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INTRODUCTION

HISTORY, SAID KARL MARX, repeats itself, first as tragedy, then as farce. The American presidential election of 2000, with its hanging chads, butterfly ballots, flummoxed oldsters, and pop-eyed Florida election officials, certainly qualifies as farcical, in its procedures if not necessarily its outcome. But its historical parallels to another disputed presidential election, one that took place on the same date 124 years earlier, call to mind the first part of Marx’s aphorism as well. The 1876 contest between Republican nominee Rutherford B. Hayes and Democratic nominee Samuel J. Tilden also involved the state of Florida, and it, too, ultimately was decided by the vote of a single Republican member of the U.S. Supreme Court. As with the 2000 election, there were charges of fraud, intimidation, lost ballots, and racism. Hordes of political operatives descended hungrily on the state, while the nation waited, anxiously if not breathlessly, for the winning candidate to be determined. When it was over, four months after election day, the candidate who probably had lost the election in Florida and definitely had lost the popular vote nationwide nevertheless was declared the winner, not just of Florida’s electoral votes but of the presidency itself.

But if the 2000 election was something of a farce, the 1876 election was nothing less than a tragedy. Ironically, in a year that saw the United States celebrating the centennial of its birth, the American political system nearly broke apart under the powerful oppositional pull of party politics, personal ambitions, and lingering sectional animosities. The result was a singularly sordid presidential election, perhaps the most bitterly contested in the nation’s history, and one whose eventual winner was decided not in the nation’s multitudinous polling booths but in a single meeting room inside the Capitol, not by the American people en masse but by a fifteen-man Electoral Commission that was every bit as partisan and petty as the shadiest ward heeler in New York City or the most unreconstructed Rebel in South Carolina. It was an election that did little credit to anyone, except perhaps its ultimate loser.

In a larger sense, there were no real winners in 1876. Rutherford B. Hayes did eventually take the presidential oath of office—not once but twice, in the space of three days, as events transpired—but in both personal and political terms he was as much a loser as the man he defeated. The shameless ways in which Samuel Tilden’s electoral triumph eventually was overturned so compromised Hayes that, had he not already declared that he would serve only one term as president, he still would have been virtually a lame duck from the day he took office. As it was, his legal and moral title to the presidency was never accepted as legitimate by at least half the country, and he has been tarred ever since with such unflattering nicknames as “His Fraudulency,” “the Great Usurper,” and “Rutherfraud B. Hayes.”

As for Tilden, no one, not even fellow Democrat Al Gore in 2000, came so close to becoming president without actually being declared the winner. Gore received 540,000 more popular votes than George W. Bush, while Tilden got, proportionally, the modern equivalent of 1.3 million more popular votes than Hayes. Some of those votes, however, came from three southern states—Florida, Louisiana, and South Carolina—where Tilden’s apparent victory margins were immediately contested by the Republicans, who still controlled the statehouses there and, more importantly, the returning boards that would formally certify the election results in each state. Although Tilden, like Gore, officially lost the state of Florida, he almost certainly won the state of Louisiana, only to have it stripped from his electoral column in one of the most brazen political thefts in American history. If Gore was stopped figuratively at the gates of the White House, then Tilden, needing only one more electoral vote to win the election, was stopped at the very door to the Executive Mansion. Each man had a plausible claim to victory, but Tilden’s was much more plausible. Indeed, both he and Hayes went to bed on election night believing that Tilden had won. The Republican National Committee chairman believed it, too; he went to bed with a bottle of whiskey. Had it not been for the dramatic, late-night intervention of two canny Republican politicos and a bitterly partisan newspaper editor, the election would never have been contested in the first place, and the nation would not have been subjected to four long months of bold-faced political chicanery masquerading as statesmanship.

Tilden and Hayes were not the only losers in 1876. By formally acquiescing to what modern historian Paul Johnson has aptly termed “a legalized fraud,” leaders of both parties in Congress heedlessly fostered an atmosphere of mutual suspicion, antagonism, and hatred that lingered over the political landscape for the better part of a century. The election and its aftermath gave rise in the South to the infamous Jim Crow laws that officially sanctioned the social and political disenfranchisement of millions of southern blacks. The Republican party there was overthrown, and the unprecedented experiment in social engineering known as Reconstruction came to an abrupt, if largely predetermined, end. It would be another ninety years before southern blacks stepped free from the shackles of legalized segregation and a radically different Republican party reemerged as a viable political force in the South. At the same time, more than four million Democratic voters, in the North as well as the South, saw their ballots effectively rendered meaningless; and the shining cause of political reform, which Tilden long had championed and for which the American people openly hungered, guttered out in the shadows of a cynical political compromise that few people wanted and fewer still respected.

The election itself, in many ways, was the last battle of the Civil War. When Judson Kilpatrick, Hayes’s old Union army comrade, advised him to wage “a bloody shirt campaign, with money,” in Kilpatrick’s home state of Indiana, he might just as well have been speaking of the country as a whole. The Republican party, embattled and embarrassed by the myriad scandals of President Ulysses S. Grant’s administration, fell back on the tried-and-true method of sectional division known evocatively as “waving the bloody shirt.” With the Civil War less than a dozen years in the past, and a resurgent Democratic party in the South threatening to retake control of the region, the Republicans insistently urged their supporters to “vote as you shot.” Behind this nakedly emotional appeal lay the pervasive worry on the part of northern veterans that the benefits they had won on the battlefield—not least of which was the right of 700,000 former slaves to vote freely and openly in political elections—were about to be lost at the polling booth.

On the other side of the coin was the palpable desire of Democrats everywhere to “throw the rascals out,” as New York Sun editor Charles A. Dana memorably demanded, to exact some revenge, however belated, for the numerous indignities inflicted on them by Republicans. Such indignities ranged from unsubstantiated charges of disloyalty in the North to military defeat and occupation in the South. Both northern and southern Democrats were united in their hatred of the corrupt Grant administration and in their belief that Tilden would usher in a new era of honest government and personal accountability. The battle lines were clearly drawn and intensely defended. If it is true, as Karl von Clausewitz said, that war is merely politics by other means, then the reverse is also true. More than any other election in American history, the election of 1876 was war by other means.

Like many close and bitterly fought presidential elections, the Hayes-Tilden contest of 1876 was a riveting personal struggle between two unique, humanly flawed individuals with very different strengths and weaknesses. Tilden, nine years older and a good deal more experienced in national politics than Hayes, was a highly organized if somewhat cerebral politician with long-standing credentials as a proven reformer. His appeal was intellectual, not personal, and his tendency to aloof self-containment would cause him to be strangely passive at the most inopportune time—when the presidency itself was hanging in the balance. Hayes, conversely, was a placid, outgoing individual with an unshakable belief in his own essential rectitude. This characteristic would serve him well when he confronted—and carefully overlooked—evidence of electoral misbehavior by some of his closest friends and supporters. Unhindered by doubt and buoyed by an inner strength he had discovered as a volunteer soldier in the Civil War, Hayes ironically proved to be a better practical politician than Tilden, who had spent virtually his entire life preparing for the presidency. It would prove to be a crucial difference.

In the century and a quarter since the election of 1876 took place, the Hayes-Tilden contest has receded in the national memory. Partly this is due to the peculiarly American habit of historical indifference, of always looking ahead rather than looking back, where, as Satchel Paige once warned, “something might be gaining on you.” Partly, too, it is due to the equivocal way in which modern historians have generally treated the election. Recognizing that partisans on both sides were guilty of engaging in ethically questionable and sometimes illegal activities to suppress or reduce the votes of their opponents, historians have carefully straddled the line between corrupt Republican election practices and violent Democratic campaign abuses. The tendency of historians in recent years, influenced to a degree by heightened sensitivity to the racial implications of the election, has been to excuse Republican fraud as a necessary antidote to Democratic intimidation. Even if Hayes (so the thinking goes) stole the election from Tilden, he was only stealing; back what the Democrats already had stolen from him. This book, as its subtitle makes clear, does not subscribe to such moral relativism: many wrongs do not make one right.

