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ew American newspapers—and perhaps none at all, in the

view of some students of the craft—have matched the many

excellences of the New York Herald Tribune. In the crispness
of its writing and editing, the bite of its critics and commentators, the
range of its coverage, and the clarity of its typography, *“the Trib" (as
many of its readers affectionately called it) raised newspapering to an
art form. It had an influence and importance out of all proportion to its
size. Abraham Lincoln valued its support so highly during the Civil
War that he went to great lengths to retain the allegiance of its co-
founder Horace Greeley. And President Eisenhower felt it was so sig-
nificant a national institution and Republican organ that while in the
White House he helped broker the sale of the paper to its last owner,
John Hay Whitney.

From Karl Marx to Tom Wolfe, its list of stafters and contrib-
utors was spectacularly distinguished, including Walter Lippmann,
Dorothy Thompson, Virgil Thomson, Eugenia Sheppard, Red Smith,
Heywood Broun, and Joseph and Stewart Alsop. At the close of World
War 11, the Herald Tribune, which represented the marriage of two
newspapers that, in their early years, had done more than any other to
create modern journalism, was at its apex of power and prestige. Yet
just twenty-one years later, its influence still palpable in every news-
room across the nation, the Tribune was gone. It is this story—of a
great American daily’s rise to international renown and its doomed
fight for survival in the world’s media capital —that is the one Richard
Kluger tells in this comprehensive and fascinating book.

It begins in pre—Civil War New York with two bitter enemies who,
between them, practically invented the newspaper as we know it: the
Herald’s James Gordon Bennett, a cynic who brought aggressive hon-
esty to reporting for the first time, and the Tribune’s Greeley, whose
passion for social justice and vision of 4 national destiny made him an
American icon and the most widely read polemicist since Tom Paine.
These two giant figures loomed above a colorful, intensely competi-
tive age, and with a novelist's sense of detail and character, Kluger
gives us an extraordinary picture of them and their time. Here is Ben-
nett breaking new journalistic ground in 1836 with his extended cov-
erage of the sensational murder ot a well-known prostitute near City
Hall...the Tribune scooping the War Department on the outcome of
the battle of Antietam in 1862...Greeley going upstate to testify in a
libel suit brought against him by James Fenimore Cooper, then rush-
ing back to the city in time to write a hilarious account of the trial for
the morning edition...the birth of investigative journalism as the
Tribune’s editors cracked the coded messages proving that Tilden's
backers tried to fix the presidential election of 1876.

After the two papers and their two traditions —polemical and repor-
tortal —merged early in the twentieth century, the fate of the Herald
Tribune became intertwined with that of the pride-driven Reid family
and its dynastic rule of the paper. In particular, it is the story of Helen
Reid. the social secretary who married the owner’s son and became
the paper’s dominant force, and of her two sons. whose fratricidal
struggle for control helped bring about its downfall. To try to save it,



one of America’s richest men lent it his name and fortune as a last
wave of staff talent redefined the limits and redesigned the look of
U.S. daily journalism.

The Tribune’s story is populated with a Dickensian cast of charac-
ters: Ishbel Ross, the dainty little woman who was the best and
hardest-working reporter of her time. . . the acerbic city editor Stanley
Walker and his successor, the volcanic L. L. Engelking, who set a
standard of city-room ferocity for a generation of newsmen. .. Homer
Bigart, the stuttering copyboy who became America’s most daring
combat correspondent. . . the beautiful, bitchy, and intensely competi-
tive Marguerite Higgins, who won a Pulitzer Prize by the time she
was thirty. . .as well as still-active figures like Art Buchwald, Walter
Kerr, Clay Felker, and Jimmy Breslin, all of whom made their mark
on the Tribune.

Above all, The Paper is a rich and revealing work of social and
literary history, an exploration of the “‘free’” in free press, and an
elegiac tribute to the lost world of print journalism that spawned and
sustained one of America’s greatest newspapers.
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Richard Kluger edited the school newspaper at Horace Mann, in New
York, and the undergraduate daily at Princeton: worked as a deskman
on The Wall Street Journal. a reporter for the New York Posi, and a
writer for Forbes, published a weekly in suburban Rockland County,
New York; and was the last literary editor of the Herald Tribune. His
best-known previous book is Simple Justice, a widely acclaimed ac-
count of the Supreme Court’s 1954 decision outlawing segregation.
He and his wife, Phyllis, live near Princeton, New Jersey.
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TO THE PRESERVATION of the First Amendment of the Constitution
of the United States, which asserts: “Congress shall make no law
respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free
exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech or of the press;
or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the
Government for a redress of grievances.” If this singular blessing
were not long and well established, it is uncertain as of this writing

whether the American people would now authorize its creation.
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October 10, 1945: A Prelim

rom the moment, two weeks earlier, when he had abandoned his banker’s

gray and dark blue suits for officer’s dress at the naval base in San

Francisco, he had been treated like royalty. They wined and dined him
at every stop, admirals and generals and a flock of attentive staff people, and
showed him what sights there were—the POW compound for the Japanese on
Guam, the world’s largest landing field on Tinian with its eight runways, the
stark topography of Iwo Jima, where the devastation of war had denuded the
island of vegetation. And now, for the last leg of his transpacific tour, they had
provided him the services of his older son, Whitelaw, a navy lieutenant with a
distinguished record as a pilot. If he had had any doubts of his national standing
or that of the newspaper he owned, such a display of solicitude was reassuring
to Ogden Mills Reid.

Still a handsome man in his sixty-fourth year—and thirty-third as president
and editor of the New York Herald Tribune—he had begun to show the ravages
of disease and alcohol, but there had been little diminution of his great natural
dignity. The broad shoulders of the athlete he had been in his youth and the trim
build he had never lost gave him the appearance of height beyond his six feet.
The noble head was high-domed, almost hairless now except on the sides, and
his features conspired to produce a somewhat craggy aspect: the long, straight
nose, the full lips, the good jaw, the fine dark brown eyes, large and wide-set,
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with their hint of melancholy. The patrician’s bearing was unmistakable; he
moved slowly but left a sizable wake.

He watched with pride how his boy “Whitie” deftly handled the controls
of the four-engined navy Privateer, the patrol craft he had flown ahead of the
fleet during its steady westward advance across the Pacific in the lately con-
cluded hostilities. A boyish blond whippet even at thirty-two, Whitie Reid had
his father’s amiable and undemonstrative disposition and former easy grace of
movement. But the face, with the strong cheekbones and the pale blue eyes that
seemed to look through whatever they beheld, were his mother’s. Whitie would
run the Tribune someday soon enough, his father supposed, but the lad had been
in no great hurry for the prize; he was too discreet, too respectful, too nice for
that. In its 104 years of life, astonishingly, there had been only three real rulers
of the paper: Ogden, Ogden’s father, and Horace Greeley.

The skies thickened as they neared the coast of Japan. Weather reports
indicated typhoon conditions were accumulating. Atsugi airfield on Tokyo Bay
radioed that visibility there was only a mile and the ceiling was five hundred
feet. But Whitie Reid could not deny his father a display of airmanship in what
had otherwise been a routine four-hour flight. As Ogden sat in the front dorsal
turret, calmly catching up on back issues of the Tribune, his son took the heavy
aircraft through the overcast, guiding by the shoreline of the great bay, brought
it roaring in low over the water, buzzed the field, and put down neatly on the
runway. In his own quiet way, Whitie Reid had moxie.

Ogden Reid toured the vanquished enemy capital with Wilbur Forrest, his
companion on the trip and assistant editor of the Tribune, and found Tokyo a
wilderness of fire damage. At U.S. Army headquarters, they presented Reid with
a Japanese officer’s pistol as a souvenir, and at a luncheon with General Douglas
MacArthur, commander of the occupying forces, the Occidental potentate fa-
vored him and Bill Forrest with a forceful fifteen-minute lecture on the need for
Mr. Truman’s government to stand taller against the Soviets, who were eager
for the Americans to get out of Japan and leave it to their tender ministrations.

They went for a relaxing weekend to the Fujiya Hotel, a hot springs resort
with its luxurious appointments intact, in the mountains about two hours out
of Yokohama, where they were joined by Frank Kelley, a Tribune foreign
correspondent stationed in Japan, and an army lieutenant serving them as
equerry. After dinner, their host, a U.S. major in charge of the resort, informed
them that it was time to return to their rooms, exchange their uniforms for
terry-cloth robes provided in the closet, and go for a sauna and a swim. “Good
idea,” said Ogden, and led the way. When they had been steaming on wood
benches for a time, a comely young Japanese woman delivered a tray of scotch
and glasses and a bucket of ice, adding considerably to the sociability of the
occasion. As the time came to quit the sauna for the pool, the rest of them, well
heated inside and out, went hesitantly and not without flinching; Ogden Reid,
as befit the former captain of the Yale swimming and water polo teams, plunged



October 10, 1945: A Prelim 5

right in, stroked happily for several laps, and emerged to pronounce it a glorious,
bracing experience.

On dry land, he was less sure of his bearings. His sense of time, for one thing,
was notoriously delinquent. It was often as if he dwelled in a world set off from
other people’s. As they waited for him in the hotel lobby the next day, and
waited and waited, Forrest said to Kelley, “He’s probably up in the room, and
I'll tell you what he’s probably doing—he’s checking his cigars, he’s checking
his wallet, he's checking his fly—and don’t quote me but he’s probably checking
the legs on all the chairs.”

It was not said unkindly. Bill Forrest had been Ogden Reid’s confidant for
nearly fifteen years now—some Tribune staff people called the stocky, bronchial-
sounding Forrest the owner’s bootlicker and some called him his nursemaid, but
neither characterization quite caught the nuanced relationship. Forrest genu-
inely liked the man, for all the indignities the job imposed along with the honors
and delegated power.

Just why Ogden Reid had won the goodwill of his staff was hard to explain
to outsiders. On the face of it, he was not an especially admirable figure: he was
neither dynamic nor politic nor generous nor even very personable, although his
big hearty laugh would occasionally boom across the city room or down at
Bleeck’s; indeed, he was nearly inarticulate. Bill Forrest was there to speak for
him and write his letters and memos. Ogden Reid, to be blunt about it as few
ever were at the time, was practically dysfunctional as the editor and head of
one of the great newspapers of the world—and had been for nearly twenty years
now. Yet his very nonfeasance had its uses; they liked him for what he was not.
For all his inherited wealth and the high social standing it brought him, he was
not a stuffed shirt. His shyness, common in rich men wary of why they are
befriended, did not prevent him from appearing nightly in the city room and
asking, almost as litany, “Anything unusual in the news tonight, gentlemen?”
And he drank with them at Bleeck’s, although he often needed Bill Forrest or
one of the other editors to identify the help by name. Ogden Reid was not a
smart man, which was not to say he was dumb; there was just nothing quick
or deep or penetrating about his intellect. But he was an aristocrat, and aristo-
crats were not required to be smart. Besides, his wife had enough brains for both
of them.

What Ogden Reid was not, most of all, was an autocrat. There was none of
the flamboyant arrogance of W. R. Hearst or other lords of the press. He ruled
instead with a light hand, deferring to the able professionals who manned the
paper and submerging what personality he had within the institution itself. He
had, to be sure, enormous pride in the Herald Tribune—in its literate writing,
its fairness and objectivity in reporting the news, its standing as guardian of the
conscience of the Republican Party, of American liberties and the fruits of the
free-enterprise system. The truth was that he thought of his newspaper not so
much as a family property but as a public trust, a national treasure, not to be
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compromised on the altar of profits. If you had accused him of noblesse oblige,
he would not have argued the charge but taken it, rather, as a commendation.
The Herald Tribune may have been Ogden Reid’s personal property, but it was
more important by far than anyone connected with it, himself included. What
mattered most was that it should endure in ink-stained immortality beyond the
life spans of those who created it new every morning. The owner performed his
role as The Owner. He embodied traditions and sustained standards; his staff
operated. It was an atmosphere that attracted and held competent men and
women. Other newspapers were larger and paid better, but in terms of individual
fulfillment, there was none better to work on.

There was one other thing about him that not only deflected the sort of
resentment American hired hands feel is their birthright against their employer
—especially one like him who had had the operation handed to him on the
silveriest of platters—but actually endeared him to them in a perverse way.
Ogden Reid was a drunk.

Everyone at the paper knew it. It had been going on for as long as anyone
could remember. There had been a few vain efforts to cure him of it, but as the
years passed, he seemed to work less and drink more. He drank a lot, and he
drank everything. At Bleeck’s he might start with a scotch and follow with the
house drink, a “rye gag” (defined officially as “an old-fashioned without the
garbage in it”’), and then turn to the reporter or editor nearest him, ask what
the fellow was drinking, and order two of whatever it was—one for each of them
—and on into the night. He was not a mean drunk or a loud one and never made
a spectacle of himself, except for falling down one time in the city room, and
then no one knew which would be worse, to pick him up or leave him there;
they turned away and left him, and those who watched out of the corners of
their eyes reported that on hoisting himself upright, Ogden appeared grateful
for having been ignored.

One unfortunate effect of his alcoholism was to curtail his outreach to the
men and councils of power and to leave his newspaper something of a headless
wonder. Nobody knew why a man who had so much to live for habitually drank
himself into oblivion. Those on the paper who bothered to theorize suggested
that as the overindulged son of overbearing parents with unfulfillable expecta-
tions of him, he had been driven into a marriage with an ambitious woman who,
longing for him to prove his mettle on his own, managed in the long run only
to disable him further. Whatever the cause, Ogden Reid retreated deeper into
his own world as his life lengthened. He took refuge in his large corner office
with his father’s portrait behind him, in his homes—the big townhouse on East
Eighty-fourth Street, a few doors from Fifth Avenue; the family estate at Pur-
chase in Westchester; Camp Wild Air, carved with rough-hewn elegance from
the wilderness on the shore of Upper St. Regis Lake in the Adirondacks, and
Flyway, the hunting lodge with its boggy surround in southeastern Virginia near
the Carolina border—and his clubs, athletic or nautical or cultural but always
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social, including the Knickerbocker, New York Yacht, Lotos, Apawamis,
Union, Brook, Century, Union League, Army and Navy, City, Pilgrims, Riding,
and Players. Others were delegated to run the family philanthropy, which
happened to be a famous old newspaper.

He was on best behavior during the trip to the Orient, where he had never
been before, and Bill Forrest monitored him extra dutifully as their pace quick-
ened and their agenda grew more serious. They spoke earnestly about freedom
of the press to Japanese publishers, flew over the ruins of Nagasaki and on to
Korea, where officials were less than sanguine about the prospects of self-
government after forty years under the Japanese heel. The China portion of their
tour was climaxed by an overnight visit with Generalissimo and Madame
Chiang Kai-shek in Chungking, where they heard about the rise of Maoist
power. There were still more meetings with officials, U.S. military and native,
in the Philippines, the very archipelago that Reid’s father had maneuvered, as
the pivotal member of the Spanish-American War treaty commission, into
Yankee hands, and a commemorative visit to the way stations of the Bataan
death march, one of the atrocities that Japan could never pay for dearly enough.

By the time they touched down again on American soil, they had logged
30,000 air miles over seven weeks. No reporters waited at the airport to inter-
view him about his reflections on what he had seen and heard. Instead, Ogden
Reid was greeted by a long takeout headlined “The Trib’s Mrs. Reid” in Time
magazine’s *“Press” section. Pegged to the paper’s just concluded annual forum
on current problems that drew three days of overflow crowds to the grand
ballroom of the Waldorf-Astoria, the article noted the blue-ribbon roster of
speakers, including Secretary of State James F. Byrnes, Army Chief of Staff
George C. Marshall, and war-hero generals Jonathan Wainwright and Claire
Chennault, on hand to discuss the theme “Responsibility of Victory,” and called
the unique national assemblage the brainchild of “tiny, self-assured” Helen
Reid. It went on to paint her as a dynamic executive who kept two secretaries
and two phone lines clicking all day and used her lunch hour to sell advertisers
on the pulling power of her paper. She took pains to describe herself as Ogden’s
“first mate,” but it was she whom they wrote about, she whom they had featured
in a two-parter titled “Queen Helen” in The Saturday Evening Post the year
before—it was always Helen and never Ogden. It was not entirely fair.

For one thing, his wife reigned over the Tribune at Ogden’s sufferance. They
had made a good team. Her activism, liberality, and alertness to new ideas were
the perfect complement to his passivity and conservatism and his hold on the
paper’s traditions and the values of its readership among the better social classes.
If he had not confined her primary spheres of influence to the advertising
department, promotional events like the forum at the Waldorf, and soft-news
areas like women’s features and the arts, dear driving Helen might have made
rather a mess of things.

More to the point, why was nobody writing about how far the paper had
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come under his stewardship? The New York Tribune was selling hardly more
than 25,000 copies a day in 1912 when Ogden took over after two decades of his
father’s absentee management; it was surviving at all only because of cash
subsidies from his mother’s inherited fortune. Under his editorship the process
of rejuvenation had begun, under him the Tribune had bought out the Herald
in 1924, under him the seamless amalgamation had flourished. There had been
seven morning newspapers in New York when he had taken over, and now only
two were left—and the two others that had since arisen, the racy tabloid News
and Mirror, could hardly be dignified as newspapers. It was under his name, his
standards, his steadfastness that the paper had risen to a greatness it had not
known since its early years of eminence under Greeley—and the world had
become a vastly more complicated place, and the nation a colossus, in the
intervening generations.

