedly exacerbated by stress, he quit the University of Virginia for good. The faculty minutes for January 1, 1881, record his withdrawal without comment.






CHAPTER SIX [image: ] OLD MAIDS AND PEEPING TOMS


BACK HOME IN NORTH CAROLINA, living with his parents yet again, Wilson recovered from the pressures of training for a legal career he didn’t want. But 24 years old, with no profession and no work history of any kind, with only an undergraduate degree to show for all his years in school, he fretted about his future. And so, halfheartedly, he resumed his strategy of becoming an attorney as a springboard to a career in politics. For a short time he attempted to study law on his own at home.

It was a depressing business, made more so when, near the end of his first year back home, he was rejected by the first woman he had ever attempted to romance. She was his first cousin, and she did not love him. He had begun pursuing the four-years-younger Hattie Woodrow when she was a student at a female seminary in his birthplace of Staunton, while he was still at Charlottesville. His sojourns to Staunton were the reason for most of his unapproved absences, and also a source of some annoyance to Hattie because of the gossip they generated. He called on her at her family’s home in Ohio during the summer of 1881 and again in the fall, when apparently without warning he asked her to marry him. The surprised young woman turned him down on the spot, but gently, citing the fact that he was too close a relative.

Even after the turndown Wilson attempted to fan the embers, awkwardly beginning a letter to her with “My darling, (may I call you that?)” and confessing “how hungry I have become for a word… from you”—then remarking on “the stupidity of this letter.” Not surprisingly, it was to no avail.

It would take some time, but after another year had passed, he was no longer licking his wounds. He began to pull himself together and formulate a new plan: He would move to Atlanta, far away from his unloving cousin. Returning to his boyhood home of Georgia, where he’d spent a dozen pleasant years, was a comforting thought. There were practical advantages as well. In the postwar South, Atlanta was a promising business center. Even without a law degree, which was not required in those days, he could try his hand at setting up a law practice there. Georgia, in place of Virginia, would then become his political base in a future run for statewide office.

Even as he planned this next step on a circuitous route to his chosen career, he indulged his passion for politics with opinion pieces he wrote from home for the New York Evening Post and the International Review. “Stray Thoughts from the South” was his attempt to explain for a northern audience what was wrong with the Republican Party. Fundamentally, he said, it was defying nature. “The determination of the Saxon race of the South that the negro race shall never again rule over them,” he wrote, was “not unnatural, and it is necessarily unalterable.” But Republicans refused to recognize this. They were “a party which by establishing ignorant suffrage declared to the world… ‘that there is no difference between an American freeman and an American slave which may not be unmade by a mere act of Congress.’ ”

Both this last thought and the quoted words in particular recalled “The Southern Question,” the article from the North American Review that ridiculed “ignorant” Black suffrage, and that Wilson had so admired as a student at Princeton. The similarity was more than coincidence. The same article also included Wilson’s “mere act of Congress” quotation, part of a floor speech by Lucius Q. C. Lamar, who was then chairman of the House Democratic Caucus. It was clear from whom Wilson was getting his ideas. He appears to have cribbed other parts of Lamar’s speech as well, without naming the source.

Lamar’s argument, which Wilson parroted, was that Black people were not fit to vote. Therefore, Republicans who insisted on their voting were themselves not fit to govern. It was the Republicans’ refusal to recognize the legitimacy of “the white population” acting “from the imperative necessity of self-defense against the ignorant masses of the negro race,” Wilson wrote, that was the ultimate source of “Southern fear and distrust of the Republican Party.” For the party to remove that fear and distrust, he advised, would require “not a few years of honest endeavor on its part to relieve the white population” from the burden imposed on them by ignorant Black people. Absent that, Wilson insisted, there could be no rapprochement with Republicans.