Primarily, however, the relative obscurity of the 1876 election is due to its peaceful resolution, an outcome which at the time seemed far from inevitable. Indeed, one ill-chosen word from Tilden might well have ignited another Civil War, this time between rival political parties rather than discrete geographical regions. Both Hayes and Grant made it clear that they were prepared to go to any lengths to prevent the Democrats from returning to power. Tilden was not. “We have just emerged from one Civil War,” he said. “It will never do to engage in another; it would end in the destruction of free government.” That Tilden had the good grace and inherent patriotism to avert such a social catastrophe was the one inspiring element in a distinctly uninspiring election.

How Hayes and Tilden, two essentially decent men, came to play reluctant leading roles in the most corrupt presidential election in American history is a story that still deserves to be remembered today, both for its inherent dramatic interest and for its cautionary relevance to recent events. History, after all, is memory, whether its lineaments be tragedy or farce. This book is an act of remembering.





PROLOGUE

ELECTION NIGHT, 1876

THE NEXT PRESIDENT of the United States went to bed late on election night, November 7, 1876.

For New York governor Samuel J. Tilden, the Democratic party’s standard-bearer, it had been a particularly tiring day. Tilden’s physical stamina, never very great to begin with, had been sorely taxed by a brutal political campaign that, for all its public obeisance to the new civic god of reform, had quickly descended into a vicious personal attack on the governor’s honesty, patriotism, morals—even his sanity. Now, thankfully, the campaign was over. After one last day of pressing the flesh, of seeing and being seen, Tilden shared a quiet dinner with friends in New York City and then made a quick visit to Democratic headquarters at the Everett House on Union Square. There, the sixty-two-year-old candidate heard the electrifying news that he had carried the toss-up states of Indiana, New Jersey, and Connecticut. With his own state safely in hand and a blizzard of electoral votes expected momentarily from the newly unreconstructed states down south, it now seemed increasingly likely that “Centennial Sam” Tilden, boasting a jaunty new nickname and an equally sportive red carnation in the buttonhole of his somber black suit, was about to exchange one executive mansion for another.

Certainly it seemed that way to Tilden’s Republican rival, fellow governor Rutherford B. Hayes of Ohio. The politically astute if physically unprepossessing Hayes, a two-term United States congressman and three-term governor, had been sensing defeat for several days. Although publicly maintaining a confident front, in private Hayes had been acting very much like a beaten candidate. “The contest is close and yet doubtful with the chances, as I see them, rather against us,” he confided to his diary on November 1. Fraud and violence, particularly in the South, were highly probable, Hayes believed, and “the chances are that we shall lose the election.” A few days earlier he had given campaign workhorse Carl Schurz the meager assurance, “I shall find many things to console me if defeated.” On the morning of the election, Hayes was still predicting that “Democratic chances [are] the best.”

He had ample reason to be concerned. Gubernatorial elections a month earlier in Indiana and West Virginia had resulted in bellwether Democratic victories, and the victory of Hoosier populist James D. “Blue Jeans” Williams, in particular, seemed to presage an inevitable Tilden triumph. “Tilden is really going to be elected,” Pennsylvania congressman Samuel Randall observed, a little wonderingly, after the Indiana vote. “I can see it all around me.” Illinois state Democratic committeeman J. A. Mallory could scarcely contain his sense of joy. “After sixteen long years of darkness, daylight is at last breaking,” he wrote. In the face of such discouraging portents, the one note of hopeful qualification that Hayes had allowed himself was the unlikely possibility that a close election might lead to a “contested result,” which in turn could provoke “a conflict of arms.” The former Union general had no doubt that he would meet such a challenge with courage and firmness, but “bloodshed and civil war must be averted if possible.”

The possibility of bloodshed was no idle worry. For many, if not most, of the partisans on both sides of the political spectrum, the presidential election of 1876 represented the final act in a bitter conflict dating back to the election of Abraham Lincoln sixteen years earlier. The triumph of the fledgling Republican party and the almost immediate commencement of the Civil War had left the Republicans in complete control of the national government, and not even Lincoln’s assassination four years later and the accidental interregnum of the much-despised Andrew Johnson had loosened the Republicans’ hold on power. Congressional Reconstruction, the process by which the war-ravaged states of the former Confederacy were readmitted grudgingly into the Union, had extended the party’s hold on the previously Democratic South, where newly empowered blacks had joined hands with white Republicans to take control of state governments from Virginia to Louisiana. Determined southern whites had fought back grimly, violently, and unremittingly to “redeem” their states from Republican rule; by 1876 all but three southern states had been redeemed.

To northern Republicans, the return to power of thousands of former Confederates represented an intolerable political affront and a rank betrayal of patriotic values. Equally bad, in their eyes, was the possibility of a Democratic president, particularly one who had stayed on the sidelines during the Civil War and given the Union war effort—so they believed—only scant and grudging support. A Tilden victory threatened to arrest, if not indeed reverse, the social, financial, and political advances the Republican party had made in the past two decades. Such an outcome was anathema to loyal Republicans, even as it was the fondest dream of Democrats on both sides of the Mason-Dixon line. The apparent closeness of the presidential race served, if anything, to heighten emotions in the days leading up to the election. Whoever won the White House would inevitably confront a phalanx of angry and disappointed losers.

Hayes, for his part, had some experience with close elections. While serving in the Union army in 1864, he had been elected to Congress by a less than overwhelming margin of 2,400 votes, in a wartime election that was tailor-made for Republicans. His first campaign for governor had gone down to the wire as well, with Hayes eventually winning by six tenths of one percent of the vote. His following two terms had been won by slightly larger, but scarcely landslide, margins. About the best that could be said for his vote-getting prowess was that he had never lost a statewide election, however close. Now even that modest distinction seemed to be coming to an abrupt, decisive end.

The small group of family and friends who gathered at Hayes’s home in Columbus, Ohio, on that raw and windy election night found little to cheer about. The candidate was not doing as well as he had hoped in Ohio, and the news that Tilden had carried several doubtful northern states added another layer of gloom to an already sodden evening. Hayes’s ordinarily witty and vivacious wife, Lucy, kept mostly to the kitchen, busying herself with refreshments, before disappearing upstairs with a headache. When word came that Tilden had carried New York City by fifty thousand votes, Hayes resigned himself manfully to defeat. “From that time I never supposed there was a chance for Republican success,” he confided to his diary. Shortly after midnight he joined his wife in bed, consoling her with the thought that now, at least, their lives would be easier without the added burden of having to move into the White House. The couple, wrote Hayes, “soon fell into a refreshing sleep and the affair seemed over.”



IT WAS NOT. While Tilden, a bachelor, slept alone in New York and Hayes and his disappointed wife of twenty-three years cuddled together in far-off Columbus, others in the country had not yet gone to bed. One such night owl was former Union general Daniel E. Sickles. By election night 1876, “Devil Dan” Sickles was a man with a long and controversial career already behind him. Once a rising star in the Democratic party, the personal protégé of President James Buchanan, the thirty-nine year old New York congressman had effectively ruined his political career in 1859 by shooting down an unarmed man (Philip Barton Key, son of “Star-Spangled Banner” composer Francis Scott Key) who was having an affair with his wife. With the help of Abraham Lincoln’s future secretary of war, Edwin Stanton, Sickles was acquitted of his crime by reason of temporary insanity, the first time such a legal defense had been used successfully in an American court of law. After a brief but comfortable exile in New York City, the disgraced politico successfully rehabilitated himself, raising and leading a Union brigade during the Civil War, losing a leg at Gettysburg but winning a Medal of Honor for his pains.

Having begun his political life as a Democrat, Sickles smoothly switched sides after the Civil War, becoming one of the leaders in the unsuccessful efforts by Radical Republicans to remove President Andrew Johnson from office. His sinuous political machinations, prompted more by self-preservation than by ideals—Johnson had already removed him from military command of the Reconstruction district of North and South Carolina—were suitably rewarded when Johnson’s bitter rival Ulysses S. Grant became president in 1869. Ignoring Sickles’s less than stellar reputation, Grant appointed him the American minister to Spain, where his notorious dalliance with that country’s deposed queen, Isabella II, subsequently earned him the not entirely undeserved or unwelcomed nickname “the Yankee King of Spain.”