The achievement was undeniable. The newspaper Ogden Reid came home
to in November of 1945 was about to post pre-tax profits of more than two
million dollars for the third year in a row; it had never been more prosperous.
Finally they would be able to put in badly needed press units. And the Paris
edition, resumed the previous December after a four-and-a-half-year shutdown
during the Nazi occupation, was going great guns—it would return a profit of
$200,000 for the calendar year. That spring, the Tribune—few people both-
ered any longer to call it by both its names, and those less reverential than the
paper’s old guard were coming to call it just “‘the Trib”—had been awarded
the Ayer Cup, emblematic of excellence in newspaper typography and layout,
for the sixth time since the competition had been inaugurated in 1931, more
than any other paper; graphically, esthetically, the Tribune had been repeat-
edly judged the best-looking daily in America. And in quality of content, it
had only one serious rival if all factors were considered: the range and depth
of news coverage, including local, national, foreign, financial, cultural, and
sports; the literacy and clarity of its writing; the thoughtfulness of its editorial
page; and the soundness and care of its editing. Other papers may have
matched or excelled it in given departments. The Chicago Daily News, for
example, had a tradition of strong foreign coverage and bright writing, but its
very inland location did not require it to do what the Herald Tribune did
every day in covering developments in the nation’s financial and cultural capi-
tal. The Washington papers, the Post, Times-Herald, and Star, did well
covering government news but not much else. The Chicago Tribune and Los
Angeles Times were great thick sheets but blatantly boosterish and parochial
in their approach to news selection and hopelessly retrogressive in their edito-
rial columns. The Baltimore Sun was a distinguished paper in many ways but
rather colorless in its post-Mencken era and typographically antiquarian. The
Post-Dispatch in St. Louis had a noteworthy editorial page and often lively
quality in other departments in the Pulitzer tradition, but it was inescapably
a regional paper. All things considered, there was only one other great na-
tional newspaper in America at the end of 1945, and you could get quite an



October 10, 1945: A Prelim 9

argument, especially within journalistic circles, which was then the better one
—the Herald Tribune or The New York Times.*

In terms of financial health, the contest was not so close. In sales, the
Tribune at war’s end had 63 percent of the Times's daily circulation and 70
percent of its Sunday edition—respectable figures but hardly neck and neck. The
Tribune, in fact, ranked only sixth in circulation among New York’s nine
citywide papers, ahead of just three evening entries, the Sun, the Post, and PM.
But its advertising revenues, based on claims of high-income readership that was
especially strong in the most affluent suburbs, had climbed to 85 percent of the
Times’s total that year, and it was being heavily used by the carriage-trade
department stores. Editorially, there was no denying the Times’s lead in strictly
quantitative terms—neither the Tribune nor any other American paper ap-
proached it for the range or depth of its compendious news product. It was
thick, solid, comprehensive, and reliable. And it was dull. Almost defiantly so.
Its dullness to the eye and the intellect was nearly a concomitant of its solidity.
The Tribune was a serious paper, too, but it had verve and was easier to read.
The Times had no editorial writer with the bite and edge of the Tribune’s Walter
Millis. Or war correspondent with the dash and grit of Homer Bigart. Or critic
in the arts like the brilliantly knowledgeable Virgil Thomson. Or commentator
on global events like the philosophical and sometimes profound Walter Lipp-
mann. Or sportswriter like this new fellow, Walter (Red) Smith, whom Reid’s
doughty sports editor, Stanley Woodward, had just imported to the staff from
Philadelphia. Or a passionate expert on food like Clementine Paddleford. Or
comics of the sedate and homey sort the Tribune carried to lighten the often
grim daily news load. Or a daily crossword puzzle, the delight of train commut-
ers, which the Times considered beneath its dignity. Nor did the Times run any
public-affairs event comparable to the Tribune’s annual forum, broadcast across
America over all four major radio networks. Nor did it sell any of its own
features to newspapers outside its prime circulation area as the Herald Tribune
Syndicate did in making national figures of the likes of Lippmann and Jay
Darling, the two-time Pulitzer Prize-winning cartoonist who signed his work
“Ding.” Nor did it have an edition in Europe; the Tribune was the only Ameri-
can paper that did.

As he returned home, then, from his Pacific adventure and began what was
to prove the last year of his life, Ogden Reid, for all his limitations, deserved

* Alone among American newspapers, the Times, when cited in books and periodicals, usually has
its city of publication as well as its name italicized. This form is generally assumed to have evolved
as a means of distinguishing it from The Times of London, with which it has never been associated
except in an occasional joint editorial project. In this book, the name of the city in which a paper
was published is italicized when it was a formal part of its name; the same rule has been followed
for the word *“The” when the full, formal name of a paper is given. But *“The"” was never part of
the official name of the New York Herald Tribune, for example. In the short form of newspaper
names—e.g., the Times—the “The’" has been lowercased. In quoted material, however, the original
form of newspaper names has been retained.
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credit for having skippered his craft ably, no matter whose hands were actually
on the wheel. His taste and sensibility ever reassured the crew during the choppy
voyage. The New York Herald Tribune, a marriage of two newspapers that, in
their nineteenth-century youth, had done more than any others to create mod-
ern American journalism, was now at its apex of power and prestige. What
follows is the story of how it arrived there and then, just twenty-one years later
—its influence still felt in every newsroom in the nation—was gone.
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PART ONE

1635-1900

Fame is a vapor; popularity an accident, riches take wings; the only

earthly certainty is oblivion; no man can foresee what a day may

bring forth; while those who cheer to-day will often curse to-morrow;

and yet I cherish the hope that the journal I projected and
established will live and flourish long after I shall have mouldered
into forgotten dust, being guided by a larger wisdom, a more
unerring sagacity to discern the right, though not by a more
unfaltering readiness to embrace and defend it at whatever personal
cost. . . .

—HORACE GREELEY, Recollections of a Busy Life (1868)
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The Righteous
and the Wrathful

"N een even from the rear, his is the most conspicuous figure in Broadway’s
midday throng as, swaying and rocking at high velocity, the twin tails of
his very long, very loose, very worn white coat flying out behind him, he

proceeds like a bent hoop, appearing to occupy both sides of the street at the
same time. The footwear propelling him is not fashionable. Large, heavy, and
coarse, his boots are mud-spattered like the trouser bottoms that have worked
their way out of hiding and now bunch atop the boots. At a glance one might
take him for an elder rustic, come to the city to sell a load of turnips and
cabbage.

Inspected from the front, he is larger and younger than his stoop and gait
suggest, but not a whit more stylish. The suit, rumpled beyond redemption,
nevertheless reveals itself as untattered, essentially clean, and of good quality.
Like its owner’s cravat, it seems to have been donned by inadvertence and
almost certainly without reference to a mirror. Standing still and upright, this
paragon of disarray would measure an inch or two below six feet and carry
perhaps 145 pounds on his long legs. But he has rarely stood still in his entire
forty years of life; his stoop is less a product of age than of occupation. For a
quarter of a century, he has bent over a printer’s stone or typecase or editor’s
desk, and whatever pliancy his backbone may have possessed at birth has long
since eroded. There is, too, the weight it has had to bear of that enormous head,
covered at the moment with a wilted white hat. The head is twenty-three and
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one-half inches in circumference, and phrenologists who have studied it say the
brain within is very large, and in all the right places. The face this head wears
is round and pale, the bottom half rimmed with an absurd fringe of whisker,
flaxen once but whitening now like the sprigs of hair that steal out from beneath
the hat and straggle down his neck. It is the deep-set blue eyes, though, beaming
and beneficent, that lend the countenance its look of youthful good humor.
Behind the round, full forehead, rising into a high and stately dome, he contem-
plates this evening’s principal labor: an editorial that first honors and then
dismembers the archbishop for his latest volley on public education.

His person is as heavily freighted as his mind. Scraps fill his pockets, notes
to himself after a morning at home with the newspapers and his correspondence.
One arm bears a bundle of material to dispatch, letters written, books and
manuscripts to return, implements to exchange; the other arm wields a fat
umbrella. If Horace Greeley did not most emphatically exist, Charles Dickens,
his almost exact contemporary, would have had to invent him. Indeed, Greeley
on the go resembles no one so much as Cruikshank’s rendering of Mr. Pickwick.
Mr. Greeley you would perhaps not take for a gentleman, but you would never
mistake him for a common man. In fact, he is at this very instant among the
most celebrated and influential of his countrymen and, arguably, the most
widely and fervently read writer in the land.

The City Hall clock says 12:17 as he lurches past it across the little park. His
destination is just to the east—a squat, five-story, dry-goods box occupying the
south end of the triangular block bounded by Park Row, Nassau Street, and
Spruce. Its label is in five-foot-high letters placarded above the roofline, pro-
claiming that here is published the TRIBUNE. He had not chosen the name
idly. Like the tribunes of ancient Rome, he would serve the common people in
the defense and promulgation of their rights. No other newspaper in the city
seemed so disposed. Its great, clattering, six-mouthed press in the low-ceilinged
basement is now disgorging nearly 20,000 copies of the Tribune every evening
but Saturday. Its eight densely packed pages, arranged in six wide columns of
small but neat and elegant type, contain enough reading matter to fill an amply
margined book of 400 pages. The press is run by steam, of course, in the best
modern manner—a far cry from the hand-cranked model he had operated in
his Vermont apprenticeship; that one produced hardly 200 sheets an hour, each
impression requiring nine separate operations and wearying his young bones.
The type is still set by hand—an entire generation will pass before machines
assume that most exacting of the printer’s functions—and the paper is folded
the same way. The folders, though, are so adept it is hard to conceive of a
machine that will beat them; each copy requires six folds, and the fastest men
can do thirty copies a minute. The Weekly Tribune run is approaching 50,000
copies, making it probably the most widely circulated journal in America. It has
surpassed the unspeakable Bennett’s weekly edition, though Bennett’s daily
Herald is still running well ahead of the Tribune. But Bennett, after all, had
a six-year head start, and much of the material on which he has built his
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circulation was aimed, as the Tribune had never been, at arousing the lowest
instincts of the masses. Will the Tribune lose that advantage in appealing to the
educated when little Raymond’s mannerly entry, The New-York Daily Times,
with a lush bankroll of more than $100,000 behind it, appears shortly? Is there
enough business for them all—the six-penny papers catering to the counting-
houses; the low-minded but readable Sun, at a penny still the largest seller in
town, and now a Times directed to conservative readers who thought Bennett’s
sheet had no principles and his own too many of the wrong sort?

He is, by nature, an optimist, so the prospect of intensified rivalry does not
daunt Greeley as he turns the corner onto Nassau and rolls into his headquarters
like a fleet admiral taking the deck of his flagship. New York is booming as never
before. Its population now, in the first year of the second half of the nineteenth
century, has passed half a million, by a wide margin the largest in the Western
Hemisphere, and shows no signs of letting up. The Croton aqueduct that he has
so ardently championed is at last fully functional, measurably improving public
health conditions, and the underground sewer system will shortly become a
reality, along with Central Park, another vital civic amenity he has passionately
urged while there was still time and room. The harbor has never been more
crowded, and the Erie Railroad’s steel tendrils are now adding hundreds of new
miles of feeder lines into and out of the city annually. In the twenty years since
his arrival, New York has become the grand emporium of the New World—
one of the busiest bazaars on earth. Destiny, Horace Greeley has long been sure,
favors America, and New York, which he partially adjudges a Sodom-by-the-
sea, is just as surely fate’s darling.

For all his interest in public sanitation, he is oblivious to the condition of
the Tribune’s staircase, rated by connoisseurs of filth as among the dirtiest in
creation. The dingy door to the third floor, inscribed “Editorial Rooms of the
New York Tribune, H. Greeley,” is no more inviting, but the usual assemblage
of unsolicited visitors awaits him within. He navigates the narrow entrance
passageway and pauses at the first of the two small closed rooms to his left, from
which emerges the soft, rapid sibilance of a proofreading team, one member
reciting aloud from the original penned copy to his silently scrutinizing partner.
There were two spelling errors in that morning’s edition, The Editor advises,
thrusting open the door and filing his charge in a high, soft, but distinctly
querulous voice. One of the errors was a misspelled name, and nothing depresses
him more than getting a name wrong; it undermines confidence in everything
else in the paper. An excuse is tendered—the culprit was a new man, working
late, and the offending piece was one of the last to be set. The explanation is not
acceptable. The Editor marches on.

The main editorial room, a long but skinny apartment, is lightly inhabited
at this hour. Only the shipping news editor and his staff are astir, compiling
tomorrow’s list of two hundred sailings and arrivals, to be supplemented by
excerpts from no fewer than two dozen ships’ logs. Over there at his desk against
the wall is the round, imperturbable Ripley, whom The Editor greets with a nod
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and a “Ripley”—Greeley, the consummate democrat, is not much of one for
“Mistering.” He has just approved raising Ripley’s salary to twenty-five a week,
not much, some would say, for drudging through the mountain of new books,
journals, and miscellaneous literary fare from both sides of the Atlantic that
rises fresh each morning on his desk top. But George Ripley, forty-nine, of
Harvard College (1823), of Harvard Divinity School (1826), of the Brook Farm
Association, of the Boston transcendentalists’ Dial magazine, is now in the
fourth year of the thirty-one he will spend as literary editor of the Tribune, and
he does not view his occupation as drudgery. He is, incomparably, the most
knowledgeable and skillful critic of any employed by an American daily journal.
He does not merely fashion book notices; he produces a large quantity of meaty
reviews, serious yet popularly accessible evaluations of an astonishing variety of
contemporary works. Highly learned, he presides in splendid vigilance over the
dignity of the language and its use, but he is not a pedant; his gravest fault, if
any, is a tendency to be too lenient on his subjects. Unofficially, he is the office
watchdog over the Tribune’s standard of prose; a misused word discovered by
him has been known to cost the malefactor a week’s suspension from the staff.

The Editor’s carpeted private office just off the main room is anything but;
it is not even his alone. Within, a vast bookshelf filled with reference works
serves as the paper’s library, open to the staff day and night. Of the two desks,
his is plainly the unoccupied one near the window with its splendid view of City
Hall. Its green felt surface, shelving, drawers, and cubbyholes might appear to
a stranger as a monument to confusion; but in the spillage of manuscripts, proof
sheets, exchange papers, books, journals, letters, circulars, scraps bearing mes-
sages, and a pair of scissors tied to a strap so it will not be swallowed up forever
in the rummage, Greeley sees only genial disorder: the very aspect he himself
presents to the world. Atop the highest shelf of all sits a bronze bust, garlanded
in dust, of Henry Clay, the noblest politician of his time, in The Editor’s
estimate. In addition to all the paper summonses, he is awaited by the usual
assortment of callers without appointment. He will see and dispose of them all
in his fashion, some attentively, some with a yawn, some while studying his mail
and messages. Among them are an inventor wishing publicity for a device he
has lately perfected; a Cincinnati litterateur wishing him to appear at the lecture
series there on his tour next winter (for the usual share of the house); an upstate
minister wishing to make his acquaintance and to seek his advice on their
mutual crusade for temperance; a councilman wishing to take issue with him
on the matter of awarding streetcar franchises; an admirer wishing to borrow
money (and unaware that Greeley’s days as the softest touch in town are long
past); a scholar with a suggestion for improving The Whig Almanac, shortly to
be renamed The Tribune Almanac, nonpartisanship being thought likely to
improve its salability.

Across the room from this congregation sits the Tribune’s second-in-
command, his desk in perfect order, conducting real business in brisk, margin-
ally civil tones; Charles A. Dana is a managing editor who manages. His flowing
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beard adds massiveness to his authoritative manner. In the interstices of the
afternoon, he edits the foreign correspondence. Just now he is examining the
latest offering from the new London correspondent, a chap Dana himself has
recruited; with magisterial contempt, Karl Marx, an exiled German editor
opposed to the Prussian regime, writes of the benightedness of tsarist Russia and
the hardly less lamentable imperialism of Her Majesty’s government in Parlia-
ment. A witness to and sympathizer with the crushed continental revolutions
of 48, Dana reads with approval. Mr. Marx will remain more or less a Tribune
regular for the rest of the decade.

By four o’clock The Editor has dealt with the preliminaries of the day and
disappears for a vegetarian dinner at Windust’s, a few doors away from the
Tribune building. By the time he returns, the editorial rooms are bathed in
gaslight and the pace of activity has noticeably quickened. His is a nocturnal
business: 70 percent of the paper’s contents will be set between nightfall and
midnight. Seven reporters, all shirtsleeved and mustached, scribble away at their
little desks, fifty or so words to a page, and penmanship counts. All are paid
at space rates, so the editors must guard against a tendency to windiness. This
fellow here writes of the day’s session of the Common Council, that one on a
gathering of the Tammany sachems, that one over there on a lecture about the
great adventure unfolding in California. Inkstands and pastepots are every-
where. Rusty pen points and bits of blotting paper litter the floor. A tin jar of
ice water sits in a corner. Pipe smoke sweetens and thickens the air. The copy
box rattles every now and then up the wooden pipe, bearing its freshly composed
cargo to the fourth-floor composing room, where three dozen printers labor in
eerie silence at an average rate of seventy lines an hour (all to be disassembled
the same way, letter by letter, and replaced each in its case the next morning).
Ottarson, the city editor, who rose to that eminence from devil to apprentice
printer to journeyman to reporter, activates a bell up in the shop and grunts a
few instructions into the metal speaking tube, specifying the setting order of the
copy just transmitted. Visitors, mostly supplicants for precious space in print,
come and go. Messengers from the telegraph office arrive more urgently by horse
cab. A report on a just concluded debate in the Congress has been wired from
Washington; Dana devours it. The downtown apple woman circulates among
the desks, peddling her wares unimpeded. All is orderly as the work speeds
ahead without excessive displays of energy or verbal outburst.

Bolt upright at his desk, his nearsighted eyes augmented by thick spectacles,
The Editor composes the lead editorial. Filled with his sprawling scrawl, all but
undecipherable outside the office, leaves of foolscap fly from beneath his beauti-
fully shaped hand, so remarkably white that the ink staining his thumb, index,
and middle fingers has become nearly indelible. He writes without pause, scem-
ingly without thought—for he has done all his thinking long before the act of
composition. Archbishop Hughes has issued a letter unfavorable to the efficacy
of public education upon the souls of Catholic children. Greeley is distressed,
especially since, as he acknowledges at the outset of his leader, the cleric holds
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“‘a spiritual power among us greater than that of any other living man.” His fiat
could remove 50,000 children from the common schools and rekindle the fires
of theological rancor, best left to the dead European past. The Editor, knowing
the combustible nature of the material at hand, is not shrill; he despises the
demagogic. But he will not withhold plain words, forcefully expressed. ‘*‘Now
when the Archbishop charges our system of Republican Liberty with putting
‘God and the Devil, truth and falsehood, on the same level,”” The Editor
charges, *‘he surely misconceives that system.” He marshals his argument point
by roman-numeral point, culminating at VIII with:

... He would have Religion form a part of every child’s education. Very good—we
concur in that view. But it is one thing to assume that each child should be taught
Religion, and quite another to maintain that Religious dogmas should be taught in
common schools. We desire and intend that our own children shall be taught Reli-
gion; we do not desire that it shall be taught them in Common Schools. For this we
shall take them to Church, to Sunday School, to Bible Class, or wherever else they
may be taught by those who we believe will teach them Divine Truth in its purity.

Intermittently he bounds up the stairs, two at a time when inspiration prods,
to make a change or insertion; when the latter, he takes pains to remove as many
words as he adds so that an entire section will not have to be laboriously reset
to indulge him.

He reads the completed essay. It will do. He titles it “The Archbishop’s
Letter” and at the extreme right of the not quite full last line adds “H.G.” In
rural areas and settlements along the great western lakes where the weekly
edition is the only regularly read newspaper, some folks think “H.G.” authors
the Tribune in its entirety. He does not go to great lengths to disabuse them of
this notion.

The City Hall clock, illuminated now, shows half past eleven. Dana will
linger till the paper locks up at midnight; Ottarson, till three, awaiting any late
news and preparing the reporters’ assignments for the morrow. Greeley ex-
changes final words with his deputy, who, with the pressure of the workday
abated, is a charming conversationalist. Dana is respectful but makes no show
of veneration. The Editor, for his part, instructs largely by indirection, leaving
his full oracular meaning to be intuited. The system works well.

Homeward, his perpetual bundle in place with fresh contents sifted from the
desk-top debris for his pre-office attention in the morning, Greeley is only
slightly more bent than upon his arrival. A waiting cabbie bears him away to
his modest house on Nineteenth Street, between Broadway and Fourth Avenue:
Horace Greeley in momentary repose. Greeley, the very embodiment of his
countrymen’s collective virtues and hopeless contradictions. He idealizes rural
life, which he has abandoned, and excoriates city life, upon which he thrives.
In attaining material success and fame, he aspires most of all to righteousness.
He believes, that is, not merely in doing well by doing good—he insists upon
it. In ideology, he is a radical conservative; no other description will serve. He
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favors a society based on sound, solid institutions, but they must be made to
work humanely as well as profitably. He wishes the laboring man well, wars on
his degradation, demands that he be given opportunity to work and rise in the
world and practice thrift and form alliances and learn skills and economy—yet
Greeley is equally all for the capitalist and his self-aggrandizement in a market-
place free but insulated from foreign marauders. He favors government that
spends less and does more than at present. In his almost childlike optimism and
inclination to oversimplify, he is certain all problems can be solved by reason,
goodwill, hard work, and development of the West. Meanwhile, he bears all the
world’s woes and infirmities on his shoulders and ponders how next to instruct
it in their alleviation.