This blunt racism was too much for the New York Evening Post, which rejected his submission. The exact reason for the rejection was explained to Wilson by his former College of New Jersey classmate Harold Godwin, who worked at the Post for his father, Parke Godwin, an editor with Republican leanings. Godwin père, Wilson’s classmate informed him, found the piece “injudicious” in its “confessions of southern policy.” In other words, Wilson had been too blunt in wearing his racism on his sleeve. From this Wilson inferred a valuable lesson. He reworked the piece and submitted it to the International Review, but even then received another turndown. Only when he purged it entirely of overt racism did the New York Evening Post publish a third version, more than a year after his original submission.



While he was waiting to hear from the editors at the Evening Post, Wilson firmed up his plans to relocate to Georgia. He wrote another classmate from the College of New Jersey, Robert Bridges, to share this news. Bridges wrote back in wonder at what he was certain would be Wilson’s impressive “political opportunities” in Atlanta. The practice of law, Bridges clearly understood, was to be merely a stepping stone toward Wilson’s true ambition of elective politics.

Wilson left North Carolina for Georgia at the end of May 1882, arriving in Atlanta about June 1. He promptly sought out the one lawyer in the city whom he knew, albeit faintly, from his brief time at the University of Virginia. Unlike Wilson, Edward Renick had earned his law degree in 1881, passed the bar examinations in Georgia, and been admitted to practice. He would later become a highly accomplished lawyer, serving as managing partner in the Washington office of the white-shoe international law firm Coudert Brothers. Fortunately for Wilson, the two hit it off immediately. Renick not only agreed to take him on as a partner but found lodgings for him in the same boardinghouse where Renick himself rented. The two of them hung out a shingle and waited for the legal business to begin rolling in.

It didn’t. This was largely because neither of them had any experience, having not followed the usual practice of being apprenticed to an established lawyer. If their lack of marketable skills were not enough to ensure defeat, their lack of focus certainly was. During his short-lived career in private practice, Wilson more often read political journals and tracts on government than law books and court decisions. In time that might have been spent building contacts and developing business in the community, he continued reworking his critique of the Constitution’s separation of powers. Even that endeavor was largely unsuccessful; his 1882 essay rearguing the superiority of the British parliamentary system was rejected by the Princeton Review.

Worse, he infected Renick with his avocational interests in the process. The two would while away the afternoons in their office, feet on the desk that Wilson’s mother had shipped from Wilmington, discussing how Congress should be run or why the British system was superior to America’s. Throughout his time in Atlanta, the only paying client Wilson generated was his mother. She asked him to draft a power of attorney for the disposition of her property in the state.

At the very time Wilson and Renick were chewing the political fat in their office on Marietta Street, the Select Committee on Woman Suffrage in the U.S. Senate was hard at work. It once again reported Sargent’s proposed constitutional amendment to the full Senate, this time with a favorable recommendation. In the White House, the new Republican president, James Garfield, believed that policymakers needed to take women’s rights seriously. Even before taking office, he had noted that the issue of women’s rights “is rising on the horizon larger than a man’s hand”—and “some solution, ere long, that question must find.” Wilson dismissed Garfield as that “nonentity with side-whiskers.”

The aspiring politician in Atlanta cared no more for the debate in Washington over women’s voting rights than he did for the hard work of gaining new clients. Fed up with the law in less than a year, he was already angling to find a way back to campus. His student days had been blissfully free from worries about commercial exigencies such as generating revenue. Now the frustrations of his moribund law practice led him to pine for those easier times. It wasn’t just the difficulty of finding new business. It was also the fact he would have to meet the new clients’ demands once he landed them that Wilson found so distasteful. In the world of commerce, he groused, “the chief end of man is certainly to make money, and money cannot be made except by the most vulgar methods.”

Smitten with daydreams of a return to the relatively carefree environment of academia, where he could read, speak, and write as he wished, Wilson eventually diverted all his energies away from law practice and into exploring opportunities for graduate study. He appealed to his father once again for help. Obviously growing weary of supporting his penniless son, Joseph Wilson grumbled to a friend. “That boy down in Atlanta isn’t making a cent,” he confessed with some embarrassment. He put it more diplomatically in a letter to the struggling Woodrow, observing that his son’s “professional income” did not measure up to “professional outgo.” In the circumstances, he reluctantly agreed to do his “utmost” to find a place in school for him. The joint efforts of father and son eventually turned up an opportunity at the newly established Johns Hopkins University in Maryland.