By the time of the 1876 presidential campaign, Sickles had resigned his ministerial post to embark on an extended tour of Europe. He was in Paris that September visiting the American ambassador to Versailles when word came (erroneously, as it turned out) that Vermont, a state that was predictably Republican in its leanings, had nearly elected a Democratic governor. “That looks like the election of Tilden,” Ambassador Elihu B. Washburne observed. “Yes,” said Sickles, “I quite agree with you and as I don’t want to see that ‘copperhead’ elected president, I shall take the steamer tomorrow for home and take part in the canvas[s].”

Not one to hesitate during times of crisis, Sickles rushed back to America and offered his services to the Republican party. Former New York governor Edwin D. Morgan, the party’s national chairman, politely declined Sickles’s help, but the general did make a brief campaign visit to Hayes’s home state of Ohio, where he urged his former Union brother in arms to “rouse the old Republican war enthusiasm” by waving once more the bloody shirt. Hayes, locked in a tight race with a brilliant and resourceful opponent, did not need much convincing. Ever since the day in 1868 when Massachusetts congressman Benjamin F. Butler had flourished on the floor of Congress the torn and bloodstained shirt of a federal tax collector whipped by the Ku Klux Klan in Mississippi, the bloody shirt had become the Republican party’s most effective propaganda weapon. One month before Sickles’s visit, another Union general turned politician, Judson Kilpatrick, had written to Hayes advising him to run “a bloody shirt campaign, with money.” Sickles reiterated the point, warning Hayes that he was in danger of losing his home state if he did not step up his attacks. Sickles then returned to New York, convinced that he had done his duty. Thereafter, he “proceeded to take only a languid interest in the canvas[s], as I regarded the election of Mr. Tilden as inevitable.”

On election night, still sensing a Democratic victory, Sickles sought to lose his political cares in the fleeting diversions of a Broadway play. Returning to his home at 23 Fifth Avenue around midnight, he made a spur-of-the-moment decision to drop by Republican party headquarters at the nearby Fifth Avenue Hotel, a six-story marble edifice overlooking Madison Square at the corner of 23rd Street and Fifth Avenue, four blocks west-of Gramercy Park, where Samuel Tilden was then in the process of drifting off to sleep. Sickles entered the headquarters expecting to find it a beehive of activity. What he found instead was more like a drafty funeral home after the mourners have left the wake and the corpse has been wheeled into cold storage for the night. A single diligent if disheartened clerk, M. C. Clancy, was still on duty, packing up the remnants of a lost campaign. Tilden, he said gloomily, had been elected. Undeterred, Sickles asked to see the latest returns. “You will find them on the desk of Mr. Chandler,” Clancy said, referring to national party chairman Zachariah Chandler. “He retired an hour ago, saying he didn’t want to see anybody.” The clerk added, perhaps unnecessarily, that Chandler had taken a bottle of whiskey upstairs with him.

Sickles sat down at Chandler’s desk and riffled through a stack of telegrams from Republican state headquarters across the country. What he saw on paper gave him hope. “After a careful scrutiny,” Sickles recalled, “[I] reached the conclusions that the contest was really very close and doubtful, but by no means hopeless. According to my figures, based on fair probabilities, Hayes was elected by at least one majority in the Electoral College.” Sickles’s estimate assumed that Hayes would win the electoral votes of South Carolina, Louisiana, Florida, and Oregon, giving him the 185 electoral votes he needed for victory. As subsequent events would demonstrate, that was a very large assumption to make, but Sickles followed up his intuition by drafting telegrams to leading Republican functionaries in the four questionable states, each containing the same urgent message: “With your state sure for Hayes, he is elected. Hold your state.”

Sickles called Clancy to his side, showed him the telegrams, and asked the clerk to sign Chandler’s name to the dispatches. Before Clancy could respond, Sickles heard the familiar voice of Chester A. Arthur, the longtime collector of the port of New York, outside in the hall. Sickles went to the door and asked Arthur to come into the room, where he showed him a copy of the election returns and the various telegrams. “If you advise it,” said Sickles, “I have no doubt the chief clerk will feel authorized to send off these telegrams with the signature of the chairman.” Arthur agreed, the telegrams were sent, and Sickles prepared to take his leave, having functioned for the better part of an hour as a one-legged, one-man Republican National Committee. Assuming wrongly that Arthur would want to stay behind and wait for an answer from the states in question, Sickles headed for the door. But Arthur, who owed his lucrative sinecure to the very sort of machine politics that Hayes had sworn to root out when he came into office, begged off the night watch. His own date with presidential destiny still five years in the future, Arthur went home to be with his conveniently sick wife, and Sickles sat back down at Chandler’s desk to wait.



WHILE THE GENERAL conducted his lonely vigil at Republican headquarters in New York, morning newspapers across the country were coming to their own conclusions about the race. The vast majority followed the lead of the Chicago Tribune, a pro-Republican paper that despaired: “Lost. The Country Given Over to Democratic Greed and Plunder.” The Democratic-leaning New York Tribune was terser, if no less convinced of the result. “Tilden Elected,” it reported. The Democratic nominee’s lead now topped 250,000 votes. Still, the slightest air of uncertainty lingered in the minds of some high-ranking Democrats. The party, after all, had been out of power for the better part of sixteen years, and had not won a presidential election in two decades. And even with a decidedly uninspiring candidate at the head of the Republican ticket and a sorry eight-year record of venality, corruption, and economic depression to defend, the party of Lincoln nevertheless had managed to carry, however closely, most of the northern and midwestern states. Despite Tilden’s widening lead in the popular vote, his margin in the all-important Electoral College seemed to be shrinking. At 3:45 that morning, two jittery Democratic officials sought to allay their growing doubts. Unfortunately for them and their now sleeping champion, those doubts would prove to be both well founded and contagious.

The Democrats in question were Daniel A. Magone, an Ogdensburg, New York, lawyer who was Tilden’s handpicked choice to succeed him as the state party chairman, and Connecticut senator William Barnum, a wealthy financier with a long-standing reputation for political chicanery. The two men, independent of each other, had taken it upon themselves to send telegrams to the New York Times, then a distinctly unfriendly Republican party organ, to inquire after the latest returns. “Please give your estimate of electoral votes for Tilden,” Magone wired. “Answer at once.” Barnum’s telegram was more specific, asking about the returns from Florida, Louisiana, and South Carolina, the last three southern states where Republican-led Reconstruction governments still remained in power.

Unfortunately for the Democrats, the Times editor who received the requests was John C. Reid, a dyed-in-the-wool Republican partisan whose wartime exposure to southern Democrats, in the person of the Confederate cavalrymen who had captured him outside Atlanta, Georgia, in the summer of 1864 and carried him off to Andersonville Prison, had left him with a permanent hatred for all things Democratic. Reid, the Times’s managing editor, was a difficult man to get along with in the best of times. A fellow journalist described him as “not a pleasant or popular person … [his] red, bloated features warned of his hot temper, his angry little eyes of a disposition to tyrannize.” When Tilden’s campaign manager, Abram S. Hewitt, had asked him cheekily, a bit earlier in the evening, how many states the Times was willing to concede to Tilden, Reid snapped, “None.” He did not even bother to answer Magone’s or Barnum’s telegrams, but he did give their inquiries his personal attention. Why, he wondered, were the damned Democrats so worried?

Reid was engaged just then in an editorial discussion with his fellow Timesmen over how best to report the demoralizing election results. Of the five men involved—Reid, editor-in-chief John Foord, political writers Edward Gary and George Shepard, and assistant editor Charles R. Miller—only Miller was a Tilden supporter. There was never any question of following the Tribune’s lead and conceding the election to the Democrats: not only was the Times too partisan for that, but Republican sources in Louisiana and South Carolina now were claiming those states for Hayes (perhaps in response to Sickles’s earlier telegrams), and the Associated Press was reporting that both sides were declaring victory in Florida. Cary—not Reid, as is usually claimed—persuaded the others to hold off making a definitive call of the race, and instead prepared a lead editorial for the newspaper’s first edition under the heading “A Doubtful Election.”