He came of struggling but not destitute farm folk in south-central New Hamp-
shire. His mother had lost her first two babies and cherished this new frail one
all the more. She made him her constant companion and confidant from the
moment he was old enough to talk. She read to him, crooned to him, instructed
him, filled him with family, ancestral, and regional lore. By age three he could
read; by five he was reading everything his mother could obtain—the Bible,
Shakespeare, a miscellany of classics, whatever newspapers found their way to
the little town of Amherst. At school he could outspell his masters and had
easily outread them. At nine he was conversant with the great issues of the day,
approving (not without reservation) the Missouri Compromise. He was, in
short, a prodigy.

Genius, or its close approximation, was not in large supply in the neighbor-
hood, and so the local people offered to finance Horace’s education, at nearby
Phillips Exeter Academy and then at college. This neighborly generosity
precipitated a crisis in the Greeley home. Pride decided. There was, further-
more, the added consideration that the boy, however brainy, was needed to help
his father farm their eighty stony acres. Forever after, Horace would profess
gladness that he had been “indebted for schooling to none but those of whom
I had a right to ask and expect it."”

Formal and, as had been offered, superior education might well have made
him more analytical and better able to appreciate opposing points of view—
never his strength when later occupying his editorial throne. On the other hand,
his parents’ dental to him of higher learning spared him the constricting classical
curriculum; instead of such dry fare, the lad feasted omnivorously on whatever
he came upon. Great curiosity and openness to social, cultural, and technologi-
cal developments of his age became a Greeley hallmark. Owing nothing, not
even thanks, to his neighbors had the further effect of deepening the indepen-
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dence of his character, perhaps his greatest strength through long years of trial,
temptation, and obloquy. Finally, if he had gone on to college and learned all
about becoming a gentleman, he would likely have turned into a far different
Horace Greeley from the one history remembers; the printer’s trade, however
ennobling or artful a craft, was at bottom hard manual labor.

His adult social agenda had detectable origins in his childhood. His father’s
hard luck and marginal competence at farming were made worse by his fondness
for liquor; for the rest of his life, Horace was a tectotaler and worked tirelessly
for the temperance movement. Bankruptcies and foreclosures were said to be
common in the area because local laborers and manufacturers could not com-
pete with cheap goods flooding New England from the mother country. The
protective tariff, nurturing native industry and the American worker with it,
would also become a mainstay of the Greeley political creed—and there was
nothing abstract about his abiding fervor on the subject.

When the family started over in Vermont, Horace helped his father drive
the team and clear the woods and make the charcoal, but their fortunes did not
improve much. When he was fifteen, the rest of the family went farther west,
clear to the other end of New York State, where relatives in Erie County held
out hope to them of fruitful land and better times. But their lanky book lover
they left behind. Horace’s future, they all saw, was not in working the soil. He
was apprenticed to the printshop in East Poultney, a tiny hamlet set on a
picture-book hillside a few miles east of the New York border; its main product
was an indifferent little weekly called the Northern Spectator. Horace received
forty dollars a year, board, clothing of a sort, and the grounding that stood him
so well in the profession he would shortly pioneer.

The Spectator was a shaky enterprise. The town was too small, really, to
support its own newspaper; civic pride sustained it more than anything else. East
Poultney was an upright, decent community, and while not close to the center
of things, it kept up. There was, for example, the weekly lyceum held in the brick
schoolhouse, and no one participated more avidly in it than the apprentice
printer. They treated him as an adult and listened to him with respect since so
much of what he said made sense. It was as if Horace Greeley could barely wait
to escape childhood; so far as he could remember, he would write later, he never
played a game of ball in his life. Nor was he much at dancing, flirting, or the
other social graces. In a way, he was a ward of the whole town, but practically
speaking, he was self-taught, self-motivated, self-sufficient, and not surprisingly,
rather full of himself.

His superiors came and went at the Spectator office; the job paid a poor
living. But it suited the apprentice fine: the less he was monitored, the more it
fell his lot to do. He began to write articles as well as set them, proof them, and
print them, and continued to read everything he could get his hands on, mining
the local library and poring over every word in the exchange papers that came
in. By the time he rejoined his family four years later and got work on the paper
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in Erie, he was a journeyman printer and both student and shaper of the
language.

Reunion with his family was short-lived. Although his work in Erie was
more than satisfactory, slow business forced retrenchment and Horace was let
go. He had had enough of economic and geographic backwaters; he would make
his way now onto the great stage. It is true that he knew no one there, had never
been in a real city in his life actually, came without capital—the twenty-five
dollars with which he left Erie had shrunk to ten by the time he journeyed east
over the canal and down the Hudson by boat—and without letters of recommen-
dation, which he might readily have obtained had he known the ropes. But it
cannot be said that Horace Greeley came to New York in 1831, his twentieth
year, ill equipped for the challenge. He had a skill and was no stranger to hard
labor, and he was as earnest as he was callow.

What he beheld on arriving was a vast concourse of strangers, in Jacksonian
din, generating an incessant clatter upon filthy streets clogged with traffic puls-
ing east and west between the two rivers as Manhattan turned into one of the
great ports of the world. What the world beheld, in its turn, was a pale beanpole
of an overgrown boy, with pants too short for his lank frame and an excessive
growth of almost white-blond hair. When he presented himself for a position
at The Journal of Commerce, its editor took him for a runaway apprentice and
urged him to repent. Horace’s was not a figure to inspire confidence. The only
Job he could find was one nobody else wanted—setting the type for a miniature,
two-column, annotated edition of the Bible, a task so ill paid and exacting that
he had to put in twelve to fourteen hours a day, often working by candlelight,
to earn five or six dollars a week. But he loved the Bible, as literature as well
as spiritual revelation, and no doubt there were moments when he felt there was
something providential in his having been assigned to this trial of faith and
conscientiousness as the ticket of entry to his personal promised land.

He performed creditably and found better work after that. His fellow print-
ers liked him, teased him—they called him *‘the Ghost™ for his extreme paleness
of complexion and matching hair—and exploited his innocence, borrowing from
him and repaying casually if at all. He was often so involved in his work that
he would forget whether he had taken his meals. Such dedication was not lost
on his employers. But he was not content to drudge for others. Horace served
as a journeyman for just fourteen months before setting up his own shop in
partnership with the young foreman at his last place of employment. Between
them they had $150 in capital, a supply of type purchased on credit, a promise
to serve as printers of a sheet called the Bank Note Reporter, then circulating
among the business houses, and an opportunity to make history.

For a year and a half or so, a recent medical school graduate named Horatio
David Sheppard had been obsessed by the simple but radical notion that since
you could sell almost anything on the streets of New York for a penny—boys
peddling spice cakes for that price soon depleted their supply, he noted—why
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not sell a daily newspaper for that price too? Such a publication would contrast
utterly with the journalistic staple of the day, the large-sized six-penny papers
that primarily served the banking and mercantile houses and were solemn
things: a column of news, generally political; a column at most of business and
shipping intelligence; a half-column editorial, usually partisan, often intemper-
ate, and on frequent occasions devoted to attacking the character of the editor
of a rival sheet; and all the rest advertisements, mostly for recently arrived
wares. Who among the general public, in an age when the average daily salary
was about eighty-five cents, would hand over six of them for that? Even at
Sheppard’s suggested price of a penny, who would be interested? The answer,
of course, was to create a different sort of paper, one that might appeal to the
masses: so striking a departure that it would have amounted to an almost wholly
new literary form.

Printed material, from its fifteenth-century origins until the American revo-
lutionary era, had been primarily luxury goods for the ruling classes of church,
state, aristocracy, and, with the great post-Renaissance discoveries that opened
the world’s waterways, merchant princes and their minions. The cost of building
and operating presses, the expense and fragility of type, and the scarcity of paper
all conspired to place printed work beyond the reach of the multitudes, who,
at any rate, were largely illiterate. Monarchy and Europe’s rigid class system
were hardly to be served by broadening opportunities for education. Only with
the rise of representative government and its evolving impulse to ease the
degradation of the masses did the press begin to emerge as a discrete and
economically viable entity. The development was most perceptible in Great
Britain and its colonies, where the Crown still exercised close supervision over
what emerged from the printshops, but books, pamphlets, and broadsides
started to pass into the possession of others than the dominant class. News-
papers, as such, remained unconceived, if not inconceivable, and totally imprac-
tical. What regularly published sheets there were tended to be literary periodi-
cals, perhaps occasionally dabbling in genteel social satire, like The Spectator,
but hardly subversive to the ruling order.

The colonial press in British America was a bit more free-spirited, and an
occasional misguided zealot like Peter Zenger might take the Crown to task for
insufficient regard for the rights of the colonists. But such instances were aber-
rant and massively, punitively discouraged. The few journals that thrived, like
the Franklin brothers’ New England Courant and then Ben’s Pennsylvania
Gazette, were pleasant miscellanies; what “news” they chronicled was of an
official nature—decrees, speeches, proclamations, texts of laws or court opin-
ions. Timeliness, in an age when wind and horsepower were the engines of
transportation, was not thought of as a determinant of what was new. If the
fleetest ships took six weeks to sail from England to New York, “‘news” was,
by definition, whatever had not been known before; when the events had oc-
curred, usually months and often years ago, was beside the point. Nor were
strictly local happenings, except now and then in the coastal cities, deemed
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worthy of recording in print; people knew of them firsthand or by word of
mouth. Why consume costly paper and press time to memorialize such trivia?
Opinion, moreover, on matters of public or official policy was rarely sanctioned
and even more infrequently risked. The colonial press, if it wished to survive,
remained neutral; it was permitted no opinions of its own that might conflict
with government.

It is too much to claim that the Stamp Act of 1765 created, at a stroke, a
distinctly American press, but from that time forth printers in the British
colonies ceased being supplicants for royal approval. A Crown tax of a half-
penny per two-sided copy of a colonial journal and a full penny for a four-pager,
with additional stiff fees for each advertisement run, was the first of the onerous
measures passed by Parliament, and the papers themselves, their survival now
threatened more by compliance than defiance, put out a drumbeat of dissent.
Resentment turned into insubordination, and colonial assemblies were yoked in
a movement that swept up into a revolution. No American publication was
successfully prosecuted for failing to obey the Stamp Acts.

If the Revolution stirred a truly American press, it did not greatly advance
the idea of the newspaper. Journals passionately devoted to the cause of freedom,
of which Isaiah Thomas’s Massachusetts Spy was perhaps the leading example,
subordinated all else to that end. They were primarily action-oriented tracts,
and they could not survive the conclusion of hostilities. The papers that sprang
up in the Federalist period were less exclamatory, but they, too, had a mission:
the nation had to be organized or anarchy would be loosed. Political and
economic stability commanded the highest loyalty of the press, which not only
did not protest the secrecy of the deliberations in Philadelphia in 1787 while the
Constitution was being forged but devoted large quantities of its space to pro-
moting its ratification; the Federalist papers document that crusade in behalf of
constitutional democracy. Still, the papers were primarily polemical and became
more so with the rise of the party system. Press freedom under the Bill of Rights
created the most active, most numerous, and most abusive papers the world had
ever seen— George Washington did not escape their sting, and Thomas Jeffer-
son was bespattered as few chief magistrates have been since—but “‘news’ as
an orderly and ordering presentation of contemporary events remained unborn.

Political debate grew more heated and widespread as the nineteenth century
opened, but partisanship alone was not enough to sustain papers. They required
advertising, even as merchants required a printed medium to display their
wares, especially in the burgeoning port cities.

Commercial interests, furthermore, had a particularly large stake in an
effective central government, comity among the states, and the internal develop-
ment of the vast hinterland with its boundless promise of prosperity for the
infant American nation. The party press and the mercantile element were thus
closely allied, considering their goals complementary if not identical. The eleven
weeklies published in New York City in 1800 were dependent, for the most part,
on commercial interests and trimmed their editorial sails accordingly. Their
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editors were less journalists than clerks or secretaries, exercising little discretion
in what materials they set in type. Their patrons and readers resided mostly in
the business community, which governed their political outlook. The very
names of the papers that were spawned—the Commercial Advertiser, the New
York Advertiser, The Journal of Commerce—announced their contents and
purpose.

By the third decade of the century, however, changes of large social conse-
quence were in the making. Print technology had not essentially advanced since
Gutenberg’s time, but the arrival of steam power altered that. In 1825, the New
York Advertiser became the first paper in the city to install a steam-driven press;
it was capable of printing 2,000 sheets an hour, an astonishing leap. Steamboats,
similarly, sharply reduced the time of seagoing travel. Railroads were develop-
ing, the electromagnetic telegraph was only a dozen or so years distant, the
problems created by time and distance were being annihilated by human ingenu-
ity, and the notion of what was “news” altered sharply. As papers became
cheaper to print, they proliferated, and competition among them intensified.
The more enterprising began to go after the news actively now, instead of
waiting for it to reach them in its own sweet time. News ships were sent out into
New York Harbor to meet incoming vessels and obtain the latest intelligence
from overseas. Express riders and then railways hurried news of the federal
government up from Washington. Improved mails brought word of events in
outlying communities.

As technology was reshaping the time frame of news, politics was about to
broaden its contents no less drastically. Until then, works of history, literature,
and philosophy and such periodicals as deserved attention beyond a glance were
concerned, for the most part, with the lives and deeds of great men, with great
events and profound ideas. The daily lives and concerns of the masses were not
dignified by print. But in Jacksonian America, a new spirit arose in the common
man, who was encouraged to believe that his life, his voice, his vote were of some
importance. He was learning to read and insisting on being educated beyond
that, for upon his muscles and brains together would a new civilization be built
out of the wilderness of the New World. These heightened expectations, irre-
pressible once released, suggested a rich new subject for a new literary form with
a potentially large new readership—society itself, and the collective and individ-
ual acts of its members, in humble as well as high places, to be chronicled in
a more appealing way than the six-penny press wanted or knew how to under-
take. When Horatio David Sheppard, having exhausted all other possibilities,
approached Horace Greeley and his partner and asked them to print a cheap
paper that he felt could not fail to sell at least twice or three times as many copies
as the 5,000 a day sold by the Courier and Enquirer, the largest of the city’s
six-pennies, history was on his side.

Greeley was interested but cautious. True, his capital had not been solicited,
but young Dr. Sheppard’s bankroll was small, and his knowledge of editing even
slimmer. It would not do for the fledgling firm of Greeley & Co. to be associated
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with a failure at the outset, particularly one that left a stack of unpaid bills.
Greeley calculated that a cheap paper might go, especially if hawked for cash
by boys on the streets in the novel way Sheppard proposed instead of by annual
subscription price as the six-pennies were sold, but he felt that two cents was
the ideal price, not one. Sheppard yielded, and the New York Morning Post
appeared on the streets on the first of January 1833.

It was not a good day to launch a noble experiment. A snowstorm had
emptied the streets, and the intrepid newsboys wandered lucklessly in search of
customers. The city remained snowbound for days. Far worse, the newspaper
itself had little beyond price to recommend it. A readership lay in wait, but
Sheppard did not know how to reach it. His circulation never rose higher than
a few hundred. At the beginning of the second week, he cut his price to a penny
but did not enliven the contents. By its third Wednesday, the Morning Post was
dead.

Its legacy was not dormant long. The following September, a young New
York printer named Benjamin Day, only a year older than Greeley, issued the
first number of his Sun, charged a penny for it, and scored an almost instant
success. Within months it had the largest circulation in America.

In every way, the Sun differed from the six-penny papers. They were printed
on a huge sheet, some reaching five feet in width, as if physical dimension were
the measure of their virtue; the Sun was tidily printed on four little pages, ten
inches deep, each divided into three columns. The “blanket sheets,” as they
came to be ridiculed, reported on politics, money matters, and shipping news;
the Sun had next to nothing on these subjects. Instead, it featured a variety of
breezy items, mostly local and about the tragicomedy of the daily life of ordinary
citizens. Its staple was the coarse humor of the police courts, where drunkenness
and domestic tribulation provided grist for a flippant style of writing. Thieves
and streetwalkers and arsonists also paraded across the Sun’s small pages, along
with fiction and poetry, sketches of city life, reports of curiosities, monstrosities,
and other rumored sensations. Of editorial commentary and other forms of
profundity, there was none, not in the early stages of a newspaper life that would
span 117 years. Its criterion for inclusion was anything that was interesting
regardless of its importance—precisely the opposite standard from that of the
somber six-pennies. Newsboys paid seven cents to its publisher for each ten
copies they carried out to the streets. In a year, they were selling 10,000 copies
daily; in two years, 15,000.

Horace Greeley did not think a great deal of the Sun. It was cheap in more
ways than one and had an unprofessional, helter-skelter air about it, for all its
sprightliness. Yes, it dealt with humanity in a way that the elitist commercial
papers had not, but to the highly moral young man from rural New England,
it exploited rather than ennobled it. And there were serious as well as trifling
matters for a daily paper to treat in an instructive and engaging fashion.

A man who concurred in that judgment soon paid a visit to Horace Greeley’s
printshop. James Gordon Bennett’s reputation as a clever writer preceded him.
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A gaunt, cross-eyed Scotsman a few inches taller and sixteen years older than
Greeley, Bennett had produced for the Courier highly informed and often
irreverent reportage out of Washington on the administration of John Quincy
Adams—a kind of personalized, somewhat flamboyant, but authoritative writ-
ing that had not been seen before—and then fell in and out of favor with the
Jackson crowd. There was something moody and quarrelsome about him, they
said, even while conceding his talents. Would Greeley be interested, Bennett
asked, in forming a partnership with him to publish a new penny paper, a really
professional one, now that the Sun had proven there was a market for a cheap
daily? He flashed a fifty-dollar bill and a few smaller ones, noting that his own
resources were limited but that he was rich in experience.

Made cautious by the short-lived venture with Sheppard, Greeley declined
and urged his visitor to try the large shop that was job-printing the Sun. Bennett
had wanted a partner, not merely a printer, and deciding that, anyway, he did
not much like the looks of this pasty-faced cherub with the Dresden-doll blue
eyes, took his leave. The name of the paper he wished to launch, James Gordon
Bennett had told Horace Greeley, was the New York Morning Herald.

Greeley & Co. prospered as job printers, thanks in part to work it did for the
New York state lottery. But Horace’s ambition was to be an editor and publisher
in his own right, not merely a collaborator. Printing his own publication in his
own shop would give him the advantage of reduced costs, and performing most
of the editorial functions himself would further improve his chances for success.
All he needed was the right idea.