Johns Hopkins appealed because it offered graduate courses in both history and political science. Academic life also came “with leisure and incentive to study, and with summer vacations,” as the now 26-year-old Wilson enthused to his friend Robert Bridges. So he abruptly abandoned both his vision of running for office from Georgia and his future career in the law, preparing—for only the second time in his life—to venture north.

His year in Atlanta would prove enormously consequential nonetheless. Just a few months before his move to Johns Hopkins, while attending to his mother’s family business in the small town of Rome in northwestern Georgia, he met 23-year-old Ellen Louise Axson, the brown-eyed daughter of a former Confederate army chaplain who was minister of the local First Presbyterian Church. The Wilson and Axson families were not strangers. On several occasions years before, Reverend Axson had preached at Joseph Wilson’s church in Augusta. Tradition had it that, when Tommy Wilson was a four-year-old staying with his aunt in Augusta, the Axsons had brought their newborn for a visit and “little Tommy Wilson had asked for and received the privilege of holding in his lap the tiny Ellen.” Later, Tommy and Ellen came to know each other as children because the Axsons were “great friends” of his aunt’s family. The two were reintroduced as adults in April 1883; within five months, they would be engaged.

From April through June, their courtship was furious, filled with long walks, boat rides, and picnics. But before a proposal of marriage was in view, Woodrow bade farewell not only to the Georgia he loved but the young woman he fancied. He headed home to North Carolina for a summer vacation with his family on his way to Baltimore in the fall; she left for a summer holiday with friends and relatives, coincidentally in a different part of North Carolina. When at the end of their separate vacations chance put them in the same place at the same time, both waiting for trains home but headed in opposite directions, Woodrow did not let the opportunity pass. He boldly proposed to Ellen, and she nervously accepted.

Almost immediately, they began an effusive courtship-by-correspondence that would continue throughout their two-year engagement. Ellen’s pledges of eternal love were especially eloquent, reflecting her years of studying poetry. Searching for the right words just weeks after her betrothal, she drew from Elizabeth Barrett Browning. Hers would be, Ellen wrote, a love “with the smiles, tears, breath of all my life, and if God choose I shall but love you better after death.” Woodrow responded with a quotation from William Cullen Bryant’s “Thanatopsis” that told Ellen of her “eloquence of beauty.” Her love, he fawned, was “precious to me beyond expression!” But he assured her that his heart was “immensely bigger than his vocabulary.” Throughout the twenty-one months until their wedding, they exchanged hundreds of letters like these, each one more impassioned than the last.



Baltimore is barely 150 miles south of Princeton, but in important ways Johns Hopkins was a world away from the College of New Jersey. Just below the Mason-Dixon Line, it was situated in the most northerly city of the South. Of greater significance was its ongoing effort to recruit southern students. Both to ensure its survival through the needed tuition revenue and to begin to establish a national reputation, the school searched far and wide to fill its classes—and enjoyed considerable success across the states of the former Confederacy. This would make all the difference to Wilson, who arrived on campus in September 1883.

At Johns Hopkins, as he had at Davidson and Virginia, he would find solace in the company of a handful of politically like-minded classmates. But this new school, in operation for less than a decade, offered something unique as well. Johns Hopkins aspired to replicate the German system of higher education and recruited German-trained faculty to that end. These prestigious professors were steeped in the European tradition of viewing history, sociology, and human biology in racial terms, centered on the superiority of the Teutonic peoples. It was this ideology of racial superiority that would provide the intellectual basis for the progressive movement’s infatuation with eugenics at the turn of the century. Later, in more malignant form, these German race-based theories would metastasize into the Third Reich’s religion of Aryanism.