Depending on one’s political views, Cary’s editorial was either a masterpiece of predictive powers or a ridiculous exercise in wishful thinking. “At the time of going to press with our first edition the result of the presidential election is still in doubt,” he began. “Enough has been learned to show that the vote has been unprecedentedly heavy; that both parties have exhausted their full legitimate strength … and that in some of the states where the shotgun and rifle clubs were relied upon to secure a Democratic victory, there is only too much reason to fear that it has been successful.” Cary conceded New York to Tilden—no great stretch—but Louisiana and South Carolina, the two southern states most notorious for their “rifle clubs,” were listed arbitrarily in Hayes’s column. New Jersey, already conceded to Tilden in most accounts, was still “in doubt.” This left Tilden, by Cary’s count, with 175 certain electoral votes, Hayes with 178. Oregon, whose initial returns indicated a slight lead for the Republican candidate, was too close to call. Florida, said Cary in a careful understatement, “is claimed by the Democrats.”

The Times’s second edition, which hit the streets at 6:30 A.M., was even more sanguine about Hayes’s chances. In it, Cary removed the pessimistic sentence about shotgun and rifle clubs, returned New Jersey to Tilden’s column, and credited Oregon definitely to Hayes. “This leaves Florida alone still in doubt,” he wrote. “If the Republicans have carried that state, as they claim, they will have 185 votes—a majority of one.” As Cary well knew, a one-vote majority was all that was needed for Rutherford B. Hayes, once the darkest of political dark horses, to ascend the flag-draped reviewing stand outside the Capitol the following March and take the oath of office as the nation’s nineteenth president. Stranger things had been known to happen.



WITH THE TIMES’S more optimistic estimates in hand, Reid hurried off to Republican headquarters to inform party officials of the news and stave off any premature concession statement. Gaslights across the city were flickering out as Reid made his way uptown from Printing House Square in the financial district to the Fifth Avenue Hotel on Madison Square. The red glow from dozens of Democratic bonfires flared against the inky sky. Early risers, or those who had not yet gone to bed, dodged horse-drawn delivery wagons and private carriages clattering down the rain-slick streets. Newsboys hawked conflicting results—Tilden was elected, the Republicans were ruined, the race was still too close to call. Reid, for his part, paid them little mind. He was a man on a holy mission.

Pushing his way into the hotel through an immense throng of people milling about the 23rd Street entrance, Reid went immediately to party headquarters. No one was there but the cleaning staff; Reid had missed Sickles by half an hour. The indefatigable old lion had retired to his lair after receiving encouraging answers to his earlier telegrams from South Carolina governor Daniel H. Chamberlain and the chairman of the Oregon Republican party state committee. Chamberlain, who was seeking reelection and was in the political fight of his life with former Confederate general Wade Hampton, understood the stakes better than anyone. “All right. South Carolina is for Hayes,” he had informed Sickles. “Need more troops.” Sickles had duly forwarded the message under his own name to President Grant, who was staying overnight at his friend George W. Childs’s Philadelphia estate prior to the formal closing ceremonies of the Centennial Exhibition. After sending followup telegrams to the four undecided states, Sickles had gone home at last for some well-deserved rest.

Reid headed toward the front desk to obtain Chandler’s room number. Opening the door to the reading room, he ran—literally—into William E. Chandler (no relation to Zachariah), a battle-scarred Republican operative who was just returning to headquarters after an overnight train ride from his home in New Hampshire. Chandler, who suffered from weak eyesight, was wearing an immense pair of goggles, a hat pulled down over his ears, and a heavy military cloak. Recognizing Reid, who unsurprisingly did not recognize him, Chandler brandished the rolled-up copy of the New York Tribune he had been reading on the train. “Damn the men who brought this disaster upon the Republican party!” he cried.

When it came to party politics, William Chandler could speak with some authority. By the age of forty, he had already spent half his life in service to the Republican party, beginning as secretary of the first New Hampshire chapter of the Frémont for President club in 1856. Six years later he had been elected to the state legislature—at twenty-seven he became the youngest speaker of the house in New Hampshire history—before going on to serve as assistant secretary of the treasury under Andrew Johnson. Resigning his post in 1867, Chandler had become a well-paid lobbyist for the railroad interests. His time at the Treasury Department had brought him the friendship of a number of the nation’s most powerful financiers, including Jay Cooke, the failure of whose banking empire, Jay Cooke & Company, had singlehandedly brought about the Panic of 1873 and crushed the fortunes of countless investors. Chandler himself had narrowly escaped ruin. He and his son were traveling in Europe when the crash occurred, and it was Daniel Sickles, ironically enough, who had provided him with an emergency letter of credit on which to get home.

While working as a lobbyist, Chandler had kept his hand in politics. As secretary of the Republican National Committee he had functioned as the de facto campaign manager for Ulysses S. Grant’s two successful runs for the White House, a role he pointedly declined to play in Hayes’s campaign, considering it, at best, a long shot to succeed. Nothing he had seen in the previous night’s returns had led him to question that decision. His face as shrouded as his traveling clothes, Chandler unrolled the battered newspaper. “Look at this,” he said to Reid, pointing to the headline announcing Tilden’s election.

The fact that so experienced a hand as Chandler considered the election lost did not dissuade the implacable Reid. “The Republican Party has sustained no disaster,” he insisted. “If you will only keep your heads up there is no question of the election of President Hayes. He has been fairly and honestly elected.” Still skeptical, Chandler invited the newsman up to his room, where Reid, with mathematical logic and evangelical certitude, painstakingly explained the Times’s position. Chandler permitted himself the slightest glimmer of hope. “We must go and see Zach,” he said when Reid had finished.

After a brief, confused search that included knocking twice on the wrong door and “frighten[ing] two lone women nearly out of their wits,” the pair succeeded in finding the chairman’s room. They began pounding and kicking on the door. “It’s me, Chandler. Open the door, quick,” said William Chandler. After a brief pause the door swung open and Zachariah Chandler, wearing only a nightshirt and a befuddled expression, greeted his unexpected visitors. “Here is a gentleman who has more news than you have,” William said, indicating Reid. “He has some suggestions to make.” For the second time in ten minutes, Reid found himself explaining the election returns to a man named Chandler in the Fifth Avenue Hotel. “Very well,” said Zachariah, after hearing Reid’s analysis, “go ahead and do what you think necessary.” He, on the other hand, was going back to bed.

Reid and Chandler hurried downstairs to the telegraph office. It was not quite seven o’clock; it would be another hour, at least, before the office reopened. “I’ll have to take these messages to the main office of the Western Union,” said Reid. Chandler ordered a carriage brought around to the 23rd Street entrance. While they were waiting, the pair dashed off another spate of messages to Chamberlain, Florida senator Simon B. Conover, Oregon senator John H. Mitchell, and Louisiana governor William P. Kellogg. The wording was identical—hold on to your state.

Messages in hand, Reid jumped into the carriage and hurried off to the telegraph office. “Probably the quickest time ever made by a carriage from the Fifth Avenue Hotel to the Western Union was made that morning,” he recalled. Upon arrival, Reid handed the telegrams to the overnight clerk and told him to charge them to the Republican National Committee. “The National Committee has no account here and we can’t do it,” said the clerk, who fortunately recognized the newsman by sight. “Why not charge them to the New York Times account?” “All right,” said Reid. The telegrams went out.

As dawn broke westward over the troubled republic, the next president of the United States was still asleep.