He had been in the city only two and a half years when in March 1834
Greeley & Co. issued the first number of a weekly intended ‘““to combine the
useful with the agreeable—substantial information with pleasing interest—the
instruction of the mind with the improvement of the heart.” It was called The
New-Yorker. Issued each Saturday evening, it consisted of sixteen packed but
handsomely printed pages nine by twelve inches in size and divided into three
columns—a lot of reading matter for three dollars a year. What subscribers
received for their money was a hybrid of literary selections and political digest
with some editorials, usually a substantial leader and one or two shorter com-
ments, on the larger social issues of the day. It was a somewhat odd mixture,
but what was truly extraordinary about The New-Yorker was the quality of its
contents, from beginning to end. That it could be conceived, edited, and in large
measure written by a man of twenty-three, who had worked previously only on
two small and very provincial papers and since arriving in New York been
closeted at his mechanical labors in the shop, almost defied belief.
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It had a pleasingly modest, straightforward tone throughout. The literary
department was distinguished by the excellence of its selections, some original
but most taken from other publications—pirated, we would call it now—and
duly credited, as was the custom then. Its reviews, some by Greeley himself and
the rest farmed out, had spirit and bite without arrogance—James Fenimore
Cooper’s The Pathfinder, for example, was given respectful attention based on
the author’s earlier achievement but was not spared rebuke for a somewhat
lackluster performance judged by his own previous attainments. Most of all,
Greeley knew—as posterity would confirm—which works were worth his space.
The New-Yorker was an avid admirer of Wordsworth and Melville, and when
Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America appeared, the editor varied his
usual format of leading the magazine with literary selections and opened instead
with a commendatory essay-review, quoting liberally from the Frenchman’s
masterwork.

The political section was still more important. It established itself at once
as the most accurate, objective collection of political intelligence regularly pub-
lished in the nation. Through his own enterprise, a growing circle of contacts,
and a careful sifting of a great many exchange papers, Greeley monitored the
proceedings of Congress, state legislatures, and the New York City Council,
explaining and summarizing them deftly. The paper excelled at covering nomi-
nations and elections, with more complete statistical and tabular matter than
was anywhere else available in a single publication. Before long, the editor of
The New-Yorker was a walking political encyclopedia.

But it was his editorials above all that put Greeley’s stamp on the magazine.
At first he indulged himself by running a number of his own poems, which
showed a certain verbal virtuosity but seemed labored. He soon concluded
where his true gift lay: in writing simple, forceful prose on a wide range of social
issues. He discussed “The Interests of Labor,” “The Science of Agriculture,”
“The March of Humbug,” usury laws and capital punishment and the need for
registering voters and American relations with France and the relief of the poor
and the treatment of the Indians. One Fourth of July he wrote with passion
against the tyranny of orthodoxy he saw everywhere around him afflicting free
thought and discussion. And he wrote with unmistakable disapproval on the
subject that would win him his widest fame throughout the Union—and the
hatred of the South—slavery. There was restraint in his first antislavery piece,
appearing in July 1834, just three months after The New-Yorker’s debut, and it
illustrated a tenet he held to until the Civil War itself: however gross an iniquity
he thought human bondage to be, he did not propose its abolition on American
soil. After all, the drafters of the Constitution, in their infinite vision, had
permitted the practice, and “why should not even the existing evils of one
section be left to the correction of its own wisdom and virtue, when pointed out
by the unerring finger of experience?”

Starting with a subscription list of a few hundred, The New-Yorker attracted
a circulation of 2,500 within its first six months and 4,500 by the close of its first
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year. The magazine had been mentioned admiringly in some three hundred
papers and periodicals throughout the country, and its editor was suddenly
established as a literary figure, political sage, and social commentator. There was
no other publication comparable to his of such size and such intellectual accom-
plishment. The only blot on this happy picture was that The New-Yorker, for
all Greeley’s prodigious efforts, was losing money—s$3,000 the first year and,
despite attaining the level of 7,000 subscribers, $2,000 the second year. Although
sustained by its editor’s talents and industry and his partner’s indulgence, the
magazine was threatening to bankrupt the firm that produced it. Pyrrhic tri-
umphs were not at all what Horace Greeley had had in mind.

A%

Greeley, when he said no to James Gordon Bennett, became the latest in a long
line of people who had disappointed and embittered the Scot. A graceless,
homely man about to turn forty, riddled with cynicism and on the edge of active
misanthropy, Bennett had somehow kept his faith in himself. Three earlier
attempts at newspaper proprietorship had quickly foundered. But he proceeded
now, against great odds, with one final effort. In the spring of 1835, he rented
a basement apartment on Wall Street, stretched a few pine boards between a set
of flour barrels for a desk, and began single-handedly to produce the first
genuine newspaper in the United States. More than any other man, he invented
and refined the art of reportage. As a conceptualizer of what “news” was and
how it might be rendered in a daily publication, there had been no one like him,
and his match would not appear again until Joseph Pulitzer arrived in New
York nearly half a century later.

There were dark, cold spaces in his past that Bennett himself never chose
to explain. At an early age, he had become severely disaffected from his origins.
Born in 1795 in a Scottish hamlet among a people notable for their poverty, piety,
and industry, he found himself perplexed by a double religious ethic that threat-
ened to smother him before he could escape the bondage of childhood. On one
side of him stood the Church of Scotland, chilling and obdurate, and on the
other, his own heritage of Catholicism, drilling him endlessly in its liturgies and
imbuing him with contempt rather than faith.

He went to seminary in Aberdeen and enjoyed a mind-opening curriculum.
Besides four years of church doctrine, he studied history, logic, French, geogra-
phy, bookkeeping, and some science, and all but embraced literature as his new
god. He consumed Byron, Burns, Boswell, Smollett, Sir Walter Scott, and the
Edinburgh Review and joined and wrote for the literary club. Whatever possibil-
ity had remained of his taking vows was gone now; he saw the Catholic Church
as obsessed by ritual and haunted by superstition, an anti-progressive authority
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from which he fled at the first opportunity. What he fled to is not known;
between his nineteenth and twenty-fourth years, James Gordon Bennett’s life
is a mystery. All that is known for certain is that he accumulated few earthly
goods and was much moved by the autobiography of Benjamin Franklin. At-
tracted by that exemplary life among a self-possessed people, so much freer from
the strictures of caste and faith than inhabitants of the Old World, he sailed for
America without a trade to offer or a fixed destination in mind.

Lean, hungry, ascetic, he wandered the streets of Boston, enthralled by its
historic monuments, but its orderliness, even tightness, of living pattern was no
great departure from the life he had abandoned. His literary bent won him a
clerk’s position at Wells & Lilly, prominent booksellers and publishers, where
he serviced Boston’s social and cultural elite and, in the process, managed to
sample the merchandise generously. Customer relations was not his strength,
however—he lacked graces, and his ungainly figure and gruff, undiminished
burr were not calculated to please. Whether by choice or command, he was
transferred to the back rooms, where he served as a proofreader and picked up
the rudiments of the publishing trade. Soon, though, the familiar sense of
entrapment closed in, and he made his way to New York.

Here Bennett found easy acceptance; here, he decided, he would try to make
his mark. But before he had much opportunity to do so, a fortuitous meeting
on the waterfront with the owner of the Charleston Courier, probably the most
accomplished newspaper then published in America, led him South. He would
spend only ten months in South Carolina, but they would confirm his writing
skill, introduce him to the mechanics of newspapering, and tilt his social views
to a position the polar opposite of Horace Greeley’s.

Charleston’s beauty, climate, and grace charmed him. It was the heyday of
John Calhoun, and the region’s pride in its convictions about states’ rights and
a society built on white supremacy and black servitude swayed him. The worst
abominations of slavery were shielded from him, out in the low-country planta-
tions where the cotton kingdom was flourishing; in Charleston, the lash was not
seen and its victims wore livery. At the paper he encountered men of cultivation
who wrote with the style and confidence befitting the freshly minted gentry who
made up much of the Courier’s clientele. Bennett himself, with his linguistic
gifts, was assigned to do translations from the French and Spanish papers that
reached Charleston harbor from Havana and other Caribbean ports. The Cou-
rier thus served in the United States as a primary source of news from large areas
of the Old World and the New. Bennett was becoming a cosmopolitan.

But wherever he went in Charleston, Bennett was the perpetual outsider,
stern, direct, sometimes savagely cynical. Incapable of endearing himself to
others, he saw advancement eluding him. He would have to rely on ability to
earn what personality could not.

Back in New York, he struggled for the next decade to survive in the jungle
of journalism. It was an unruly, primitive place, inhabited by creatures of prey
who knew no law beyond self-interest. The “‘reading public” was at best an
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inchoate entity, and the prospect of edifying it held little conceivable profit; the
press was there, rather, to propagandize, to merchandise wares and politicians.
Newspapers were numerous and debt-ridden, none achieving sales of more than
a few thousand. Their tiny staffs were poorly paid and easily persuaded by their
willful patrons. Editors tended to be lazy, uncultivated men—William Cullen
Bryant, arriving on the Evening Post in 1826, was the only authentic man of
letters among them—and newsgathering was, accordingly, a casual act and too
often corrupt, especially in the financial area, where promoters and speculators
were always eager for a hearing and printed puffery was duly rewarded. Ironi-
cally, nothing was more highly valued than moralizing pieces, which James
Gordon Bennett was not willing to provide. In a world where hacks were readily
available to do as they were bid, Bennett had to grub for piecework. Slowly, and
never far from destitution, he became known for reliability and persistence in
a field where sloth, drunkenness, and corruptibility were common. He accepted
political partisanship as one of the working conditions of his trade—there
simply was no independent press—and began to cultivate connections among
lower echelons of the Tammany Democratic apparatus. Working within those
prescribed limits, he nevertheless managed to broaden the bounds and ani-
mate the contents of journalism as a literary form and, in so doing, demon-
strate a social utility that would allow his calling the dignity of labeling itself
a profession.

Bennett’s advance was spurred by his link to Mordecai Noah, a self-
promoter who ran a Tammany sheet called the National Advocate until a quar-
rel severed his quasi-official tie to the party and he offered his following a new
paper, the New York Enquirer. Noah assigned Bennett to write some light,
bright sketches; one of the first, titled “Shaking Hands,” was a witty dissertation
on that “troublesome civility” which, as indiscriminately practiced in the
United States, often threatened bodily harm. In its place, Bennett offered cus-
toms of other cultures (e.g., greeters might place leaves on each other’s heads,
as New Guineans were wont to, or mush noses in the manner of Laplanders).
The article attracted so much attention, both admiring and disapproving, that
Noah was forced to recognize that superior writing might actually improve the
fortunes of his newspaper.

The editor went so far as to commission Bennett to go to Washington and
report on whatever he fancied, and Bennett found endless subjects just awaiting
a caustic observer with a modicum of knowledge of how the national govern-
ment operated. In the late stages of the laconic administration of John Quincy
Adams, the capital was a growing but still small place, with no more than 3,000
dwellings and so relaxed an air that it was possible, if one had nothing better
to do, to observe the President skinny-dipping in the Potomac. With characteris-
tic doggedness, Bennett got to know the place inside out, lingering in the Senate
and House galleries, visiting cabinet and congressional offices, attending func-
tions at the White House, brooding over bills and reports at the Library of
Congress. In a style barbed, picturesque, and openly partisan—he found Adams
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a dull, cold subject and much preferred the rambunctious, up-and-coming Jack-
sonian crowd—Bennett began to send letters back to the Enguirer of a kind no
American newspaper had run before. He analyzed the hidden jockeying in the
legislative process, skewered the grandiloquence of congressional and other
orators, pitied the President for his tireless handshaking feats—his sole triumph,
to the eyes of Bennett, who showed no compassion for his foes—and described
the social scenery with gleeful hyperbole, as in his rendering of a party at
Secretary of State Henry Clay’s residence:

... Do you see that lady at the Northwest corner of the second cotillion? She dresses
elaborately. Every pin has its place, every hair its locality. The caputography of her
head would puzzle a corps of engineers—her smiles rise, brighten, decay and disap-
pear with as much preconcert as a drama. She is half belle, half bleu. Some show
their skill in dancing; others drawl through the cotillion with the greatest noncha-
lance. Dresses are found of all kinds, the French, the English, the Anglo-French, the
classical, the picturesque and the no-style. Did you ever see something half-way
between Egyptian mummers and en-bon-point, arrayed in a style that would make
a fellow imagine that a rainbow had been hauled down from the clouds and made
up into a dress by some outlandish French milliner?

His sentences had a cadence, his paragraphs a structure, his metaphors a facility
and flamboyance that stamped their author as unique. His identity was un-
known to appreciative Enquirer readers since the pieces were unsigned, but
Bennett won recognition within the trade and among his not always grateful
subjects in the capital as the first real Washington reporter.

With the ascension of Andrew Jackson, Bennett had his first taste of per-
sonal power. He consorted with the Democrats, sought and gloried in their
confidences—he had not, after all, ever received much material reward for his
labors—and used these heroes of popular sovereignty even as they used him.
He was never servile, but their interests generally coincided with his. When
Bennett undertook an extensive piece of investigative reportage, examining the
award of postmasterships to assess the charge that Jackson’s patronage prac-
tices constituted a *“‘spoils system,” the results not surprisingly exonerated the
President. Bennett was welcomed around Washington as he never had been
elsewhere, and moved easily about the off-season political circuit in Saratoga,
where society and government summered, and Albany, where the governor of
the most populous state, Jackson advocate Martin Van Buren, would resign
shortly to become Secretary of State. Bennett found in Van Buren an intelli-
gence, wit, and charm that he himself could manage only on paper and angled
his way close to the Dutchman, whom he saw as Old Hickory’s prospective
heir.

In 1829, the Enquirer was taken over by the New York Courier, under the
editorial command of a handsome, bumptious young West Point graduate
named James Webb, son of one of George Washington’s leading aides-de-camp.
The resulting amalgam became at once the ranking journal of the city, and
Bennett, its most valuable asset. He was named associate editor and allowed to
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rove where he chose when activity was slow in Washington. In the summer of
1830, the Courier and Enquirer prominently billed his planned coverage of a
murder trial in Salem, Massachusetts, that had stirred the town as nothing since
the witchcraft proceedings in the seventeenth century. What he produced in-
stead was the fiercest outcry for liberty of the press since the storm over the
Alien and Sedition Acts at the turn of the century.

On trial were the alleged killers of a retired sea captain, found slain in his
bed; Daniel Webster, pre-eminent attorney of his time, had joined the state
prosecutorial team, and a corps of perhaps a dozen reporters was on hand for
what promised to be a grand and gory show. Not eager to have the dignity of
the commonwealth tainted, the attorney general of Massachusetts lectured the
reporters on proper courtroom decorum and laid down a series of restrictive
regulations on what they might write. Bennett, with friends in high places and
as the disdainful representative of New York’s leading paper, rose up in anger.
“It is an old, worm-eaten, Gothic dogma of the Courts,” he wrote in an indict-
ment that was read in Salem three days later, “to consider the publicity given
to every event by the Press, as destructive to the interests of law and justice.”
If it were true, he added, that the publication of facts or even rumors served to
undermine the operations of justice, then “the more utterly ignorant a man is,
the fitter he is to sit as a juror.” He was fed up with people who belittled and
degraded the press, Bennett thundered, concluding:

The honesty, the purity, the integrity of legal practice and decisions throughout this
country, are more indebted to the American Press, than to the whole tribe of lawyers
and judges, who issue their decrees. The Press is the living Jury of the Nation.

The Massachusetts authorities responded, in their fury, by forbidding the re-
porters to take notes for articles to be transmitted out of state before the trial
was over. Bennett reported that as well, and thereafter the focus of the event
was not the guilt or innocence of the accused but whether the press was in
contempt of court by informing the people of its proceedings. Bennett was laying
claim for the press as a coequal, if unelected, fourth branch of government,
ventilating the other three with a mandate from the Founding Fathers. That the
press should first set its own house in order was a rebuttal that the thrust of
Bennett’s own work was beginning to correct.

The limits of a reporter’s power were bitterly brought home to him the next
year when in support of the Jacksonians’ opposition to the United States Bank,
termed *‘this hydra of corruption” by the President, Bennett investigated the
far-flung operations of the bank, concluded it was venal, and, citing names,
dates, places, and misdeeds, wrote a scalding series of articles that he persuaded
Webb to carry in the Courier over a period of two months. Then, with no
explanation other than that he had exhausted the subject, Bennett was ordered
to halt his attack. But it had gone on long enough to further secure his position
with Jackson’s people and emboldened him to play the kingmaker’s role in the
Democrats’ nomination for governor of New York. He relished, almost
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flaunted, what he supposed was his personal influence. Not long before the
presidential election in 1832, Webb switched the Courier’s support from Jackson
to Clay, so stunning a blow that a congressional committee explored the matter
and discovered that the United States Bank had bought off Bennett’s financially
troubled publisher with loans totaling $53,000, initiated while his attacks against
its corrupting power were appearing in print. Vindicated but disgusted, Bennett
decided to strike out on his own; the timing seemed perfect. His capital was
minimal, but with his closeness to a national administration almost certain to
be returned to power, he was confident he could attract what backing he needed
to sustain the venture.

He named his paper the Globe and announced it with the back of his hand
for rivals already in the field:

For years past the public has been cloyed with immense sheets—bunglingly made
up—without concert of action or individuality of character. . . . 1 shall give my readers
the cream of foreign and domestic events. . . .

He would candidly “aid the great cause of Jackson and Democracy” during the
campaign but afterward widen its variety of material so that his paper would
be a welcome visitor at both the tea table and the countinghouse.

It was not Bennett’s first attempt as publisher. Seven years earlier, he had
been handed control of a dying Sunday weekly for practically nothing and
invited to breathe it back to life. But he had too little money, credit, and time
to turn the trick, and after a month gave it up. This time he was a somebody.
His prospects appeared bright—until the election was over and his readers,
conceiving the Globe to be hardly more than another partisan sheet to bolster
the Jackson campaign, slipped away fast. Bennett’s resources again proved
inadequate to see him through, and no help was forthcoming from a party that,
reconfirmed in power, had its pick of solicitous publishers.

Broke, and doubly embittered, Bennett had to return to piecework—essays,
sketches, stories, poems, any sort of assignment he could coax out of those
smaller papers willing to deal with him. Webb, once his champion, now turned
on his former associate editor, attacking him in print, and Bennett’s fortunes
fell further. He thought he saw deliverance when word reached him that for a
few dollars he could obtain control of a small, troubled Philadelphia daily, the
Pennsylvanian. A new city might change his luck, and surely Jackson’s people
would rally to him as a Democratic counterweight to the Philadelphia-based
United States Bank in its own lair. But he miscalculated both the enmity toward
him by the unforgiving bank and the gratitude felt for him in Washington. When
he appealed for funding to the clique surrounding Van Buren, now Vice Presi-
dent, he was refused. Distraught, he sent off a pitiable letter to an intimate of
the Vice President that read in part:

... after nearly ten years . . . working night and day for the cause of Mr. Van Buren
and his friends; surrounded, too, as I have been, with those who were continually
talking against him, and poisoning me to his prejudice, and the treatment which I
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have received from him and his friends this last year, and up to this moment, is as
superlatively heartless . . . as it is possible to conceive or imagine. . . .

He had wanted to have it both ways: the spiritual and material backing of
politicians while retaining functional independence of them. He returned to
New York, a three-time loser as a publisher, down at the heels, and perceived
to be as dangerous as he was talented with a pen. He applied for work to the
new, prospering Sun; he thought he knew how to turn the spirited little daily
into something beyond a sensation-mongering gossip sheet. The offer was de-
clined. Realizing finally that if he were ever to direct a newspaper of his own,
it must be entirely independent of political partisanship, he resolved to make one
final effort. His resources were as slender as they had ever been, however, and
he needed a trustworthy ally, one who would defer to him. A partner with a
printshop would be ideal.