German scholarship beginning in the late 18th century had nurtured the idea of clearly distinct human races. At the top were the Aryans—Indo-Europeans descended from the original white speakers of Sanskrit who were credited with founding all early high cultures. By the last decades of the 19th century, racial theory in German universities focused on the Aryans’ northern European lineage, and the ethnic identity of white, Nordic German tribes that produced most of the current northern European population. “Aryan theory,” the French historian Léon Poliakov observed in his signature work, The Aryan Myth, “had achieved pride of place among men of learning” in Germany and throughout Europe by the end of the 19th century.

In the American context, this racialized view of history discounted the importance of enslaved Black people in the Civil War, recasting it as a strictly intra-racial conflict among northern and southern whites. Reconstruction was a debacle not because it abruptly terminated in 1877 but because its premise of full citizenship for Black Americans was fundamentally misguided from the first. These themes would inspire future historians including the influential Columbia University professor William Archibald Dunning, and not incidentally, Woodrow Wilson (whose successive revisions of his textbook on government, The State, would emphasize the Aryan character of American institutions).

Equally important to the Germanic curriculum were the technical intricacies of Hegel and Kant. Given their pedigrees, the notoriously patriarchal philosophers were treated with reverence. Hegel’s assertion that “man has his actual and substantive life in the state, in learning and so forth, as well as in labour and struggle with the external world,” while “[w]oman, on the other hand, has her substantive destiny in the family and to be imbued with family piety,” went unchallenged. Hegel’s assessment of “The Negro,” who “exhibits the natural man in his completely wild and untamed state,” was unsparing. Black people, he asserted, are “capable of no development or culture, and as we see them at this day, such have they always been.” Kant’s postulate that a “necessary qualification” of citizenship is the “natural one of not being a child or woman” was likewise received as gospel. So, too, was his philosophy of history and social progress, constructed on a hierarchy of human races, with white Europeans at the top.

The best-known of the German university products at Johns Hopkins were Herbert Baxter Adams, a historian, and Richard T. Ely, an economist. Wilson studied under both of them. Of six courses in his first semester, three were from Adams and two from Ely. Professor Adams was a proponent of the Aryan supremacist theory he had absorbed while studying in Germany. He saw Johns Hopkins as the ideal repository of “artistic and literary memorials illustrating the historical progress of our race,” and in his famous seminar on history and politics taught that Anglo-Saxon and Teutonic people had a particular genius for self-government. This was perfectly consonant with Wilson’s own views on race; he would repeat without attribution the Anglo-Saxon and Teutonic tropes in his History of the American People.

The seminar room where Wilson took his first class from Adams was called the “Bluntschli Library.” It featured a portrait of Johann Kaspar Bluntschli, who had been Adams’s professor at Heidelberg, as well as Bluntschli’s private collection of books. In U.S. government circles, Bluntschli was remembered for his legal argument against Civil War reparations to the United States from Britain, which had supplied the Confederacy with warships. In “fighting for slavery,” the German professor asserted five years after the war ended, the Confederacy “believed, in good faith, that they had a right to fight for their independence, their property, and their most important interests.” Defending “their claims to the ownership of their colored slaves,” he said, was “fighting for the historical right.” Bluntschli later published a textbook instructing that even though slavery was now abolished, “the colored races” must not be given political rights. “Political rights presuppose political capacity,” he wrote in The Theory of the State, and the “masses of negroes” do not possess the necessary “self-control and manly energy.” Wilson read The Theory of the State and filled his notebooks with commentary from Bluntschli.

In Professor Ely’s class on advanced political economy, Wilson got an even stronger dose of white racial supremacy. Ely was well regarded in his field and would serve as president of the American Economic Association, but his reputation today is overshadowed by his views on racial hygiene, eugenics, and the restriction of full civil and political rights to “superior” groups.

Ely argued that “the negroes… are for the most part grownup children, and should be treated as such.” He worried about the effect that “baser foreign elements [were] likely to have upon American nationality.” Reflecting the prevailing progressive dogma, he added that “[t]he problem is to keep the most unfit from reproduction, and to encourage the reproduction of those who are really the superior members of society.” He wished for “the exclusion of discordant elements”—“for example, the Chinese”—in order for America to prosper.