CHAPTER ONE


AMERICAN MECCA



THE PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION of 1876 was the climax—or anticlimax—of a year-long orgy of self-congratulation that inevitably surrounded the nation’s one hundredth birthday. “Centennial mania,” as it was known, gripped Americans of all social and political persuasions. Its epicenter was Fairmount Park, four miles west of Philadelphia, where the great Centennial Exhibition, the first world’s fair held within the United States, sprawled across 450 acres of newly cleared and asphalted grounds dedicated to the physical embodiment of American virtue and American progress, which in most people’s minds were one and the same. Five years in the making, the exhibition quickly proved to be the greatest tourist attraction in the nation’s history. In its six-month-long existence, the fair hosted a total of 8,804,631 visitors—roughly one fifth the entire population of the United States. Taking into account repeat visitors, it was estimated conservatively that one in fifteen Americans paid fifty cents apiece to pass through the fair’s self-counting turnstiles.

Once inside the grounds visitors could behold all the wonders of an “American Mecca.” These wonders were primarily mechanical. The Centennial Exhibition, while paying homage to such quaint historical objects as George Washington’s false teeth and Benjamin Franklin’s hand press, had been carefully designed to display the country’s industrial vigor, at a time when such industry was still considered an unalloyed national blessing. The most popular sight at the fair was the giant Corliss engine, named for its inventor, George P. Corliss. Powered by a concealed steam boiler, the engine deftly animated thirteen acres of pullied, shafted, wheeled, and belted machinery, which in turn activated a wide variety of complex job-performing devices. Atlantic Monthly editor William Dean Howells, who spent an entire week touring the fair, called the Corliss engine “an athlete of steel and iron.” It was, said the writer, the literal voice of the country. “It is in these things of iron and steel that the national genius most freely speaks,” Howells wrote, “for the present America is voluble in the strong metals and their infinite uses.”

Other exhibits were less inspiring. There was an animated wax sculpture of Cleopatra with a wing-flapping parrot on her arm, advertising a local anatomy museum; a bewildering collection of Victorianera bric-a-brac, described hopefully in fair literature as an “unstudied harmony of dissimilarity produced by the kaleidoscopic mingling of our composite American life”; a leg-wearying array of overpriced restaurants, beer gardens, ice cream parlors, popcorn vendors, cigar stores, and shoeshine stands; the ominously named Burial Casket Building; and a bronze statue of a freed slave that struck the aesthetically discriminating Howells as “a most offensively Frenchy negro, who has broken his chain, and spreading both his arms and legs abroad is rioting in a declamation of something from Victor Hugo; one longs to clap him back into hopeless bondage.”

Across the street from the exhibition was a sort of adjunct fair called variously Dinkytown, Shantyville, or Centennial City, a rough-and-tumble conglomeration of flimsy wood and canvas buildings that boasted its own collection of saloons, beer gardens, oyster bars, and sausage carts. There was even a catch-all “museum” where credulous patrons could view wild men from Borneo, wild children from Australia, “pure and unadulterated man-eaters” from the Fiji Islands, and a 602-pound fat woman whose remarkable avoirdupois was judged “heavy enough to entitle her to a place in Machinery Hall.” Exhibition founders were less than thrilled by the unelevating sights and sounds drifting up from Dinkytown, and after a suspicious fire in September came close to reaching the Main Building of the fair, authorities moved in and swiftly demolished the ramshackle tribute to American entrepreneurialism.

The sights and sounds of the Centennial Exhibition were literally overwhelming. Many visitors echoed the sentiments, if not the emotionalism, of a young woman from Wisconsin who wrote, in full, to the folks back home: “Dear Mother, Oh! Oh!! O-o-o-o-o-o-o-o!!!!!” Ironically, the one American who might have made the best sense of the exhibition, Walt Whitman, despite living right across the Delaware River from Philadelphia in Camden, New Jersey, was not invited to participate in the festivities. The poet of the common man apparently was considered a little too common for the national stage. It did not help his cause that a decade earlier, during the Civil War, Whitman had run afoul of exhibition chairman Joseph Hawley’s straitlaced wife, Harriet, then serving as a member of the United States Sanitary Commission, while visiting wounded Union soldiers in the hospitals in Washington. Pointedly excluded from the formal proceedings, Whitman paid his own way into the fair and was pushed about the grounds in a rented wheelchair (he was still recovering from a near fatal stroke suffered three years earlier). Characteristically, Whitman was thrilled by both the giant Corliss engine and the quiet simplicities of the Japanese gardens—the opposite ends of the spectrum, as it were, of the fair’s wide-ranging sensibilities.



FOR ALL ITS WIDESPREAD popularity, the Centennial Exhibition concealed a fundamental and dismaying truth: the United States was not nearly as united as the name implied. Less than a dozen years removed from a ruinous civil war, the nation was still recovering from its fiery trial. Beneath the surface, sectional tensions continued to boil, and the exhibition nearly failed to get off the ground because of them. A bill releasing $1.5 million in matching funds from the federal government to complete the fair’s construction squeaked through Congress at almost the last minute—late January and February 1876—after an acrimonious debate fueled by a grandstanding and frankly divisive speech by Republican congressman James G. Blaine of Maine.

Hoping to shore up his standing with the radical wing of his party, Blaine, the putative front-runner for the 1876 Republican presidential nomination, rose to his feet on January 6 to oppose a bill seeking amnesty for the 750 individuals still barred from holding public office by the Fourteenth Amendment, which had rescinded such rights for anyone who had served the Confederate cause. As a member of the House Rules Commitee, Blaine had voted in favor of an identical measure three years earlier, but now he introduced a new bill specifically excluding former Confederate president Jefferson Davis from the blanket amnesty on the grounds that Davis “was the author, knowingly, deliberately, guiltily and wilfully, of the gigantic murders and crimes at Andersonville,” the infamous Confederate prison camp in central Georgia where thousands of Union soldiers had died during the war of disease, starvation, and neglect.

Even for Blaine, an inveterate political gamesman and unapologetic Republican partisan, this was hitting below the belt. Four days earlier the House had adopted a resolution calling for national harmony at the “most auspicious inception of the centennial year” and urging members to “do no act which would unnecessarily disturb the patriotic concord now existing nor wantonly revive bitter memories of the past.” But Blaine, who had safely sat out the Civil War in the marbled halls of Congress, blithely ignored the resolution. In a voice throbbing with worked-up emotion, he said of Andersonville, “Some of us had kinsmen there, most of us had friends there, all of us had countrymen there, and in the name of these kinsmen, friends, and countrymen, I here protest … against calling back and crowning with the honors of full American citizenship the man that organized that murder. The score of victims would demand his death.”

Democrats reacted angrily—and predictably—to Blaine’s accusations. Georgia congressman Benjamin Hill, who had served in the Confederate Senate during the war, noted that a mere two hours before his execution prison commandant Henry Wirz had refused an offer of clemency if he would implicate Davis in the horrors of Andersonville. “What Wirz would not say for his life,” Hill observed, “the gentleman from Maine says to the country for the sake of keeping his party in power.” That was indisputably true, but Hill went too far, maintaining that if President Davis was accountable for the abuses at Andersonville, then President Grant was no less accountable for the various frauds committed during his administration. Grant, he said, “deserved not a third term but twenty years in prison.” Even worse for the cause of intersectional amity, Hill charged that the Union prison camp at Elmira, New York, had been every bit as bad as Andersonville. That was not quite the case. The mortality rate for prisoners at Andersonville was 29 percent, while Elmira’s was 24 percent—a negligible difference, perhaps, unless you were one of the extra 5 percent.

As Blaine no doubt anticipated, northern Democrats leaped immediately to their region’s defense. Congressmen Thomas Platt, who lived thirty-six miles from Elmira, and Charles Walker, who resided within the hallowed precincts of the city, strongly defended Elmira’s honor, denying categorically that there had been any abuse of southern prisoners. Only one New York representative, Samuel Sullivan “Sunset” Cox, took exception to Blaine’s speech, denouncing the former speaker for “tear[ing] away the plasters from the green and bleeding wounds of the late civil conflict and raking up all the embers of dead hate.” In the ongoing parliamentary debate, he took to addressing Blaine formally as “the honorable hyena from Maine.”