When Horace Greeley, too, rejected him, Bennett, with almost truculent
defiance of a world that refused to embrace him, did it by himself.

\Y

In the way that most great conceptions are said to be simple at their core, James
Gordon Bennett fashioned his New York Herald upon an idea that was both
obvious and novel. Appearing for the first time on May 6, 1835, the four-page
sheet, somewhat larger than the Sun but much smaller than the six-penny
blankets, was directed, according to its proprietor, at readers in all stations of
life, “the journeyman and his employer—the clerk and his principal.” The
Herald would present reading matter of such interest that it would bridge their
common humanity. It promised to be “the organ of no faction or coterie”; its
creator had invested his heart in causes too often in the past to risk having it
shattered a final time. While small, his paper would compensate with “industry,
good taste, brevity, variety, point, piquancy, and cheapness.”

With the first and last of these ingredients there could be no quibbling.
Bennett priced his paper at the same penny the Sun cost, but he offered much
more reading matter. And he offered something neither the Sun nor any other
paper in the city could: himself and his professionalism. He knew more about
the techniques of reporting than his contemporaries, and he poured himself into
the effort now, with his last five hundred dollars and the shreds of his reputation
on the line. He went out after the news everywhere: the stock exchange, City
Hall, the police courts, the docks, the coffeehouses, reporting with the same
doggedness he had brought with him to Washington a decade earlier, infiltrat-
ing, persisting, asking questions no one else did and not going away until he had
his answers. And now he was unpurchasable by favors or access to power; he



The Righteous and the Wrathful 35

had known those and come at last to see they were no different in essence from
more blatant forms of bribery.

His skills, unleashed in a frenzy of nonstop workdays, at once asserted their
superiority over his rivals’. Where the Sun offered brief, smirking police reports,
the Herald played it straight but carried far more of them with details of the
demimonde and domestic dramas played out in startling numbers throughout
the city. Bennett’s paper contrasted itself even more sharply with his competi-
tors at the other end of the market; he covered financial news with an accuracy,
clarity, and candor unknown in the six-penny press. Over the years Bennett had
trained himself in political economy, first immersing himself in the work of his
fellow Scotsman Adam Smith, and his familiarity with banking practices and
market forces made him a highly informed interrogator on his Wall Street
rounds. Under the chaste heading ‘“Money Markets,” he turned out a daily piece
that members of the financial community could ignore only at their peril. In his
first piece, he set the tone: “This uncommon rise in the stock market is not
produced by accident.” He advised his readers on the effects of interest rates,
the money supply, the chicanery of manipulators, and a dozen other factors
largely shrouded from the general public and often poorly understood by market
players and plungers themselves. In a time when many editors, especially those
on the commercial papers, were known to be stock speculators, Bennett denied
himself the temptation totally, as he did alcohol, tobacco, churchgoing, and
what he regarded as other pollutants of body and soul. And he never betrayed
a confidence; his sources trusted him, but if they used him ill, he was too shrewd
to fall for the ruse a second time. The Herald, moreover, carried the most
authentic and thorough list of market prices published anywhere; for these alone
it commanded universal attention in financial circles. Between his expanded
police coverage and Wall Street intelligence, Bennett forged a two-edged sword
to smite his leading foes. The Sun and its lesser imitator, the Transcript, did
not circulate among the downtown financial crowd, he told potential advertis-
ers, while the Courier and Enquirer, The Journal of Commerce, and their ilk
‘“are never seen in the crowd.” Only the Herald was designed to reach all.

Beyond its reportorial initiatives was the Herald’s—which is to say Ben-
nett’s—writing. The format may have been sedate, with tiny headings in an age
when display headlines were still unknown and without typographic ornament,
except on the rarest of occasions when it broke out with a woodcut illustration,
but the Herald’s prose was as good as its editor’s promise: it sparkled. In place
of the casual, discursive English that filled most papers on both sides of the
Atlantic, Bennett perfected the kind of fresh, pointed prose practiced in the
French press at its best. Every paragraph had to do its work to compel reader
interest. And the Herald’s language flouted the pruderies of the age; it called
aleg a leg instead of *‘a limb” and spoke openly of pants and petticoats. Reward,
in the form of circulation, was swift.

Toward the close of its first year of publication, the Herald provoked a
sensation that established it beyond question as the leading newspaper in the city
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and the nation. When a beautiful twenty-year-old prostitute named Ellen Jewett
was found hacked to death and partially burned in her bed in a house of ill fame
on Thomas Street, about six blocks from City Hall, Bennett at first simply gave
a more detailed account than other papers of the lurid crime (e.g., “the bone
was cleft to the extent of three inches™) and all but convicted the chief suspect,
an eighteen-year-old Wall Street clerk who had spent part of the evening with
her and whose cloak was found in the dead girl’s quarters. But then the editor
seemed to sense he was on to something especially promising. Here was an
occasion not only to whet readers’ morbid curiosity but to lift the curtain on
a forbidden aspect of the city’s life, to explore the sociology of sin and report
it more graphically and honestly than convention had permitted. He developed
the story—exploited it for sales, without a doubt—but in the very act of follow-
through, of continuous investigation and revelation, broke new journalistic
ground. Bennett went to the scene of the crime the next day, *said to be one
of the most splendid establishments devoted to infamous intercourse that the
city can show,” and to his mingled horror and delight, discovered the corpse
had not yet been removed. The sight may have been *‘ghastly,” as he assured
readers, but he left them with a different emotional reaction as well: *. . . the
perfect figure, the exquisite limbs, the fine face, the full arms, the beautiful bust,
all surpassed in every respect the Venus de Medici. . . . For a few moments I
was lost in admiration of this extraordinary sight.”” He went on to describe the
room, ‘“‘elegant but wild and extravagant in its ornaments,” and, in subsequent
articles, what manner of life she had led, her intellect and refinement, how she
paraded Wall Street in her splendid green dress, her passion for seducing nice
young men, particularly those who resisted her charms, how she became the star
attraction of the house, “‘giving grace to its licentiousness.” He got hold of her
letters to and from customers and suitors and ran excerpts, noting that there
was not an unchaste word on the beautifully embossed paper she preferred. He
went again and interviewed the madam of the house and used her own words
to turn, in best detective style, suspicion upon her and away from the accused
young clerk. When the Sun charged that bachelor Bennett was in cahoots with
the defense and had himself been a bawdy-house customer, perhaps even at the
very house where the victim had offered her services, he turned the canard into
a self-deprecating triumph. The only time he had visited such a place, long ago
in his youth, he wrote, *. . . the girls told me, ‘You’re too ugly a rascal to come
among us,’ ” and a colleague was told, “Never bring that homely scoundrel to
our house; the sight of him gives us the ague.” He kept milking the story, in
short, right through the trial, which ended with the acquittal of the accused, the
Herald’s circulation at 15,000 copies a day, and Bennett’s name as the best
known, if most notorious, of any journalist in the country.

While the Sun remained ahead of the Herald in circulation, Bennett’s far
more substantial paper ran well ahead in advertising. And with no real margin
of safety in his own bank account, he decided early on to put his advertising
accounts on a cash-only basis. Newspaper and periodical customers had long
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been extreme laggards in paying for both subscriptions and advertising—an
indication, to Bennett’s thinking, of the low esteem in which the press was
held by the public. With a winner finally in his hands, Bennett would no
longer countenance such practices. At the same time, he recognized—indeed,
insisted upon—the news value of advertising and ended the common practice
of carrying ads that ran with unvarying copy in every edition for a charge of
thirty or forty dollars a year. In the Herald an ad could stand unchanged for
no longer than two weeks; eventually, Bennett would rule that the copy had
to be altered every day. He wanted his paper read, and columns of dead mat-
ter would not advance that end. But in all other regards, he was exceedingly
liberal about what his advertisers could say in print. The Herald operated on
the doctrine of caveat emptor, welcoming purveyors of any and all quack nos-
trums, promises to teach readers to play the piano in six easy lessons, abor-
tionists to service the needy. And its “Personals” columns bulged with tales of
intrigue: dates and times of assignations that their participants could not more
easily or safely communicate, loveless women looking for husbands, forlorn
mothers looking for lost children, unvirtuous women none too subtly looking
for customers. Determined to succeed now, knowing that he could not remain
independent of political or other vested interests unless he built his paper to a
level of prosperity unknown before in the American press, Bennett was impa-
tient with readers finicky about his advertising policies. To one who com-
plained about ads for a certain Dr. Brandreth’s remarkably efficacious pills,
Bennett shot back in June 1836:

Send us more advertisements than Dr. Brandreth does—give us higher prices—
we’ll cut Dr. Brandreth dead—or at least curtail his space. Business is business—
money is money. . . . We permit no blockhead to interfere with our business.

Success may not have done much to improve Bennett’s personality, but it
decisively enhanced the quality of his newspaper. Confident that he had built
a solid enough following to risk increasing the Herald’s price to two cents,
Bennett promptly employed the added revenues in an ongoing series of improve-
ments. He enlisted a staff, installed a bureau in Washington and expanded
coverage from there, and on a trip to Europe assembled a network of corre-
spondents writing exclusively for him and making the Herald the first American
paper to offer systematic foreign coverage. He began a weekly edition and a news
digest in the daily. He improved local news by doing more with shipping and
sporting events and compartmentalizing reports from the courts and municipal
offices. Nothing better illustrated Bennett’s capacity now for separating his
personal piques, phobias, and hatreds, amply evident in the Herald’s editorials,
from the interests of his readers than the paper’s coverage of religious news. His
editorial denunciations of *‘the rotting fiber of professional churchmen” did not
prevent him from ordering the paper to start carrying regular reports on the
sermons of those same loathsome clerics—reports that the editor insisted be
courteous and accurate—and extensive coverage of religious meetings, assem-
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blies, and conventions with a nice impartiality toward all sects. Principle
and expediency coincided as the Herald forged a new standard of journalistic
objectivity.

Perhaps Bennett’s most daring and impudent novelty was his assault on the
citadels of society. Never himself granted admission to the drawing rooms of
the city’s elite, which he considered mercantile in origin and therefore arriviste,
pretentious, exhibitionist, synthetic, and fit prey for his pen, Bennett began
featuring accounts of major social events, rendered in a happy style midway
between lampoon and sycophancy. Such previously unheard-of effrontery
reached a high point when the March 2, 1840, issue of the Herald burst forth
with its front page devoted almost wholly to a report headed *“Grand Fancy
Dress Ball, at Brevoort Hall” with the subheading ““Blaze of Beauty—Brilliant
Display of Dress, Taste and Elegance—Immense Sensation in the Fashionable
World,” accompanied by a layout plan of the first two floors of the hosts’
mansion on Fifth Avenue at Ninth Street. Identifying the guests by their initials
to mute the shock of exposure to public scrutiny (and no doubt to forestall
violent reaction by offended subjects), the Herald reporter, who had donned
knight’s armor for the job, disclosed that “Catharine of Aragon wore a real tiara
of diamonds™’; Mrs. J. W. O—'’s dress, black velvet studded with silver stars, cost
over $800; a man costumed as a Chinese mandarin ate (with chopsticks),
danced, and spoke ‘“d la Chinoise, to the delight of the ladies”; another man,
intending to cavort as a bloodhound, “burst his dog skin breeches putting them
on,” while the most amusing Mr. W— E—, a six-footer dressed as a little
schoolgirl, “had on a short white frock and pantalettes.” Interspersed were an
account of a fistfight, a snatch of dialogue from an attempted seduction, the
carryings-on of a Miss B—y, “long a beautiful belle,” who broke many hearts
at the ball and then eloped the next day with a gentleman from South Carolina
who had not attended, and a sensual, almost tactile, description of *“Mrs. L—n
as a Virgin of the Sun.”

Such visions awakened awe, envy, and fascination among the larger run of
mankind barred from the Brevoorts’ door—and sold a great many papers for
James Gordon Bennett, who was redefining the meaning of “‘news.”

Sprung from the doldrums inflicted by so many years of anonymous, unre-
warded virtuosity in a profession that scarcely existed before his entry into it,
Bennett displayed immodesty that knew no bounds. “Shakespeare is the great
genius of the drama,” he wrote in 1837, *“Scott of the novel, Milton and Byron
of the poem—and I mean to be the genius of the newspaper press.” His sin was
not high aspiration but advertising it. His ambition ran beyond art toward
power, of a sort no other journalist had been brash enough to articulate or
skilled enough to dream of; Bennett asked, not at all rhetorically:

What is to prevent a daily newspaper from being made the greatest organ of
social life? Books have had their day—the theatres have had their day—the temple
of religion has had its day. A newspaper can be made to take the lead of all these



The Righteous and the Wrathful 39

in the great movements of human thought and . . . civilization. A newspaper can send
more souls to Heaven, and save more from Hell, than all the churches and chapels
in New York—besides making money at the same time. . . .

Perhaps it has always been an occupational hazard for the masters of the
press to believe their own notices. Even the astute Bennett, in all probability,
did not appreciate the true nature of the social impact his paper was creating.
Newspapers have saved only a limited number of souls and not scored notably
more successes in leading “great movements of human thought.” What they can
do at their best is to inform, a function urgently needed at the time Bennett’s
Herald appeared. His adopted city, setting the pattern for increasingly urban-
ized life in nineteenth-century America, presented in its vastness and impersonal
rush for sustenance what latter-day commentators would characterize as a
panorama of travail. For all its teeming streets, New York induced loneliness,
anxiety, and sorrow over life’s oppressions as well as delight in its variety of
pleasures. Family, church, and neighborhood ties that bound men and women
in other places and earlier times were of less importance to the new city dweller,
caught up with occupational, logistical, fraternal, cultural, and political con-
cerns. It was these new urbanites the Herald and its progeny served. Adrift in
the urban vortex, people craved a sense of belonging, and Bennett was supplying
the links. His varied, comprehensive, often provocative fare helped to alleviate
solitude, to reassure readers of the universality of their tribulations, to bring
hope that adversity was not insurmountable—and to demonstrate that, however
small a fraction of it, they were an integral part of the human drama enacted
each day within a community so large and so diverse that they could not have
perceived it without reading the New York Herald. Within four years of its
founding, the Herald’s circulation surpassed The Times of London’s.
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Instructing
the Nation

he editor of The New-Yorker was in the habit of collecting the mail
himself at the post office each morning.

This practice, while revealing an eagerness to move the day’s busi-
ness along, had its drawbacks. Not the most orderly of men, Horace Greeley
sometimes failed to direct each piece of correspondence toward its swift and
proper disposition. To tell the truth, there were times when he forgot about the
mail altogether, like the brisk spring morning he tucked the day’s letters into
his overcoat pocket upon leaving the post office, and then hung up the coat for
the summer. It was not that Greeley was absentminded; the problem, rather,
was the opposite. The large head was overstimulated by the play of events in
a far-flung society that he took in toto for his subject. Although subscription
payments grew in delinquency—or gathered unopened in his coat pocket—and
deficits unaccountably accumulated, the editor could not be distracted from his
mission. He persisted even as his partners, more caught up than the editor in
material matters, began to come and go; he had seven different ones in five years.
A fire destroyed his office, his books and papers and statistical records all went
up in the blaze, and he began again, having to skip only one issue. His life, for
all its cliff-edge uncertainty, was consuming and full. It became fuller in 1836
when he married a pretty young schoolteacher with a headful of dark curls and
lively thoughts—about everything but politics, which left her indifferent even
if it obsessed him. Mary Cheney, known as Molly, was a painfully neat home-
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maker who pried Horace out of himself, persuaded him to share her delight in
dancing, and presided with verve over the regular Friday-night literary gather-
ings at the snug, if hardly fashionable, Greeley residence.

The financial panic of 1837 snuffed out that short, gay season of youth and
hope. Subscriptions dropped by 3,000, and many who paid used wildcat cur-
rency. There was no financial cushion to absorb the blow. The magazine was
too steadfastly intellectual to attract any large following and Greeley had been
too indulgent of freeloading subscribers, imploring them politely in print to help
him meet his bills instead of ruthlessly cutting them from the list. He was too
easy, too affable, too ready to tackle the world’s problems at the expense of his
own. To keep The New-Yorker alive, he had to hand over his firm’s printing
business, the only profitable part, to his partner, borrow a thousand dollars at
steep interest, and curtail the quadrilles and socializing upon moving to a
smaller apartment befitting his reduced circumstances. Times were bad—the
worst in memory; hunger and joblessness were rampant in the city, and while
Greeley did what he could to relieve the desperation among his neighbors in the
Sixth Ward, his own plight deepened.

Relief came in the wake of the election returns that sorry year. Democrats
were widely rebuked at the polls, and nowhere more sharply than in New York,
where the Whigs, emerging now as a full-dress conservative party in opposition
to the Jackson—-Van Buren regime, took decisive control of the state legislature.
Successor to the loosely defined and structured National Republican Party with
its remnants of the old Federalist camp, the Whig coalition reached out to the
new business class of tradesmen and entrepreneurs who hungered for the return
of stable economic conditions. The nation, Whiggery argued, needed more
positive initiatives from government, a more ready supply of capital to spur
manufacturing, less political cant, and prosperity for all.

Horace Greeley’s infatuation with the Whigs defied, on the face of it, the
logic of all his prior leanings. But there was much about his political creed that
seemed inconsistent or even self-contradictory. He was living, he was sure, in
the century and the homeland of the common man, who, by educating himself
in “useful knowledge™ and struggling to overcome adversity, would achieve his
individual fulfillment—even if it took collectivist programs to advance that end.
His hatred of inherited privilege and his preference for inalienable rights that
were mankind’s universal heritage from a merciful God should have made him,
almost by definition, a staunch Jacksonian. But he was highly ambivalent to-
ward mass man. He himself had risen above—though perhaps not very far above
—the commonness and poverty of his origins; for those who would not do
likewise, who would not acquire knowledge to match their freedom, who would
not discipline their wayward impulses and labor mightily to advance, he had
only contempt. They were a rabble, a blind multitude, prey to a demagoguery
he found the Jacksonians all too adept at exercising. He feared a tyrannizing
majority, licensed to wage class warfare that could end only in social chaos. In
the Whigs he found a more congenial crowd, wary of radical tampering with
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the nation’s institutions—even as he himself was of endorsing, for example, the
outright abolition of slavery instead of merely halting its spread—but eager to
make them work better in a climate of moral decency and benevolent patriotism.
Let the unemployed move to the unoccupied West and, with a modest subsidy
from their government, realize the fruits of America’s heaven-sent liberty. If the
Whigs tended a bit toward the patrician, Horace Greeley could not hold that
against them; was he not himself one of nature’s noblemen?

Up to his small office late in 1837 climbed the large, florid figure of an Albany
newspaperman who had just succeeded in making himself master of the state
political landscape. In less than a decade, Thurlow Weed had moved from
Rochester, where he had converted a weekly into a small daily, to the state
capital, where he had bought the Albany Evening Journal, got himself elected
to the legislature, and taken on and tamed the resident political power brokers.
A robust, genial man who enjoyed hearty talk over a meal of oysters and wine,
Weed was never too busy to do a friend a favor or overly scrupulous about how
it was repaid. He was shrewd, manipulative, and resolute, a man who played
politics to win and not to enshrine high principles. Somewhat coarse-grained,
he had precisely the ingredients required to shape an effective party mechanism
out of the disparate elements of New York Whiggery; the money crowd rallied
to his leadership. With the legislature under control by his party for the first
time, he moved now to consolidate his gains and put a Whig in the governor’s
mansion in the 1838 elections. Weed’s candidate was William H. Seward, a little
red-haired lawyer with a beak nose and a silver tongue. Some said Seward was
Weed’s creature, but Greeley rated him a humane progressive, unswerving in
his antislavery faith, with charm to match his ambition. Weed wanted an editor
for a campaign weekly that would help put Seward over; he had enough contri-
butions in hand from big Whigs to subsidize the venture and offered Horace
Greeley, upon whom he had never laid eyes before, a wage of one thousand
dollars to take on the job for one year. His finances close to desperate, Greeley
accepted before the night was over.