Seated on Wilson’s right during Professor Ely’s seminar was a young man with whom Wilson had much in common. Thomas Dixon was from North Carolina, and strongly attracted to the themes of both Ely’s and Adams’s lectures. He was also mesmerized by the implications of their theories on such political questions as universal suffrage. As he and Wilson became “intimate friends” during their time at Johns Hopkins, spending many hours together in Wilson’s room on Mount Vernon Place, their shared interest in politics would form yet another common bond. The two would help each other in important ways in the years ahead.

Dixon held both master’s and bachelor’s degrees from Wake Forest College, where he had received the highest student honors in the school’s history. Like Wilson, he was intellectual and articulate. Both men were the sons of ministers who had kept slaves (Dixon’s father once turned down an offer to buy his thirty-two enslaved souls for $100,000 in gold—the equivalent of $2.5 million in today’s currency). Both men were raised by parents who believed that Black people were not their equals and who stoutly defended the tradition of chivalry toward women. In class, both men shared their instructors’ conviction that extending the voting franchise beyond white men was degrading the quality of government in the United States. So, too, did many of their seminar colleagues, several of whom would go on to publish their own expansions on the race and sex theories advanced by Adams and Ely.

Wilson and his classmates had many opportunities outside class to discuss their perspectives about the views their professors laid before them. Strolling the Johns Hopkins grounds, conversing beneath the wide-spreading trees leading to the impressive neo-Georgian building at the center of campus that was the birthplace of Maryland’s most recent governor, they also took advantage of a steady stream of guest lecturers. One of these Wilson singled out for special praise. James Bryce, a visiting professor from Oxford, moved Wilson to gush over his “strength and dash and mastery.” Bryce was a Scottish believer in German scholarship, Teutonic superiority, and white supremacy who was then a sitting member of Parliament, and staunchly opposed to women voting. His argument that America must not allow women to vote would be republished by the New York State Association Opposed to the Extension of the Suffrage to Women.

From professors such as these, Wilson learned that many in the academy operated from premises similar to his. Encouraged by this validation of his own beliefs, it was not long before Wilson began to think himself equal to or better than the men of Johns Hopkins who were his instructors. Having long since internalized the ideas they were promoting, Wilson voiced private suspicions that even Adams, his “chief professor,” was “a selfish schemer for self-advertisement and advancement” who was stealing his ideas. “I have found him possessed of a very quick faculty of acquisition,” Wilson wrote to Ellen after his first semester, “and prone to use as his own any original material which one may inadvertently lay before him.”

While at Johns Hopkins, Wilson honed his opposition to feminists and suffragists. For sport one Thursday afternoon, he and his fellow graduate student Charles Wright went into downtown Baltimore to observe the Congress of Women that was meeting there. The event had attracted leading suffragists and distinguished scholars from around the country, and it was taking place in their backyard, at the YMCA on the corner of Saratoga and Charles Streets just north of Baltimore harbor. Wilson and Wright positioned themselves in a back corner of the gallery. There, sotto voce, they would be free to engage in their own irreverent commentary.

The women who spoke on the floor of the convention would have been bemused to know that a future president of the United States was cynically spying on them from the rafters. From the security of his hiding place, the former Tommy Wilson enjoyed the experience of being, literally, a Peeping Tom. It gave him, he said, a “chilled, scandalized feeling”—a frisson “that always comes over me when I see and hear women speak in public.” He thought the whole idea of a Women’s Congress absurd. “I drew a good deal of whimsical delight,” he wrote Ellen, from this “remarkable spectacle.”

The participants on the convention floor who were the objects of Wilson’s ridicule included some of the most renowned women in America. One was the organization’s president, Julia Ward Howe. Fifteen years earlier, she had cofounded the American Woman Suffrage Association with Lucy Stone. (The fact that she was also the author of “The Battle Hymn of the Republic,” the Union’s inspiring Civil War anthem, served as a reminder to Wilson of another of her causes his family had not supported.) Frances E. W. Harper, a charter member of the American Equal Rights Association and the American Woman Suffrage Association, was an accomplished educator, poet, novelist, and lecturer who would cofound the National Association of Colored Women. Ednah Cheney, author of fourteen books, was a leader of the Massachusetts School Suffrage Association known for her work establishing Freedmen’s Bureau schools throughout the South and cofounding the New England Hospital for Women and Children.