The funding bill eventually passed through Congress by the narrow margins of 146-130 in the House and 37-20 in the Senate, but only after Davis’s home state of Kentucky had adopted a resolution refusing to take part in the Centennial Exhibition unless universal amnesty was granted (it was not). Several other southern states also declined to participate in the great national celebration, a decision that Hawley, a former Union general, characterized publicly as “very discouraging.” Tennessee representative John De Witt Clinton Atkins, himself a former Confederate, spoke for many southerners when he told the House, “I am ready to strike hands across the bloody chasm, but I am not going to vote for this bill.” Sectional amity still had its limits.



DESPITE THE EMBARRASSING controversy over its funding, the Centennial Exhibition opened as planned on May 10, 1876, before a surging crowd of 186,672 sun-dazed spectators. The keynote speaker for opening day was, inevitably, the president of the United States. It was a role that Ulysses S. Grant, for many reasons, would have liked to decline, but in the end he was forced to appear. As it was, his bone-dry, four-hundred-word speech pleased no one, including himself, and few in the crowd could even hear the softly delivered address over the din of rustling parasols and shuffling feet. Grant did not help matters by choosing to read his speech while standing sideways on the podium. “He read sulkily and in an undertone,” noted a reporter for the New York Sun. Atlantic Monthly’s Philadelphia correspondent was even less impressed. “There were more groans and hisses than huzzas, as he finished his brief address,” the journalist wrote. “Ten years ago earth and sky would have shaken with the thunder of his welcome. What a sublime possession to have thrown away, the confidence and gratitude of a nation!”

If Grant was sulky—and given his general phlegmatic demeanor it was not always easy to distinguish one presidential mood from another—he had good reason to feel that way. The first half of 1876 had been a nightmare, personally and professionally, for the Union war-hero-turned-president. On the personal side, Grant was still recovering from a puzzling and debilitating illness which had come upon him suddenly at the end of March. Diagnosed in the vague way of mid-nineteenth-century medicine as “neuralgia of the brain,” the possibly psychosomatic illness left Grant pale and listless for several weeks, and it was widely rumored that he had suffered a stroke. He was still taking quinine for his pernicious condition when he arrived at the Centennial Exhibition on the morning of the grand opening. “How old the president looks!” a woman in the crowd said in a loud stage whisper when Grant’s carriage pulled into view. Adding to the president’s cup of woe was the failing health of his grandchild and namesake, Grant Greville Sartoris, who would die before the month was out, two months shy of his first birthday.

Along with his personal problems, Grant confronted a steadily worsening political climate. The punishing effects of an economic depression still lingered, three years after the Panic of 1873 had instigated the sharpest financial downturn in American history, leaving three million people out of work and causing the failure of eighteen thousand businesses, at a cost to the economy of over $500 million. The political fallout from the depression had resulted in a Democratic tidal wave in the 1874 congressional elections, and for the first time in nearly two decades the Democrats now held a majority in the House of Representatives. Their first act of business after being sworn in the previous December had been to pass a resolution discouraging Grant from seeking a third term in office, calling such a move “unwise, unpatriotic, and fraught with peril to our free institutions.” Publicly, Grant had already gone on record as being uninterested in reelection, but his formidable wife, Julia, among others, was still lobbying hard for him to reconsider. It did not escape the president’s attention that an overwhelming number of his fellow Republicans had also voted for the resolution.

Grant’s abysmal standing among members of both parties was due largely to a steady stream of scandals that had climaxed, by unfortunate coincidence, exactly one year earlier, on May 10, 1875. On that date, agents from the U.S. Treasury Department had raided the offices of tax collectors and whiskey distillers in St. Louis, Chicago, and Milwaukee, seeking corroborative evidence that a so-called Whiskey Ring had defrauded the country of millions of dollars in unpaid taxes. Heading the investigation was Treasury Secretary Benjamin H. Bristow of Kentucky, an experienced federal prosecutor and the longtime legal partner of future Supreme Court justice John M. Harlan, the “Great Dissenter.” Bristow, who would quickly earn Grant’s undying enmity, tenaciously traced the conspiracy all the way to the outer office of the White House, where the president’s personal secretary, Colonel Orville Babcock, sat at the center of a far-flung web of bribery, coercion, and intimidation stretching back all the way to the Lincoln administration.

When Bristow presented evidence of the conspiracy to Grant, the president at first maintained a solid front. “Let no guilty man escape,” he wrote, but added the curious qualifying clause, “if it can be avoided.” Subsequent investigation placed presidential crony John A. McDonald, the government revenue agent in St. Louis, at the heart of the scandal. Even worse, it revealed that Babcock, from his vantage point inside the White House, had alerted McDonald to the upcoming raids by means of a series of coded telegrams signed with the mysterious pseudonym “Sylph.” It soon developed that the real-life Sylph was a woman of easy virtue named Louise Hawkins, whose cyprian charms had been made available to Babcock whenever he visited St. Louis, usually in conjunction with the transfer of a cigar box full of thousand-dollar bills. McDonald, sounding less like he was describing a lady than a liqueur, called Hawkins “the essence of grace, distilled from the buds of perfection, and with a tongue on which the oil of vivacity and seduction never ceased running; she was, indeed, a sylph and siren, whose presence was like the flavor of the poppy mingled with the perfumes of Araby.” Grant, loyal to a fault, refused to believe badly of Babcock, who as his most trusted military aide had personally conducted General Robert E. Lee to the McLean House at Appomattox on the occasion of Lee’s surrender in April 1865. Babcock, in return, repaid the president’s confidence by hinting privately that Sylph was actually a blackmailer with whom Grant had enjoyed an extramarital affair—a claim that was as bogus as it was absurd.

The more Bristow investigated—and in the process acquired the patina of a true reformer—the more Grant resisted hearing the truth. Convinced, not without reason, that Bristow was seeking to ride his sudden popularity all the way to the White House, Grant dug in his famously stubborn heels. He insisted on testifying in person at Babcock’s trial, and only the last-minute intercession of the entire cabinet persuaded him to settle instead for a written deposition. As it was, Grant’s personal reputation for honesty, and the residual prestige of the presidency itself, enabled Babcock to escape conviction on all charges save those in the court of public opinion. Nevertheless, for the sake of injured propriety, Grant was forced to rid himself of his controversial aide, and Babcock was quietly transferred to an out-of-the-way post inspecting federal lighthouses. In the pursuance of those sadly diminished duties he later drowned, at the age of forty-eight, in the pounding surf off Mosquito Inlet, Florida.

No sooner had Babcock been acquitted, in February 1876, than a second scandal involving a high-ranking government official and a shadowy woman rocked the Grant administration. In this case the entangling female was the official’s own wife. The official involved, Secretary of War William Worth Belknap, was the epitome of a young man in a hurry. Named to his post seven years earlier after the untimely death of his predecessor, John A. Rawlins, the forty-six-year-old Belknap had come from nowhere to the very center of governmental power. The son of a much-admired career army officer, he had served under William Tecumseh Sherman during the Civil War. After the war, it was Sherman’s personal recommendation that boosted the obscure young Iowa revenue collector to the first chair at the War Department. Once there, Belknap and his vivacious southern-belle wife, Carrie, had charmed all of Washington with their good looks, good taste, and bottomless hospitality. More than one experienced politician considered the dashing young war secretary a likely bet to sit one day in Grant’s own seat at the White House.

Belknap’s problems began when his wife died of tuberculosis in 1870. Four years later he married his dead wife’s widowed sister, Amanda “Puss” Tomlinson Bowers. Puss Belknap, if anything, was more charming and attractive than her late sister—and also more expensive. She and her husband continued to entertain lavishly at their G Street residence. How Belknap could maintain such a high-profile lifestyle on his $8,000-a-year salary was an open question. The answer, when it came, was a political bombshell: he and his wife had been regularly receiving kickbacks from the operator of an Indian reservation supply post. Such posts were highly lucrative and much sought after; Grant’s own brother and brother-in-law held four between them, and Puss’s brother operated another—the only southerner to receive such a plum appointment. It was not her brother, however, who was paying off Mrs. Belknap, but rather the husband of her late sister’s friend, Mrs. Caleb P. Marsh. Through the first Mrs. Belknap’s timely intercession, Marsh had managed to secure the post concession at Fort Sill, the principal supply point for the Cheyenne, Comanche, and Kiowa tribes in Indian Territory. The cosy arrangement between Marsh and the Belknaps had begun in 1870 and continued without interruption into 1876. As was the usual custom of the time, the payments had gone through Belknap himself, the women being considered too dainty and feminine to handle such messy financial transactions on their own.