Calling itself The Jeffersonian, the party sheet first appeared in mid-Febru-
ary of 1838 and showed Greeley’s stamp. It was written to convince readers, not
to batter them into submission with propaganda. The editor dashed back and
forth all year, running his magazine in the city and putting out The Jeffersonian
from Albany, where he also covered proceedings of the legislature for Weed’s
Evening Journal and became transfixed by his political legerdemain. The cam-
paign paper reached a circulation of 15,000; its serious contents were credited
with enhancing Seward’s stature and contributing to his 10,000-vote victory in
the fall.

The triumph left Greeley heady but hardly richer. He was offered no post
in the new administration and found himself grubbing for survival money of
twelve dollars a week as a contributing editor to the weekly New York Whig.
Domestically, his life was still bleaker. The Greeleys’ first child, a son, had been
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born dead, and the cruel surgical procedure to try to save it made Molly an
invalid for six months. A second conception ended in miscarriage in the winter
of 1839, further weakening her. Even so, Greeley returned to Albany that winter,
staying during the week and coming home for weekends. The schedule could
not have brought much comfort to his wife; the best that could be said was that
it enabled him to earn twenty-five dollars a week writing for Weed’s paper and
more from stringing for Whig papers in New York, Boston, and Harrisburg,
Pennsylvania—money badly needed to care for Molly as he himself could not
or would not.

Weighted by financial worries, Greeley, like Bennett, started dreaming of
salvation in the form of a cheap daily paper. The principal difference between
their dreams was that Bennett turned away from the politicians and Greeley
turned directly to them. He had remained on close terms with Weed and
Seward, but they viewed him as a somewhat volatile and unreliable adjutant;
his reformist zeal inevitably conflicted with the stratagems of Albany’s realistic
rulers. Still, “Greeley the Horace,” as Bennett’s paper teasingly tagged him, had
his uses. He was a one-man intelligence service and welcome for dinner at the
governor’s. But he declined further invitations after accepting the first; Seward
seemed indifferent to his plight and lent his dream of a penny Whig daily in the
city no encouragement. Greeley’s real reward was nearness to power. He
watched and savored the behind-the-scenes maneuvering as the presidential
election year of 1840 unfolded and Thurlow Weed moved to extend his sway to
the White House.

His chosen instrument was William Henry Harrison, hero of the close army
victory in 1811 over marauding Indians at the Tippecanoe River in Indiana. If
the Democrats had ascended to power with Jackson, a retired general-hero, why
not use another one to wrest it from them? Persuaded that Harrison had a better
chance to dethrone Jackson’s successor, Martin Van Buren, than did Henry
Clay, his own beau idéal among politicians, Greeley functioned as an agent for
Weed’s kingmaking ploys. When the Whigs’ conclave chose *‘Tippecanoe,”
Greeley, the kingmaker’s exalted errand boy, was not forgotten.

In a campaign marked by more bunkum and ballyhoo than any presidential
race yet, the Democrats slandered Harrison as an imbecilic dotard who was a
bad general in his prime and had, since his retirement to a log home in Ohio,
been passing his last years guzzling hard cider. To counter, the Whigs put
Greeley back to work for the party. The Log Cabin, a four-page paper issued
sixteen times during the campaign for fifty cents a subscription, was a lot less
sedate in its arguments and presentation than The Jeffersonian had been. It was
full of woodcuts of Harrison slaying Injuns on the frontier, words and music
for campaign songs, sloganeering—"Tippecanoe and Tyler Too” passed into
American political folklore before the dust settled in November—and a level of
rhetoric that Greeley had not practiced before but dispensed now with joyous
abandon. The Log Cabin proved remarkably popular; its circulation rose to
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more than 80,000 and turned a modest profit for Greeley. Harrison, boosted by
songs and cheers and rallies and torchlight parades, won handily—only to fall
ill at his inauguration and die a month later.

These events decisively affected Greeley’s career. Politically partisan jour-
nalism, he concluded, could pay off; The New-Yorker’s brainy, literate, almost
astringent approach never could. In the immediate post-election euphoria, Gree-
ley again took up his dream of a penny Whig daily in New York. The market,
upon casual examination, appeared flooded; there were already thirty newspa-
pers circulating in the city, a dozen dailies and the rest weeklies; the Herald and
the Sun, in terms of circulation and renown, were the goliaths of the American
press. Neither of the two successful cheap dailies, though, had any marked
political identification, and to the extent they disclosed an affiliation from time
to time, it was with the Democrats. But with the Whigs suddenly in command
of the state and national political scene, Greeley projected a substantial reader-
ship for an avowedly Whig daily selling for a penny. He himself at thirty was
young but experienced, full of energy and connections to men of means and
power, and had won literary standing through The New-Yorker, however un-
tamed a dog it had proven financially, and become well known politically by his
bravura performance editing The Log Cabin. And most prominent, perhaps, of
all the factors favorable to him was the public repugnance that had coalesced
during that election year toward the editor of the Herald.

Bennett’s misanthropy, which at first had seemed to have about it the
calculated quality of mere attention-getting, edged toward the pathological even
as his success mounted. Whether from delusions of invulnerability or a compul-
sion to exorcise regularly the demons harbored within him from all those past
slights and grudges and shows of ingratitude, the fact is that the Herald,
immensely more readable than any other journal ever issued in America, was
likely to spew forth at any time editorial invective offensive to wide segments
of the reading public. It was stridently disrespectful of the church and its leaders
and blasphemously so of Roman Catholicism, with its allegedly slavish adher-
ents among the Irish rabble, arriving in the city then in rising numbers:

... We have no objection to the doctrine of Transsubstantiation being tolerated for
a few years to come. We may for a while indulge ourselves in the delicious luxury
of creating and eating our Divinity. A peculiar taste of this kind, like smoking
tobacco or drinking whiskey, cannot be given up all at once. The ancient Egyptians
. .. had not discovered the art, as we Catholics have done, of making a God out of
bread, and of adoring and eating him at one and the same moment. . . .

If we must have a Pope, let us have a Pope of our own—an American Pope, an
intellectual, intelligent, and moral Pope,—not such a decrepit, licentious, stupid,
Italian blockhead as the College of Cardinals at Rome condescends to give the
Christian world of Europe.

No doubt Bennett’s contempt enhanced his following among anti-church and
anti-Irish readers, but it won him thundering reproofs from the pulpits of the
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city. So did the relish with which the Herald reported on illicit sexual episodes
and battened on scandal, with or without names.

Bennett’s outbursts were directed, depending on the day, against deceitful
politicians, venal Wall Streeters, society poseurs, and anyone who ever said an
unkind word about the Herald or its proprietor. His most reckless attacks he
reserved for his rivals, incompetents to a man. The Sun he called “a small,
decrepit, dying penny paper, owned and controlled by a set of woolly-headed
and thick-lipped Negroes.” Bryant of the Evening Post was a villain for stirring
up the labor masses. Webb of the Courier and Enquirer he charged twice with
stock manipulating—and earned, on both occasions, a public beating, which
Bennett duly wrote up. His lowest blow was struck against Park Benjamin, a
cripple, who in 1839 had launched the Evening Signal, not a robust entry;
Bennett wrote that Benjamin’s misfortune was “a curse by the Almighty.”

He was guilty as well of egregious tastelessness in writing about himself.
Having applied his dubious charms to a comely piano teacher who unaccounta-
bly reciprocated, Bennett wrote on his own front page:

... T am going to be married to one of the most splendid women in intellect, in heart,
in soul, in property, in person, in manner, that I have yet seen in the course of my
interesting pilgrimage through human life. . . . I must give the world a pattern of
happy wedded life, with all the charities that spring from a nuptial love.

It went on and on. Bennett in love was, if possible, more unpleasant than
Bennett angry.

This behavior finally brought on, in the spring of 1840, what came to be
known as “‘the moral war™ against him. It called for the boycott of the Herald
by its readers and advertisers and for the ostracism of its owner, now being
variously termed by the city and national press ‘‘an obscene vagabond™ whose
“reckless depravity” had turned his paper into a purveyor of “moral leprosy.”
Efforts were made to root out the Herald from every home, club, hotel, coffee-
house, and other gathering place that wished to be perceived as decent, and
advertisers were threatened with a sharp loss of patronage. Bennett tried to
shrug it off, blaming the massed attack upon him on the jealousy of outdistanced
rivals—no doubt a major factor. But the drive took its toll; the Herald lost
nearly a quarter of its readership and a no less painful part of its advertising
revenues. Bennett, paranoia rising, responded that he was being called scoundrel
by those stimulated by

the worst men in society—by speculators—by pick-pockets—by six penny ecitors—
by miserable hypocrites, whose crimes and immoralities I have exposed, and shall
continue to expose, as long as the God of Heaven gives me a soul to think, and a
hand to execute.

But the damage had been done, by and to him. Without conceding anything,
he curbed his excesses, and the Herald went on in time to new heights of
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prosperity. But Bennett himself would never overcome his reputation as the bad
boy of American journalism. His personal standing among his contemporaries
may be judged by the outcome of the libel suit he brought against a paper that
wrote that the son his new wife bore him in the first year of their marriage had
been fathered by someone else. The issue was never in doubt, but the Bennetts
were awarded damages of only $250. Yet however unsympathetic to the man
himself, people continued to read his paper.

With the leading journal of the city under a cloud, the Sun still a small
sheet but popular, and all the rest grouped far behind, Horace Greeley mar-
shaled his assets—youth, energy, brains, talent, experience, connections, a
thousand dollars in cash, another thousand in type and equipment, a thou-
sand on loan from a prominent Whig businessman and more available if need
be—and decided they would suffice. His daily newspaper emerged on April
10, 1841, under leaden skies, as the city held a funeral procession to mark
the passing of William Henry Harrison, briefest President of the United
States.

I

From the start it was steeped in propriety and politics. Both were essential in
positioning the Tribune on a level above and beyond the Herald.

It was to be a moral, devotedly civic sheet, uplifting and instructive, without
allusion to metaphysics. It was to be a paper every member of the family so
inclined could read without sullying mind or soul or taste. When it covered
crime, it did not, as both the Herald and the Sun appeared to, celebrate
waywardness; the Tribune left out, or overlooked, the details of depravity. It
was acceptable to report on antisocial and immoral incidents but in a disapprov-
ing context and vocabulary. But if a certain resulting dryness marked much of
the other contents in the Tribune’s early stages, there was nothing bland or
antiseptic about its political personality.

“My leading idea,” Greeley wrote in his memoirs, “was the establishment
of a journal removed alike from servile partisanship on the one hand and from
gagged, mincing neutrality on the other.” So fierce and intolerant was party
spirit in America, he went on, that the unaligned editor was inhibited from
saying his piece on vital topics, whereas the partisan journal was not allowed
to diverge from the dictates of its party.

... I believed there was a happy medium between those extremes,—a position from
which a journalist might openly and heartily advocate the principles and commend
the measures of that party to which his convictions allied him, yet frankly dissent
from its course on a particular question, and even denounce its candidates if they
were shown to be deficient in capacity or (far worse) in integrity.
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What is most notable about this retrospective statement of creed and others
Greeley issued on the founding of his paper is that he said so little about how
it would gather and present the news, as if those functions were entirely second-
ary to the Tribune’s responsibility to instruct, to monitor, and to persuade. One
had the sense that the news, al// the news, was there largely to serve his higher
purposes, to allow him to make a point. This partisanship was manifest in the
very first issue; indeed, it almost overwhelmed the rest of it. Much of the front
page was given over to the six-week-old text of an opinion by the attorney
general of New York, rendered to the governor, on the conduct of a criminal
courts judge, Robert H. Morris, a Democrat, while investigating alleged ir-
regularities in the city’s tobacco-inspection practices. The chief object of the
probe was a Whig, whose papers Morris had taken in “midnight seizures” for
use in the course of his inquisition and subsequently handed over to the newspa-
pers. Only when the reader reached the editorial on the second page was the
full significance of this malfeasance of office apparent. Governor Seward, a
Whig, had removed Morris from office, a man whose

acts were high-handed, as contrary to every principle of Civil Liberty and enlight-
ened jurisprudence as a Judge’s acts could be. . . . Can it be possible that Robert H.
Morris is about to be chosen Mayor of New-York over an opponent of blameless life
and unsullied integrity? It cannot—it must not be! Freemen! vindicate the security
of your homes and the inviolability of your ideals! The hour approaches!

In case anyone somehow missed the point, a second editorial, headed “Plain
Talk to Whigs,” stressed that the Tribune was the only authentic, true-blue
Whig entry among the cheap papers—and some of the six-penny sheets thought
to be in the Whig camp were at best sometime loyalists.

Throughout its early years, partisanship skewed the Tribune’s news selec-
tion and reporting, and its editorials were too full of attitudinizing. Bawdy
houses, when cited at all, were said to be run and countenanced only by Demo-
crats. The paper did not always print both sides of political debates. Dispatches
from Washington, especially those written over the years by Greeley himself,
were often blatantly partisan. A Tribune account of a meeting of Tammany
Democrats was as likely as not to wind up like this:

... and then a string of resolutions was brought forward, so long that the first one
was forgotten before the reader got within hailing distance of the last one. . . . Their
substance, deeply hidden under the catch-words of State Rights, Rights of the
Laboring Classes, Opposition to Monopoly, &c. &c., was, in plain English, that the
party had been without the spoils fong enough and it was now time that they should
go to work in good earnest to help the Whigs.

Reportage in keeping with Greeley’s affinities went beyond politics to his social
judgments as well. The tendency was noted in an article in the North American
Review by James Parton, later to become a Greeley biographer. The Tribune
editor took issue with Parton, who in defense cited a strike then being waged
by New York street-railway conductors and said the reader could learn more
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about the pressing subject from the Herald than any other paper. “Well,”
Greeley offered, ““I don’t want to encourage these lawless proceedings.”

“Exactly,” returned Parton. “I could not ask a better case in point.” A
newspaper’s role was not to represent one side or the other, he added—merely
to give all the news. Greeley could have been no fonder of that instruction than
of a remark in Parton’s article that *“an editorial is a man speaking to men, but
the news is Providence speaking to men.” For all James Gordon Bennett’s
sardonic ax-grinding, it was a precept he understood far better than Horace
Greeley. The latter, though, might have countered that Providence is far less
open to persuasion—and far less in need of it—than mankind.

Politicized as it was, the 7ribune was hardly a campaign organ. It was a
serious, literate paper, offering far more intelligence on a wider variety of
subjects than any other New York paper but Bennett’s. By the end of its first
week, it was selling 2,000 copies a day; the total rose by five hundred a week
before settling around the 10,000 mark. But it was still running in the red. “I
was not made for a publisher,” Greeley conceded, noting that “indeed, no man
was ever qualified at once to edit and to publish a daily paper.” The solution
was a member of the bar in good standing, the well-connected Thomas McEI-
rath, who had been a principal of the publishing firm above whose premises
Greeley had first worked as a printer on coming to the city. He had married
into wealth and was a solidly respected attorney with lines out to Seward’s
camp. After watching the creditable quality of Greeley’s paper for four months,
he bought a 50 percent share of the enterprise for $2,000 and joined it as the
full-time publisher. “From that hour on,” the most unbusinesslike editor
remembered, “my load was palpably lightened.”

McElrath stayed sixteen years, long enough to assure the financial solidity
of the paper. Not especially brilliant or energetic, he was a close calculator and
strict disciplinarian, roles foreign to Greeley. McElrath had two other virtues
in the editor’s eyes. The Tribune never really adapted itself to the political and
commercial atmosphere of its city, which was Democratic and inordinately
concerned with profit; he was Whig and devoted to social justice. The Tribune’s
new constituency proved to lie well beyond the banks of the Hudson. McElrath’s
equal billing at the top of the first page—the logotype read *“New-York Tribune”
and under it in small letters “By Greeley & McElrath”—served to reassure city
merchants that the editor was no mere moralizing visionary and to increase their
advertising patronage, grudging until then. His other virtue was even more
liberating to Greeley, a man who would not count the cost of his words or write
to please. McElrath never once indicated to Greeley that the editor’s “‘anti-
Slavery, anti-Hanging, Socialist, and other frequent aberrations from the
straight and narrow path of Whig partisanship were injuries to our common
interests” nor “did he even Jook grieved at anything I did.” As a trade-off or
unspoken bargain, perhaps, Greeley was less than fastidious about censoring
quack-medicine advertising in the Tribune, explaining lamely when pressed that
the management was not qualified to judge the therapeutic value of such mer-
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chandise but hoped to educate its readers to distinguish the spurious from the
efficacious. Similarly, the paper paid no or very little heed to the theater, which
Greeley regarded as a locus of licentiousness—in truth, many prostitutes sold
their wares in or around theaters, and more than an occasional male spectator
retired to convenient chambers during the intermission or after the performance
for a bit of dalliance—but it did not refuse theatrical advertising. Greeley was
not the first man charged with hypocrisy as the price of survival; the evidence
suggests, however, that it pained him more than most.

Hardly in McElrath’s category as essential but nonetheless vital to the
Tribune’s early success was Greeley’s first editorial assistant, a twenty-one-year-
old graduate from the college at Burlington, Vermont, who had shown up at
The New-Yorker office not long before the Tribune was launched and asked to
make himself useful without pay while he tried to find employment someplace
that could afford him. Henry Jarvis Raymond, a small, black-bearded fellow
with a face once described as *‘no bigger than a snuff-box,” proved so handy at
the magazine, especially with Greeley caught up in the election campaign, that
the editor reluctantly parted with eight dollars a week to retain his services when
a paying job materialized elsewhere. “Abler and stronger men I may have met;
a cleverer, readier, more generally efficient journalist I never saw,” Greeley said
of him. Raymond distinguished himself in reporting on the trial of one John
Colt, brother of the inventor of the Colt six-shooter, who had been charged with
murdering a printer over a trifling debt and, after his conviction, cheated the
gallows by taking his own life with a knife three hours before the scheduled
execution. Among Raymond’s skills was a kind of long shorthand that enabled
him to take down remarkably faithful accounts of public meetings and lectures.
At least one prominent speaker used Raymond’s rendering of his scientific
lectures as the text for a book based on them. In addition, the young journalist
was a competent book reviewer, editorial writer, and rewriter of paragraphs
clipped from exchange papers. And Greeley exploited him to the hilt. Even with
the paper turning a profit, the first assistant was paid the same eight dollars he
had been receiving on The New-Yorker. Only when Raymond fell ill and Gree-
ley badly missed his services did he visit his aide in his room, inquiring in passing
when the patient might next be seen at the Tribune. “Never, at the salary you
paid me!” Raymond was quoted by his biographer as having said, whereupon
Greeley met the requested increase to twenty a week. Raymond’s case was the
first in a pattern that would mark the entire history of the paper: it attracted
young men of extraordinary talent and underpaid them, forcing all but a handful
of the most devoted to go elsewhere. Raymond remained with Greeley for three
years, then joined the Courier and Enquirer; seven years after that, he began
The New-York Daily Times.