Ellen Mitchell, whom Wilson derided as “an old maid of the straitest sect of old maids,” was an accomplished scholar whose work focused on the philosophy of Hegel. Her lecture at the Congress of Women, “A Study of Hegel,” emphasized that women must become part of America’s civic institutions that “play a critical role in individual self-determination.”

Wilson gave Mitchell backhanded credit for being the “only noticeable ‘orator’ who spoke,” but he was more interested in criticizing her appearance and demeanor. He panned her as “severely dressed” and belittled her “self-assertive tone.” For a woman to be conducting herself like this was unseemly. “Not trousers and a Prince Albert coat could have made her more manly in her bearing,” Wilson sniffed. He summed up this learned person, who would go on to become a professor at the University of Denver and to write acclaimed works on Greek philosophy and the thoughts of Plato, Ibsen, Dante, and Goethe, as “a living example of what might be done by giving men’s places and duties to women.” In a final taunt for her unwomanly presumption to interpret Hegel to the assembly, Wilson dismissed Mitchell as “a very dialectic Amazon!”

Wilson’s impressions of the women on the dais stood in marked contrast to the glowing page-one reports from the conference on successive days in the Baltimore Sun. The respectful treatment accorded the women in the pages of the New York Times noted that Baltimore’s mayor made an introductory speech at the “well attended” conference, where he introduced Howe. The Sun reported that the papers presented on scientific, literary, economic, and political subjects were variously “interesting,” “entertaining,” and “instructive.”

Had the 27-year-old neophyte scholar been less cynical and more interested in the substance of what was going on around him, Wilson might have learned much. At this very time, he was writing his first book, Congressional Government, complaining that the “little volume” subjected him to “endless grinding” at his Caligraph typewriter. His premise continued to be that congressional committees did no useful work and operated in strict secrecy. Yet only months earlier, as it had done two years before, the Senate Committee on Woman Suffrage very publicly (and favorably) reported the future Anthony Amendment to the full Senate. This latest legislative success, which ran counter to his thesis, was due in no small measure to the efforts of these very women whom he refused to take seriously.

In addition to his writing, Wilson’s other great enthusiasm was speaking in public, a passion Thomas Dixon shared. At Wake Forest, Dixon had won the Orator’s Medal, the college’s highest forensic prize—a distinction that impressed Wilson, who had fallen short of comparable honors at Davidson and the College of New Jersey. Both men had an unquenchable need for an audience, and both were constantly at work honing their oratorical skills. But whereas Wilson would practice speeches in empty churches and lecture halls, anxiously anticipating his next performance, Dixon’s budding ambition was for the stage.

Though he was several years younger than Wilson, Dixon had already written and published his first play, titled From College to Prison—a sympathetic portrayal of a white student arrested for his membership in the Ku Klux Klan. Wilson was impressed with his fellow Tar Heel’s abundant knowledge of acting, writing for theatrical productions, and dramatic technique. Since his Princeton days he had cultivated relationships with newspaper and magazine men, and he continued those efforts in Baltimore; now he put those contacts to work for Dixon’s benefit. He touted Dixon’s prowess as a playwright to the editor of one of the region’s newspapers, the Baltimore Mirror, hoping to help his friend land a job there as the paper’s drama critic.

The introduction proved fateful. Not only did Dixon get the position but his responsibilities at the Mirror and his daily exposure to the world of the arts gave him the theater bug so badly he decided to give up Johns Hopkins altogether. New York beckoned. In a matter of months, Wilson’s fellow North Carolinian enrolled in drama school, committed to a career on the stage. Wilson tried to talk him out of it, but Dixon was resolute. When the fall term ended, the aspiring actor did not sign up for classes. In January 1884 he moved north. Within a year Dixon was rehearsing for a role in Shakespeare’s Richard III in New York City.
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