Exactly how much Belknap knew of his wives’ creative wheeling and dealing is debatable; it is possible that he believed the payments were simple returns on honest investments. Whatever the case, he certainly acted the part of a guilty man after his former college roommate, Pennsylvania congressman Heister Clymer, tipped him to the fact that Clymer’s committee was about to recommend that Belknap be impeached for fraud. The shaken secretary hurried to the White House, where he tearfully persuaded Grant to accept his resignation. The resignation, which caught the guileless Grant by surprise, was a legal and tactical masterstroke. Five months later, after reams of damaging and unrebutted testimony, the Senate voted narrowly against convicting Belknap, on the grounds that he was now a private citizen and therefore beyond its official reach. His once promising career ruined, Belknap quietly returned to the practice of law. Politically, however, the damage had been done, and any hopes that Grant may have entertained of being nominated for a third term of office were lost forever.



THE MYRIAD SINS of the Grant administration, however limited their effect on the public at large, prevented it from focusing on a more pressing problem, one that affected everyone. That problem was race.

From the moment of its inception, the shadow of slavery hung over the nation like a pall, shrouding every aspect of American life. Six hundred thousand soldiers had died in the Civil War contesting, among other things, the continued viability of slavery as a social and financial institution. The North had won, the slaves had been freed, and the Fourteenth and Fifteenth amendments to the Constitution had rendered to black men—if not black women—all the privileges of American citizenship, including most importantly the right to vote. Given blacks’ plenteous numbers in the South and their expected fidelity to the Republican party, this abrupt political empowerment had resulted in a momentous shift in the balance of power between the two parties. As long as federal troops propped up friendly Republican governments in the South, blacks held that balance in their wondering hands. “Bottom rail on top now, Massa,” one former slave had said to his former owner, and in that simple homily was encapsulated any number of complex truths.

For more than a decade after the Civil War, the struggle to define, expand, codify, and protect the political rights of the 700,000 newly freed slaves in the South had dominated the national agenda. It was a struggle linked inextricably, if uneasily, to the larger question of how to bring the rebellious southern states back into the Union, while at the same time vouchsafing the gains—social, racial, financial, and political—that 360,000 northern soldiers had died to achieve. Taken together, the ongoing efforts came to be known as Reconstruction, and they brought out the worst—and less frequently the best—in the American character.

Even before the war was over, the political reconstruction of the South had begun. As part of his plan to reintegrate the southern states into the Union, Abraham Lincoln in December 1863 had offered to grant full pardons and restore all rights “except as to slaves” to any southerner willing to take a loyalty oath. When the number of loyal men in any state equalled 10 percent of the total number of voters who had participated in the last prewar election in 1860, that state could then establish a new government and send a fresh slate of senators and representatives to Washington, subject to the approval of Congress. The only stipulation was that the state officially abolish slavery in its constitution; no provision had to be made regarding the future voting rights of the “laboring, landless, and homeless class” of former slaves living precariously within its borders.

Lincoln’s plan, which was swiftly embraced by pro-Union voters in the occupied portions of Arkansas and Louisiana, infuriated northern radicals in Congress. By failing to make black suffrage a primary requirement for a state’s reentry into the Union, the plan “freed the slave and ignored the negro,” said abolitionist Wendell Phillips. Without the power of the vote, the radicals warned, freedmen and their families would have no protection from the “unrepentant rebels” who were poised to control the southern governments. Two leading radicals, Ohio senator Benjamin Wade and Maryland congressman Henry W. Davis, introduced a counterproposal to Lincoln’s plan in July 1864. The Wade-Davis bill required a much stronger “ironclad oath” of loyalty by southerners; anyone who had served in the Confederate army was disqualified from taking the oath and receiving a pardon. The bill also required that 50 percent of all qualified voters—not the 10 percent mandated in Lincoln’s amnesty proclamation—ratify any newly proposed state government.

Although both houses of Congress passed the Wade-Davis bill, Lincoln angrily refused to sign it, noting that in general “there is too much disposition, in certain quarters, to hector and dictate to the people of the South, to refuse to recognize them as fellow-citizens. Such persons have too little respect for Southerners’ rights. I do not share feelings of that kind.” In retaliation for Lincoln’s pocket veto, Massachusetts senator Charles Sumner organized a filibuster to block the seating of Louisiana’s new senators in February 1865. “The pretended state government in Louisiana,” he charged, “is a mere seven-months’ abortion, begotten by the bayonet in criminal conjunction with the spirit of caste, and born before its time, rickety, unformed, unfinished—whose continued existence will be a burden, a reproach, and a wrong.” The filibuster succeeded and the new senators remained unseated.

After Lincoln’s assassination in April 1865, his successor, Andrew Johnson, a native-born North Carolinian who had grown up in Tennessee, attempted to follow Lincoln’s lead by giving political power back to the same southern whites who had lost it, at least temporarily, on the crimsoned battlefields of the Civil War. Under Johnson’s plan, called Presidential Reconstruction, the eleven states of the late Confederacy were empowered to organize new governments, hold constitutional conventions, and elect their own legislators. The only southerners prohibited from voting were former Confederate government officials and the wealthiest one percent of the planter class, and even they could petition Johnson individually for a pardon. Despite having threatened earlier to “punish and impoverish” the leaders of the rebellion, Johnson soon began granting pardons to thousands of southern aristocrats who, one critic charged, “like the Bourbons have learned nothing and forgotten nothing.” Once a sworn foe of the “plantocracy” that dominated prewar southern politics, Johnson proved even more magnanimous in victory than Lincoln had been. By August 1866, despite horrifying race riots in Memphis and New Orleans, the president felt justified in announcing that “peace, order, tranquility, and civil authority now exist in and throughout the whole of the United States.”

Congressional radicals in the North—to say nothing of their black and white supporters in the South—begged to disagree. The newly empowered southern legislatures, with the tacit approval of the president, had begun enacting a number of repressive new laws, called Black Codes, aimed at controlling the vast labor pool of former slaves. The Black Codes varied from state to state, but their intent was the same—to force black workers back onto the plantations by limiting their freedom of movement and requiring them to work cheaply for their old masters or else face legal prosecution as vagrants. There were, to be sure, some provisions in the codes granting freedmen minimal civil liberties, including the right to marry, own property, and serve on strictly segregated juries. But the chief aim of the codes, as South Carolina politician Edmund Rhett explained all too frankly, was to insure that the newly freed blacks “be kept as near to the condition of slavery as possible, and as far from the condition of the white man as is practicable.” Florida governor William Marvin condescendingly advised the freedmen to forget about the vote, return to the plantations, and “call your old Master—‘Master.’”

By passing the Black Codes, revanchist southern legislatures gave added weight to the Radicals’ call for stricter federal supervision, and inadvertently dealt a death knell to Presidential Reconstruction. At the same time, they lent added urgency to Republican efforts to reorganize the South as a truly biracial, two-party society. The Reconstruction Act of 1867 was designed to do just that. Passed over Johnson’s fruitless veto, the act dissolved the new provisional legislatures, disqualified thousands of former Confederates from voting or holding office, and divided ten of the eleven former Confederate states into military districts governed by U.S. Army generals. States could petition for readmittance to the Union only after they had held new constitutional conventions ratifying the recently enacted Fourteenth Amendment, which prohibited states from discriminating legally against any citizens on the basis of their race. (Tennessee, which had already ratified the amendment, was exempted from the act.) The states were also required to officially repudiate the Confederate war debt and grant universal suffrage to all eligible male voters, black and white. Twenty thousand soldiers were sent back into the South to enforce the law and preserve the peace. Their primary mission, said Charles Sumner, was to ensure “the application of morals to the administration of public affairs.”