When the Tribune was half a year old, Greeley made a move that solved the
problem of The New-Yorker's everlasting deficit and turned it into an asset that
allowed his whole enterprise to prosper. He merged the magazine with a weekly
edition of the Tribune launched in September; two months later, he also merged
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the remnants of The Log Cabin, which he had sustained for a year after the 1840
election as a break-even Whig propaganda organ. The amalgam worked at once.

The Weekly Tribune outstripped Bennett’s comparable edition and future
entries in the field by the Times and the World for precisely the same reasons
Greeley’s paper did not find New York its natural habitat. An inveterate moral-
izer in a city whose god was expediency, Greeley had never shucked his rural
roots and values. Out in the country, on the farms, in the small towns of New
England and New York state and the frontier communities along the Great
Lakes, there was his natural constituency, and his words rang out along the back
roads and waterways with a palpable earnestness that made for grand reading
in places where not much printed material was readily available. A daily paper
would have taken too long to reach them and been too costly; a weekly nicely
digesting major events and offering additional useful intelligence, especially in
matters of agronomy, was ideal. Mostly, though, they wanted to read what “Old
Horace” had to say to them that week. The Herald, far more metropolitan in
tone and scornful in voice, lacked that appeal.

Greeley pushed the weekly’s circulation hard, offering such premiums as
strawberry plants and gold pens to spur local solicitors. Bulk sales of a hundred
to “Tribune Clubs” enabled individual subscribers to receive the paper for just
two dollars annually. Within a year, the Weekly Tribune had a subscription list
of 15,000; within a decade, 50,000. So far and well did it travel that Ralph Waldo
Emerson reported on his return from a lecture tour that Greeley’s weekly was
educating the West at two dollars per capita per annum—a good deal less,
actually, if anyone could have calculated through how many hands each issue
of the paper passed. Not a bad bargain.

Il

*“No other public teacher lives so wholly in the present as the Editor,” Horace
Greeley once wrote of his vocation. He expected oblivion, not immortality, to
be the sure fate of his daily works. Even so, there were to him two kinds of
successful editors. The first, an utterer of “silken and smooth sayings,” knew
how to condemn vice without discomfiting the vicious, to champion liberty
without offending the practitioners of slavery, to support labor without exposing
the devices by which it was plundered. “Thus sidling dextrously between some-
where and nowhere,” the able editor might glide respectably through his career
*and lie down to his long rest with the non-achievements of his life emblazoned
on the very whitest marble, surmounting and glorifying his dust.”

But there was another, sterner path. This one, Greeley asserted, demanded
*“an ear ever open to the plaints of the wronged and the suffering, though they
can never repay advocacy, and those who mainly support newspapers will be
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annoyed and often exposed by it.”” Also needed were a tuned ear and ‘'a heart
as sensitive to oppression . . . in the next street as . . . in Brazil or Japan.”

To observe life neutrally, coolly, imperturbably was not Horace Greeley’s
idea of newspapering. It went beyond, to bettering, to uplifting. Not to do so
was to squander the franchise, to become a mere profit-gatherer, and what was
exalted about that? Without a doubt he treated the columns of the Tribune as
his personal pulpit; many mocked him for it, but none doubted the sincerity of
his passion. It was the making of the paper.

His moral outrage had greatly intensified in the years of financial travail
immediately preceding the start-up of the Tribune. He had been especially
moved by the squalor and despair afflicting his Sixth Ward neighbors in the
terrible New York winter of 1837-38, when business had been paralyzed and
joblessness widespread. His fellow citizens were starving and freezing to death.
As a member of one of the visiting committees that tried to raise funds and
relieve the most extreme cases of destitution, he saw pathetic sights he could
never forget: a family burrowing into an earthen cellar beneath a stable, hoping
to ward off cold, vermin, and famine; widows and their children surviving in
an attic on three dollars a week produced by their apple stand, and such other
scenes of sorrow as to leave a pitying heart intent on remedying them. The
afflicted were not beggars, content to lie idle and useless and take whatever alms
were flung their way; they had been able-bodied laborers before being reduced
in spirit and energy, and they wanted nothing more than the chance to work
and improve their lot. That, Greeley decided, was the essential and inalienable
right society owed its every member. He called it “the great, the all-embracing
Reform of our age,” one that sought to lift the laboring class *‘not out of labor,
by any means . . . but out of ignorance, inefficiency, dependence, and want™ and
place it “in a position of partnership and recognized mutual helpfulness with
the suppliers of the Capital which they render fruitful and efficient.” He was
unstinting in his egalitarianism. The man who had only his labor to barter for
wages or bread, Greeley cautioned, was forced to look up to the buyer of his
sole commodity as a benefactor, as his master; he could not stand *‘on a recog-
nized footing of reciprocal benefaction.” His longing for equality of the spirit,
though not of possessions, and the dignity it imbued led the young editor down
the pathway to socialism—of a benign and voluntary sort, to be sure, but one
that even in its pre-Marxist form aroused uneasiness when planted in American
soil.

Greeley was converted to the socialist banner for the better part of a decade,
one that coincided with the Tribune’s formative years. The effect on the paper’s
fortunes was mixed: it marked Greeley from the first as a controversialist and
radical reformer if not quite a revolutionary. Detractors were divided over
whether he was imbecilic or just impractical; admirers saw a prophet bent on
justice and read him as scripture.

Greeley’s socialism was highly programmatic. Its architect was a French
philosophe, a poor clerk named Charles Fourier, who had worked for thirty
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years in taciturn obscurity thinking up a system of industrial household com-
munities, or *‘associations,” based on the principle of joint stock investment. In
his dogmatic, almost algebraic prose, Fourier depicted society as nothing more
than organized rapacity and urged its most sorely used victims, laborers suffer-
ing under repulsive conditions that individually they could never overcome, to
pitch in together in a common household and workshop of four or five hundred
families occupying some 2,000 acres, to be made productive by their joint efforts
and for their mutual fulfillment. Fourier died in 1837, but his message was
brought back to America by a privately educated young gentleman about Gree-
ley’s age named Albert Brisbane, who had studied with Hegel and other Euro-
pean philosophers and believed such socialist experiments had a far greater
chance to take root and succeed in his native America than in tradition-bound
Europe. Brisbane set out to convert the new continent. He lectured on Fourier-
ism, wrote articles and pamphlets, published a magazine he called The Future
and asked Greeley’s firm to print it, having sensed a kindred spirit in editorials
he read on problems of the laboring class in The New-Yorker. Greeley, in turn,
was dazzled by the remedial, formulaic content of Fourierism as broadcast by
its American apostle and made it, with modifications for domestic consumption,
a principal plank of the Tribune platform.

At first Brisbane did the work by purchase of a column on the front page
of the paper. The articles, signed “B.,” ran every day for a time and then three
times a week over a period of more than two years starting in March 1842. Meant
to persuade, they inevitably fatigued readers and became the most skippable
portion of the paper. Greeley himself, though, began to pick up the slack,
editorializing on the topic when a suitable point of departure occurred to him.
He was less doctrinaire in his approach—*I accept, unreservedly, the views of
no man, dead or living,” he would write, and recognized that Fourier was in
many respects an “‘erratic, mistaken visionary”—but his social creed borrowed
freely from the Frenchman’s teachings. He believed, and so itemized them, that
(1) society pays more for the support of able-bodied paupers than it would cost
to eliminate them; (2) *““they babble idly and libel Providence who talk of surplus
Labor, or the inadequacy of Capital to supply employment to all who need it”’;
(3) labor is inefficient because of bad management, which provides inadequate
tools, machinery, and power to operate it; (4) inefficiency in production is
paralleled by waste in consumption (“A thousand cooks are required, and a
thousand fires maintained, to prepare badly the food for a township; when a
dozen fires and a hundred cooks might do it far better, and with vast saving in
quantity as well as improvement in quality’); (5) youth should be instructed in
industrial and other “‘useful arts™ as well as in letters in order to improve the
productivity of labor; (6) isolation is the enemy of efficiency and progress; (7)
collective effort is the workman’s sole hope of betterment; and (8) ““Association”
in the form of self-sufficient communities is the only practicable means for the
masses to take matters into their own hands and become masters of their fate.

With Brisbane’s articles gone, Greeley throughout 1845 sustained the call for
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reform by articles as well as editorials on the working and living conditions of
labor in New York. A series on the depressed wages of pieceworkers reported
that seamstresses on the job from sunrise to midnight earned only seventy-five
cents a week and that the most skilled makers of boys’ caps did only slightly
better: twenty-five cents a day running between fifteen and eighteen hours. He
lamented the conditions of almshouses, with fifty or more in a room, and called
for the city, with 60,000 of its inhabitants jobless, to take the lead in establishing
an enclave two miles square with workshops and power sources “affording
employment in some shape to every one who have any capacity or physical
ability to labor.”” And when a convention was held in New York of like-minded
reformers, featuring representatives of Brook Farm in Roxbury, Massachusetts,
among the earliest of the Association experiments in America and notable for
the presence of cultivated, even scholarly individuals in its ranks, the Tribune
reported its proceedings in detail. From the Herald came a classical Bennett-
esque appraisal:

The philosophers of the Tribune are eternally harping on the misery, destitution
and terrible sufferings of the poor of this city and throughout the country. There is
nothing more ridiculous than all of these tirades about this fancied distress. . . .
[Poverty arises] out of indolence, licentiousness or drunkenness.

Rather than receding, as Tribune publisher McElrath would have much pre-
ferred, Greeley’s pet social program became the subject of intensified debate,
climaxing in a series of twelve articles each in the Tribune and the Courier and
Enquirer over a six-month period starting late in 1846.

None of the idealistic communities patterned after Fourierism and its vari-
ants was a large success in America; even Brook Farm, for all its enlightened
membership, could not compensate for its lack of capital and agricultural skill
and struggled on only five or six years. Lacking a practical working model,
Greeley turned to less institutionalized programs to ease the plight of labor: a
strong protective tariff to create more jobs in domestic manufacturing; home-
steading the West,* where surplus Eastern labor could migrate, and, especially,
checking the territorial reach of slavery, against which free labor could not
compete economically.

Among the legacies of the Tribune’s campaign for socialist reform were two
members of the Brook Farm experiment who became invaluable editors on the
paper—Charles Dana and George Ripley—and Greeley’s adoption in 1849 of

* Many who know nothing else about him believe Greeley to be the coiner of the phrase *Go West,
young man,"” but they are misinformed. The attribution, like so much about Greeley, a skillful
self-promoter, has passed into folklore; it is correct enough in spirit if not fact. Writing in The
New-Yorker, Greeley had urged, rather less pithily than the more familiar form puts it, *If you have
no family or friends to aid you, and no prospect opened to you there, turn your face to the Great
West and there build up a home and fortune.” The short version is attributed by some sources to
John Babson Lane Soule, who first used it in the Terre Haute Express in 1851. Greeley, believing
city life to be morally degrading for those on its economic fringe, invoked the phrase—and often
the sentiment—but did not coin it.
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Fourierist terminology in rechristening his company the Tribune Association
and making available in it one hundred shares at $1,000 each to any staff
members able and inclined to buy. It proved little more than a gesture; only
about a dozen men on the editorial side and a few on the mechanical side
actually bought in as Greeley and McElrath reduced their share of the owner-
ship. The principals sold off to outsiders as well, and by the end of Greeley’s
tenure, one-third of the stock was held by non-staff members. The Tribune,
despite Greeley’s good intentions, never truly became a cooperative.

(Y

Greeley’s benevolence was matched by his courage. Sometimes it was direct
physical menace he withstood. Early in the Tribune’s second year, for example,
the paper had carried detailed, dispassionate reports on the election-day rowdy-
ism of the notorious Mike Walsh’s “Spartan Band” of Irish toughs, marauding
through the city’s bloodiest battleground, the Sixth Ward. The Tribune ac-
counts so incensed Walsh that he sent word to Greeley that if there were no
retractions, the newspaper’s premises would be attacked. The editor, untrained
in the arts of self-defense, did not hesitate. Plans were made to repulse any
invaders with scalding water drawn from the steam pipes and brickbats heaved
from the roof. The attack did not materialize; the articles were not retracted.

In December 1842, Greeley displayed a different kind of fortitude in a
confrontation with America’s most eminent man of letters, James Fenimore
Cooper. The legal heart of the controversy was strikingly similar to the one in
the trial of Peter Zenger more than a century earlier—was truth an acceptable
defense against the charge of libe]>—and Greeley, like Zenger’s lawyer, appealed
beyond the narrow confines of repressive law. It cost him $200, cheap enough
for a place of honor in his field.

The appearance in 1841 of Cooper’s The Deerslayer, culminating volume of
his interrupted “Leather-Stocking™ saga, had helped to restore the novelist’s
sagging reputation. Yale-educated scion of a frontier patrician family from New
York’s midstate lake country, Cooper was a model of democratic profession and
aristocratic condescension. By the time he left for a seven-year stay in Europe
in 1826, he was the lion of New York letters. His ambivalence toward his
homeland intensified while he was abroad, where he challenged anti-American
cultural biases but himself took on heavier airs as a prince of the American
Eden. On his return, he was shocked by the effects of Jacksonian democracy.
Gone were the innocence and decorum that his own works had conveyed
against a romanticized backdrop of unspoiled nature; in their place, he found
a brawling people, rank with vulgarity, stupidity, dishonesty, and cruelty—and
he was quick to portray them thus. His shrill, intemperate tone found favor with
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neither reviewers nor readers, and Cooper’s disposition soured accordingly.

In such a mood, he struck at his neighbors in Cooperstown (named for his
family) by reclaiming title to an untillable acre of land on the shore of Otsego
Lake that for forty years had provided a prime recreation spot for the public.
This churlish act, abruptly and unapologetically announced in a local paper,
drew a loud civic outcry, duly reported in a rival Whig paper in terms unflatter-
ing to Cooper. The novelist sued the offending editor for libel and eventually
a whole string of editors, including Thurlow Weed and his Albany Evening
Journal, for reprinting and embellishing the defamatory account. When Cooper
used a thinly disguised version of the ruckus, featuring a handsome Mr. Effing-
ham as his alter ego, for three chapters in his 1838 novel Home As Found, abattle
with the press ensued. James Webb’s review of it in the Courier and Enquirer
was representative, charging that Cooper had *‘basely and meanly devoted his
talents to catering for the gross appetite which unfortunately exists in Europe,
for everything calculated to bring the customs, manners, and habits of Ameri-
cans into disrepute.” Concurring in Greeley’s New-Yorker was a piece by Park
Benjamin, who was soon to strike out as a publisher on his own. Benjamin
scalded Cooper: ““He is as proud of blackguarding as a fish-woman is of Billings-
gate,” he wrote, adding that the author had exploited the novelistic form with
which he had become a favorite of the American public “to asperse, vilify, and
abuse that public. . . . The superlative dolt!”

Cooper sued Webb—and later Benjamin and everyone else in sight who
joined in the criticism—and when a Cooperstown grand jury returned an indict-
ment against him, The New-Yorker, probably in the person of Greeley himself,
struck back by underscoring the real issue involved in what was coming to be
known as “the Effingham libels.” Did an author subject himself, as distinguished
from his creation, to personal criticism by submitting a work to the public? Not
necessarily, Greeley’s magazine answered itself. “‘But if he makes his work the
channel of disparaging remarks upon others—whether individuals or in masses
—is not the case essentially altered?” More unsympathetically still, it lamented
Cooper’s resort to the courts to exact retribution:

... [H]e who lives by his pen should regard that as his appropriate weapon. To carry
a controversy from the press into the law is to acknowledge either his own incompe-
tency to wield his proper implement or the superiority of the courts of judicature to
the high court of Public Opinion in which he is by right a practitioner.

Upstate judges and juries took a less sporting view of the question. The press’s
privilege to criticize artistic works was countenanced, said the judge in the suit
against Benjamin, by a single test of the critic: “Has he or has he not confined
himself in this Review, to the Author, and not traveled beyond the record to
assail the private character of the man?” Evidence about that private character
was disallowed in all the Effingham trials; all that could be considered was the
fact of publication and the scope of the printed comment. Cooper won all the
cases, although the juries awarded low damages.
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The stakes rose in 1840 when Cooper got around to suing Weed for $10,000
for failing to retract his reprint of the original Cooperstown fracas three years
earlier. The trial was postponed for six months when Weed claimed to have
forgotten the date set for it, and after he failed to show up for the rescheduled
trial on the ground that his wife and daughter were seriously ill, Cooper pressed
his advantage. Weed was given till the next day to appear. When he sent word
that he would not desert his ailing family, Cooper gained the verdict and $400
in damages. Weed’s unsigned account of the event, appearing in his own paper
and later in the Tribune in shortened form, noted that his spokesman in court
had appealed to Cooper’s humanity in asking him to permit the trial to be
delayed, *“[b]Jut that appeal of course was an unavailing one”’; the meager award,
under the circumstances, constituted ‘“‘a severe and mortifying rebuke to
Cooper, who had everything his own way.” Weed then drove home his lance:
*The value of Mr. Cooper’s character, therefore, has been judicially ascertained.
It is worth exactly four hundred dollars.” For reprinting Weed’s words, Greeley
was sued by Cooper, who demanded $3,000.

The trial was held at Ballston, midway between Albany and Saratoga
Springs, on Friday, December g, 1842. Greeley went without a lawyer—did not
even consult with one. Part of the reason, no doubt, was that Cooper had taken
to representing himself at some of the Effingham trials, and, as no mean man
of letters himself, the thirty-one-year-old Greeley could likewise stand up for
himself. “Greeley has prepared a speech and is anxious to deliver it,” Cooper
wrote to his wife the night before. *“His friends advise him to retract, but he must
have his speech. We shall try his case to-morrow and shall be home to a
tea-dinner on Saturday: with a clear verdict of from $200 to $400.”

In his clear, piping voice Greeley flatly denied that he had, as charged,
“falsely, wickedly, and maliciously” published articles subjecting the plaintiff to
ignominy. For one thing, “indignation is not malice.” If you saw a powerful man
beating up a feeble one, you would naturally be indignant, but nobody could
Justly impute malice to your indignation. For a second thing, Greeley argued,
the jury ought to consider his occupation as a public journalist, obliged by duty
*to speak out in reprehension of injustice, oppression and wrong, when another
citizen may innocently forbear. To this end, the Freedom of the Press is carefully
guarded by our Federal and State Constitutions.”

But such freedom did not, of course, provide Greeley or any journalist with
immunity from the consequences of what he unjustly published. No one had
restrained him from printing Weed’s account. The issue was whether the article
was fair and truthful. “I read it, believed its statement of facts, and thereupon
formed the opinion that its strictures on Mr. Cooper’s conduct were warranted
by the facts.” When Cooper later offered his version of the facts, Greeley
published them as well but repeated his opinion that the author’s conduct
against Weed had not been honorable or magnanimous. Now it was not part
of his case, he told the jury, to prove that his opinion was the sound and correct
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one: ‘It is enough that it was my opinion, [and] in this Free Land I had a right
to cherish an opinion and express it.”