With the passage of the Reconstruction Act, Congress began vigorously applying those morals to the prostrate South. From the start, Congressional Reconstruction was as much about hard-core partisan politics as it was about racial equality. The widespread disenfranchisement of former Confederates, together with the mandated enrollment of all southern black men on the voting rolls, had the practical effect of driving the Democratic party underground. Its ranks already thinned by war, the party became for a time as much a ghost as the restless shadows that flitted over the battlefields at Shiloh, Chickamauga, and Fredericksburg. In some southern states, Democrats resorted to what was known as the “possum policy”—holding no public meetings, nominating no candidates for office, and masking their former political affiliation in such new, vaguely conciliatory-sounding identities as the Conservative, the Conservative Union, and the Constitutional Union parties. Meanwhile, in the North, the lingering charge that the Democrats had undercut the Union war effort burdened the party with an enormous political handicap. Despite representing, on paper, between 44 and 49.5 percent of all American voters in the four years immediately following the Civil War, the Democratic party found itself, in the words of historian Charles H. Coleman, “in a position of political impotence greater than at any time in its history.”

With the Democrats thus in disarray, the Republicans sought to consolidate their hold on power. Paramount to their efforts was the nurturing of friendly new governments in the South. In dozens of quasi-patriotic Union Leagues, private social clubs open to loyal men of both races, Republican party operatives began instructing black voters in the judicious use of their newfound political strength. With most white voters in the South either disqualified from voting or else refusing to participate in what they considered sham elections, Republican governments quickly assumed control in the affected states. Led by an uneasy amalgam of northern-born carpetbaggers, politicians and businessmen who had immigrated to the South after the Civil War, and homegrown scalawags, southern Unionists who had chosen to assist the Reconstruction process for a variety of selfless or not so selfless reasons, the new governments were viewed by most white southerners as nothing more than arrant frauds. Nevertheless, by the fall of 1868 all but three of the former Confederate states had been readmitted to the Union (Georgia, Alabama, and Texas had chosen to remain under army control rather than ratify the Fourteenth Amendment). The national impact was felt immediately when Republican nominee Ulysses S. Grant was elected president by a comfortable majority in the Electoral College, including fifty-two votes from the now reconstructed South, despite receiving a notable minority of the overall white vote in the country at large.

With Grant’s election, the Republican party seemed unassailable. But southern whites soon began a violent and determined struggle to regain political power within their own states. Led by such shadowy organizations as the Knights of the White Camellia, the Black Cavalry, the Red Shirts, the Men of Justice, the White Brotherhood, the Knights of the Rising Sun, the White Line, the Constitutional Union Guard, and most notorious of all, the Ku Klux Klan, disgruntled southerners commenced a largely ad hoc but nevertheless brutally effective campaign of physical force and psychological intimidation aimed at reversing the process of Reconstruction. Carpetbaggers, scalawags, politically active blacks—anyone showing the least Republican leanings—were subjected to all manner of violent abuse, including death. No one knows how many victims, black and white, were assaulted during the peak years of Klan activity between 1868 and 1871, but the numbers certainly totaled in the thousands. A careful count by the Freedmen’s Bureau in Georgia in 1868, for example, reported 142 attacks between August and October of that year, including thirty-one killings, forty-three shootings, five stabbings, fifty-five beatings, and eight whippings of between three hundred and five hundred lashes apiece.

Klan violence was never systematic—in some parts of the South there was none at all—nor was it officially condoned by the Democratic party. Nevertheless, if only by default, the Democrats were the political beneficiaries of a ruthless and well-thought-out campaign that was carefully designed to expose and exploit the most glaring weakness of the Reconstruction governments, their inability to protect the lives of their citizens. One former Confederate officer admitted as much, testifying later that the Klan’s primary objective had been “to defy the reconstructed State Governments, to treat them with contempt, and show that they have no real existence.” South Carolina planter John Winsmith, who was shot seven times in a raging gun battle with forty Klansmen one night in 1870, ruefully conceded that the Klan had proved its point. “I consider a government which does not protect its citizens an utter failure,” he said.

Eventually the federal government stepped in to put a stop to the most notorious abuses, passing the Ku Klux Klan Act of 1871, which made politically motivated violence a federal offense. Prosecutors armed with sweeping new powers fanned out across the South, arresting thousands of suspected Klan members—sometimes on the flimsiest of grounds. Democrats in Congress denounced the act as an unwarranted infringement on the legal authority of the individual states, and even some Republicans questioned the constitutionality of the act (Missouri senator Carl Schurz, for one, privately considered the new act “insane”). Despite the resistance, Attorney General Amos T. Akerman, himself a former carpetbagger, managed to convict hundreds of the Klan’s alleged ringleaders, sending some to prisons as far away as Albany, New York. But by then great damage had been done to the social comity—and Republican political aspirations—of the region. In state after state southern “redeemers,” usually Democrats, recaptured control of their local governments. Once back in power, they did not intend to give it up again without a fight.



IN THE MIDST of the Ku Klux Klan investigations, Grant was reelected president in 1872, defeating a quixotic bid by former abolitionist newspaper editor Horace Greeley to get reform-minded Republicans and southern Democrats to “clasp hands across the bloody chasm” and unite in an effort to unseat the general. Greeley, in his mild-mannered, slightly absentminded way, promised to rid the nation of creeping Grantism, a combination of inept misgovernment, political cronyism, and outright fraud that soon gave the nation such disturbing events as Black Friday, an attempt by Wall Street financiers Jay Gould and James Fisk to corner the gold market (with the help of Grant’s brother-in-law Abel R. Corbin); the Emma Mine affair, in which the American ambassador to Great Britain helped peddle shares in a worthless Nevada silver mine to his credulous hosts; and the Crédit Mobilier scandal, in which officers in the frenchified holding company skimmed off huge profits from the federally subsidized Union Pacific Railroad and allegedly bribed selected government officials, including Grant’s own vice president, Schuyler Colfax, Speaker of the House James G. Blaine, and future president James A. Garfield, then a young congressman from Ohio.

Outraged and disgusted by the seemingly endless succession of scandals both within and without the Grant administration, a loose coalition of rebellious Republicans had come together in early 1872 in a concerted effort to deny Grant a second term in office. The group, calling themselves Liberal Republicans, was led by Carl Schurz, a former Union general who had learned his first lessons in political morality on the broken barricades of revolutionary Germany. Also enlisting in the fight were Supreme Court Chief Justice Salmon P. Chase, a holdover from the more elevated days of Abraham Lincoln; former secretary of the interior Jacob D. Cox, who had resigned his post in protest of the rampant fraud surrounding the chronically ill-run Indian Bureau; and a virtual Who’s Who of East Coast intellectuals, including Harvard historian Henry Adams and his father, elder statesman Charles Francis Adams, Sr.; William Cullen Bryant, James Russell Lowell, Edwin L. Godkin of The Nation, and David A. Wells, editor of the North American Review. Iowa senator James Grimes, who had first broken party ranks to vote against the impeachment of Andrew Johnson, summarized the Liberal Republican view that the party was “going to the dogs. Like all parties that have an undisturbed power for a long time,” said Grimes, “it has become corrupt, and I believe that it is today the most corrupt and debauched political party that has ever existed.”

Despite receiving the nominations of both the breakaway Liberal Republican and Democratic parties, Greeley’s campaign was a hopeless cause from the start, led by perhaps the most bizarre candidate ever to be nominated by a major party. In his time as editor of the New York Tribune, Greeley had championed such outré ideas as vegetarianism, spiritualism, socialism, prohibitionism, and the gastronomical virtues of plain brown bread. To his Republican opponents, particularly in the South, his call for southern home rule and universal amnesty for former Confederates sounded no less bizarre; and his choice of such surrogate spokesmen as Georgia Democrat John B. Gordon, a prominent Confederate general and widely suspected Ku Klux Klan grand dragon, was misguided, to say the least.
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“Enough drama, melodrama, farce, and tragedy to power a dozen

novels. . . . A compelling tale for anyone even remotely interested

in American political history.” —JEFF GREENFIELD
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