Cooper scorned Greeley’s argument, mocked Weed’s excuse of family illness
for not having appeared at his own trial—contagion must have been conven-
iently virulent in the Weed household just then—and waxed hot on the arro-
gance of the press. The judge agreed, telling the jury that the only question at
law was whether Greeley had published the offensive piece; the truth of its
character evaluation was irrelevant. Thus instructed, the jury complied with a
$200 judgment against the editor. Greeley left the court, hurried by sleigh down
to Troy, and took the first steamboat down the Hudson, arriving at his office
the next morning and working straight through until 11 p.m. on his account of
the case. It ran to eleven and a quarter columns and, under the title “Cooperage
of the Tribune,” filled most of the December 12 issue of the paper. By his
estimate, it was the best single day’s work of his career.

Greeley’s account of his own trial stands as a classic of American reportage.
It was not impartial, certainly, but it was not tendentious, and he gave Cooper
his due—and more, so much more that it set the whole city to laughter and,
for having tweaked his tormentor so ably, drove Cooper to file a new libel suit
against him. One of Greeley’s sinning passages read:

... we did not enjoy Fenimore's talk . . . of Weed’s family and of Weed himself as
a man so paltry that he would pretend sickness in his family as an excuse to keep
away from Court, and resort to trick after trick to put off his case for a day or two
—it seemed to us, considering the present relations of the parties, most ungen—
There we go again! We mean to say that the whole of this part of Mr. Cooper’s speech
grated upon our feelings rather harshly. We believe thar isn’t a libel. (This talking
with a gag in our mouth is rather awkward at first, but we’ll get the hang of it in
time. . . .)

He went on to confess he had found “a good deal of fun” in the zesty combat;
in fact, *‘we rather like the idea of being (for our means) so munificent a patron
of American literature; and we are glad to do anything for one of the most
creditable (of old) of our authors.” Nevertheless, the result of the Cooper libel
suits was that the power of the press “to rebuke wrong and to exert a salutary
influence upon the Public Morals is fearfully impaired.” He did not see how any
paper could exist, acting worthily and usefully, in the state of New York under
its current laws without subjecting itself daily to innumerable unjust and crush-
ing prosecutions and indictments for libel as interpreted by the courts.

“But the Liberty of the Press has often been compelled to appeal from the
Bench to the People,” he asserted. “It will do so now,” and no cunning wrong-
doer should suppose himself “permanently shielded, by this misapplication of
this law of Libel, from fearless exposure to public scrutiny and indignation by
the eagle gaze of an unfettered Press.”

The words rang with a historic resonance: 107 years earlier, Peter Zenger
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stood accused of seditious libels for running articles in his New York Weekly
Journal that, often in satiric or cryptic form but nonetheless unmistakably,
denounced the oppressive policies of the royal governor and endorsed the virtues
of representative government in the colonies. As soon as Zenger’s celebrated
attorney, eighty-year-old Andrew Hamilton of Philadelphia, conceded publica-
tion of the offensive material, the Crown attorney moved for a verdict for the
king, “for supposing the libels were true, they are not the less libelous for that;
nay, indeed, the law says their being true is an aggravation of the crime.”
Hamilton began to argue that the published words must be found false, scandal-
ous, and seditious to be criminal “‘or else we are not guilty.” But the royal bench,
as the upstate New York judges were still ruling in the Cooper cases, declared:
“You cannot be admitted, Mr. Hamilton, to give the truth of a libel in evidence.”’
At which point, Hamilton turned to the jury and delivered a passionate address
that concluded:

. . . the question before the court and you gentlemen of the jury is not of small nor
private concern; it is not the cause of the poor printer, nor of New York, alone. No!
It may, in its consequences, affect every freedom that lives under a British govern-
ment on the main of America. It is the best cause. It is the cause of liberty . . . the
liberty both of exposing and opposing arbitrary power by speaking and writing
Truth.

The judge’s charge notwithstanding in both cases, Zenger fared better at the
jury’s hands than Greeley. But the latter turned for reinforcement in his fight
against the indefatigably litigious Cooper to a leading member of the New York
bar—William Seward, the former governor and future Senator and Secretary of
State. Seward succeeded in legal maneuvers and delays that left the case insti-
gated by Greeley’s “Cooperage of the Tribune” still unresolved by the time of
Cooper’s death in 1851. And before long, the New York statutes were revised
to take a more generous view of truth as a complete defense to the claim of libel.

In his volume of memoirs, Recollections of a Busy Life, issued twenty-six
years after the court had gone against him in the Cooper case, Greeley wrote
that he did not hold with those who contended editors considered themselves
privileged characters who claim immunity to charges of criminal libel. Quite the
opposite. “What I claim and insist on is . . . [t)hat the editor shall be protected
by the nature and exigencies of his calling to the same extent, and in the same
degree, that other men are protected by the exigencies, the requirements, of THEIR
calling .. .” (Greeley’s italics). The difference, of course, which Greeley did not
acknowledge as integral to the antagonism that journalists have earned as the
price for keeping liberty’s vigil, is that their calling exercises a judgmental
function toward everyone else’s calling. It is a peculiar power, one that only
rarely earns the public gratitude. Those who, as James Fenimore Cooper did,
find the press intrusive or oppressive, are quick to denounce it. But if the press
at its worst can tyrannize, so at its best can it liberate. Both capabilities are
implicit in the old saw that the pen is mightier than the sword. The blows of
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the latter, though, are generally mortal; the pen can only mortify. Greeley
understood the difference.

\7

Among the most enlightened and open-minded men of his time, he could also
be dogmatic and orthodox. The result was a potpourri of philosophical inconsis-
tencies and contradictions that undermined Greeley’s effectiveness as both logi-
cian and polemicist. This proneness to ambivalence was amply revealed in his
confounding attitude and behavior toward feminism, of which he might have
been supposed an advocate on the strength of—if nothing else—his employment
in 1844 of Sarah Margaret Fuller as the first woman to serve as a regular editorial
staff member on a prominent American newspaper.

At first encounter she was so phenomenally homely—the giraffe neck, the
fluttery eyes, the thin and stringy hair, the nasal voice—as to appear almost
physically repellent. But there was a pliancy and animation to her features and
a compelling energy to her speech that sprang from a mind second to none.
Margaret Fuller was probably the best-instructed woman in the United States
—both her blessing and her dilemma; the nation did not know how to accommo-
date such a creature.

The eldest of nine children brought up near Boston by a passive mother and
a dictatorial father, who was a lawyer and four-term member of the United
States House of Representatives, Margaret underwent as rigorous a course of
instruction as any son of wealth and culture had available to him at the time
—except that there was no college open to her. Private lessons and voracious
self-instruction honed her precocious intellect; they also overloaded a charged
and passionate nature that left her prey to excruciating headaches throughout
much of her life. Politics behind him, her father moved the family to a farm far
enough from the city to leave Margaret feeling intellectually marooned and
functionless. She devoted herself to teaching her younger siblings, and when her
father was inconsiderate enough to die without a sizable estate, she was obliged
to teach at a girls’ academy for several years and did very well at it, so well that
in time she was invited to conduct a series of informal seminars—*conversa-
tions” she simply called them—at the home of one of the doyennes of Boston
society. Attended by women of intellectual as well as social aspiration, Margaret
Fuller’s salons were celebrated and mocked, but they won her eventual entry,
and on equal terms, to the mostly male Boston literary-cultural circle of, among
others, Channing, Alcott, Thoreau, and Emerson. Sometimes arrogant and
abrasive, sometimes wonderfully satiric, she wielded a formidable intellect that
dared to range beyond the decorous and allowable thought of her time and
place. Attracted by transcendentalism, the reigning philosophical movement,
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she served as the managing editor of its distinguished magazine, The Dial, and
engaged in a passionate love-hate relationship, however virginal and cerebral,
with the great Emerson. Then, too tightly cloistered by all this, she shocked
proper Boston by accepting Horace Greeley’s offer to come to vulgar New York
and dirty her hands in the employ of a mere newspaper.

The city melted her reputation as a stone woman. For twenty months she
gloried in the richness and variety of New York’s teeming life that could not
be found, as she wrote afterward, in twenty years spent in any other part of the
country. To acclimate and comfort her, the Greeleys invited her to live in their
spacious home at Forty-ninth Street and ““the Third Avenue,” still a countrified
location but connected to the city core by hourly coach. Wearing what Greeley
called her characteristic expression of *“‘grave thoughtfulness,” she loved to
haunt the piazza that ran the length of the house and roam over the shrub-
strewn lawn to the gravel path down the steep bank of the East River, where
sailboats rounded a rocky point and, with the quirky current, glided by in a
sidelong way that seemed to her a private greeting. “The beauty here, seen by
moonlight, is truly transporting,” she wrote friends at home.

But Fuller had not come to contemplate nature. Her articles, running in the
Tribune two or three times a week, were identified by a large asterisk at the end
and a style too often turgid and embarrassingly self-conscious. There was no
denying the force or authority of the intellect behind them, though. She hurled
herself into the task, seeking by her critical essays to promote a national litera-
ture “as wide and full as our rivers, flowery, luxuriant and impassioned as our
vast prairies, rooted in strength as the rocks on which the Puritan fathers
landed.” While her first piece was full of praise for a new volume of Emerson’s
essays, she was by no means indulgently generous to her subjects. Longfellow
she gored for shallowness of culture and Poe, whose tales she admired, had
failed to realize his promise as a poet, she felt, because his imagination “rarely
expresses itself in pronounced forms, but rather in a sweep of images thronging
and distant like a procession of moonlight clouds on the horizon. . . .”

Her work was journalistic as well as literary. In relishing the wide, free rush
of New York life, she regretted the speed of it and what it did to those caught
in its underside. Among the sketches to which she brought a tenderly humane
sensibility was one titled ‘“Woman in Poverty,” about an encounter with an old
laundress whose dignity and propriety struck her full force. Fuller inquired why
in the depths of winter she delivered her heavy baskets through the slippery
streets and was told by her subject that she could not afford an errand boy but
did not begrudge her fate; she was glad, at her age, to have enough work to keep
body and soul together and would not, at any rate, have to wait long to rejoin
the shades of her husband and children, from whom she had long been sepa-
rated. Duty had kept this unprepossessing figure upright, wrote Fuller, through
a life of incessant toil and bereavement and not warped her character. Why, only
lately she had taken in a poor, homeless girl who had been dying in a hospital
and nursed her through the last weeks of her life.
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Such vignettes also demonstrated the feminism of which she was an out-
spoken advocate in her own day and which would make her a saint and a martyr
to the suffragist movement that bloomed later in her century and the women’s
liberation cause that sprang up two-thirds through the next one. In 1845 Greeley
published her book Woman in the Nineteenth Century, the outgrowth of an
article she had written for The Dial. In it, she decried the benign neglect of
women’s intellectual powers and the social and legal customs that doomed them
to second-class citizenship. She was especially eloquent in opposing the view of
matrimony that defines a wife as the property of her husband rather than as
forming a whole with him. Probably more out of respect than in jest, Greeley
refused to open doors for her in his home in view of her insistence on equality
of treatment for women.

Having savored New York as the point where American and European
interests converged, she bid farewell to the city in a memorable article appearing
in the August 1, 1846, issue of the Tribune and headed for the Old World “to
behold the wonders of art, and the temples of old religion. But I shall see no
forms of beauty and majesty beyond what my Country is capable of producing
in myriad variety, if she has but the soul to will it. . . .” In Europe she mingled
with such figures as Carlyle, George Sand, and the Brownings and sent back to
Greeley letters of her conversations with the celebrated that he published and
made her, in effect, the first more or less regular female foreign correspondent
for any American paper.

Her legend was burnished by her activities in Italy, where Fuller joined with
Mazzini and the cause of Italian republicanism, part of the revolutionary wave
that swept over Europe in 1848. She sent the Tribune accounts of the fighting
she witnessed in the siege of Rome and worked long and heroically in a hospital
there attending war casualties. Among the republican ranks she met and mar-
ried a man ten years her junior, an impoverished marchese of limited intellectual
powers, and had a son by him. After Mazzini’s movement was suppressed, her
little family sought to survive in Florence while she tried to write an account
of what she had witnessed. Poverty drove them to book passage for America,
where whisperers wondered if the couple had ever been joined in holy matri-
mony. When their ship foundered on rocks off Fire Island, within sight of its
destination, some of the passengers and crew made it ashore safely. Margaret,
clinging to her husband and infant in the disintegrating forecastle for twelve
hours in the hope of rescue, did not. She was forty years old. Greeley said she
was “‘the loftiest, bravest soul that has yet irradiated the form of an American
woman’’; him she had called *‘the most disinterestedly generous person I have
ever known.”

And yet, he was incapable of interpolating between this specific instance of
transcendent womanhood and the generic capacity of her sex to stand in coequal
citizenship with men. Greeley’s position on women’s rights, notwithstanding the
courtesies of full coverage of the topic in the Tribune, was more reactionary than
radical.
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He damned the suffrage movement by faint praise. It was easy to sneer at
the demands of female reformers, he editorialized, but “when a sincere republi-
can is asked to say in sober earnest” the reason women are denied full voting
rights, “he must answer, None at all.” True, he might think it unwise of women
to make the demand and that the great majority want no such thing, preferring
“to devote their time to the discharge of home duties and the enjoyment of home
delights,” but finally it had to be acceded to because it was “‘the assertion of a
natural right.” But when he chaired the committee on suffrage at the 1867 New
York state constitutional convention and cordially introduced his friends Susan
B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton to the panel, accession was not in him.
He remarked in a thoroughly unsympathetic manner that he doubted one
woman in ten craved the ballot—a statistic he must have gleaned by divine
revelation—and did nothing to advance the cause.

He was still more opposed to lenient divorce laws, although he conceded
that wives were known to be bullied and brutalized by their husbands, even as
husbands were scolded and henpecked by their wives. That he could not dis-
tinguish between the two conditions was evidenced in his most extensive re-
marks on the subject, a debate with the social reformer Robert Dale Owen
printed in the Tribune in 1860. For allowing divorce on grounds other than
adultery, the only one Greeley accepted in accordance with the teachings of
Jesus, the editor denounced Owen’s adopted state of Indiana as “a paradise of
free love.” Owen replied that Greeley failed to recognize that husbands have
“the command of torments, legally permitted, far beyond those of the lash.
. .. There is not a womanly instinct he cannot outrage.” Never mind, insisted
Greeley; marriage was a solemn contract for life, not merely during pleasure,
and if the partners were intended to be true to each other “only so long as
they shall each find constancy the dictate of their several inclinations, there
can be no such crime as adultery.” He prescribed separation as preferable to
a marriage of ceaseless strife, which Owen had called the real immorality of
indissoluble unions. Owen scoffed at a bond sustained by separation as a con-
tradiction in terms, one resulting in law-condemned celibates who, *“‘unable to
marry . . . may do worse.” Greeley then embraced the Catholic position that
“the divine end of marriage . . . is parentage” and that no worthy mother
would “seek to marry another while the father of her children is still living. I
do not think she could look those children in the eye with all a mother’s
conscious purity and dignity while realizing that their father and her husband,
both living, are different men.”

Would he have said the same for men? Possibly. He was never accused of
philandering throughout the course of his thirty-six-year marriage, which was
notable for the long stretches he spent away from home and the sorrow that
followed from the fact that seven of the nine children Horace and Molly Greeley
conceived ended in miscarriage, stillbirth, or death in infancy. Parentage may
indeed have been the divine end they both sought in marriage, but it proved as
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elusive for them as happiness together. That others might have valued the latter
end as the higher divinity, he could not comprehend. If Margaret Fuller had
reached the shore instead of dying just short of it, she might have altered his
convictions on the subject.

\

Not until the escalating conflict in Vietnam some 120 years later would the
American people again be as divided over the justification for going to war as
they were at the outbreak of hostilities with Mexico in 1846. The division was
nowhere more clearly illustrated than in the opposing attitudes toward it in
Bennett’s Herald, then in its twelfth year of publication, and Greeley’s Tribune,
entering its sixth. Their opposition was less interesting for what it said of the
clashing political stances of each than for the way it dramatized their differing
conceptions of what was most essential in the life of a newspaper.

For James Gordon Bennett, the American war with Mexico was the occa-
sion for demonstrating enterprise and expertise in the coverage of some damned
exciting news, news the nation couldn’t wait to read about, and so he did his
best to speed along the word. For Horace Greeley, it was a matter for moral
outrage.

The slave power had openly begun casting covetous eyes on Texas and the
Mexican territory almost as soon as John Tyler of Virginia, a Whig of dubious
allegiance, succeeded Harrison as President. The election of Democrat James
Polk, a Tennessee expansionist, in 1844 left little doubt about the direction of
American jingoism as steered by the masters of the cotton kingdom. Bennett,
acutely tuned to the course of events, established a courier system between New
York and New Orleans in 1845. He meant to be first in publishing news from
the trouble spot and would not content himself with accepting official statements
by the government. The Herald's couriers were so efficient that they outsped
the carriers of the U.S. mail, a forbidden practice in the eyes of the Postmaster
General, who ordered it ended. But Bennett, sympathetic with Southern anxie-
ties over the growing power of the far more populous North in Congress, saw
the inevitable and did his best to stir it into being. ““The multitude cry aloud for
war,” he editorialized in August 1845; Americans were “restless, fidgety, discon-
tented, anxious for excitement.”

The outbreak of combat found the Herald ready and eager for action. It was
the only New York paper to assign a reporter to the scene—in fact the only
American paper to do so except two in New Orleans, the closest sizable city to
the battleground. With the cooperation of the Ledger in Philadelphia and the
Sun in Baltimore, Bennett re-established his courier system and tied it to Samuel
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Morse’s new electromagnetic telegraph. The system was still mostly primitive
—by news boat across the Gulf of Mexico to New Orleans, by fast horses
overland to the North, by wire only for the last lap from Philadelphia—but it
outstripped the rest of the American press by days and provided the government
in Washington with its first word on the distant encounters. Bennett had in-
fected his charges with the newsman’s hunger, and his paper gave matchless
play to the battle reports and the casualty lists and the political repercussions
on the home front. The Herald’s was a rooting interest, little affected by the
merits of the war: news sold papers, and no paper was newsier than his.

The Tribune, as anxious for sales, would not glorify what it believed to be
immoral. *“People of the United States! your rulers are precipitating you into a
fathomless abyss of crime and calamity,” Greeley shouted. “Why sleep you
thoughtless on its verge?” Polk he called “the Father of Lies” for claiming
Mexico had imposed the war while “we are a meek, unoffending, ill-used peo-
ple.” The Tribune was hardly the only paper to cry out against the war as
slavocracy’s adventurism—many Whig journals joined in the denunciation—
but none matched it for unequivocation or the loudness of its prose. Bennett was
quick to brand Greeley a traitor, and Webb’s Courier tried to incite a mob
against him for subverting the national interest, but the Tribune’s editor had a
higher definition of patriotism than blind allegiance to wrongheadedness. ** ‘Our
Country, Right or Wrong,’ is a maxim as foolish as Heaven-daring,” he wrote.
“If your country be wrong . . . it is madness, it is idiocy, to wish to struggle for
her success in the wrong; for such success can only be more calamitous than
failure, since it increases our Nation’s guilt.”

As Zachary Taylor’s troops posted victory upon victory and swept down on
Mexico City, Greeley’s killjoy lamentations were harder to sustain, yet he never
stinted. Of the impending prospect of slavery’s establishment in the territories
seized from Mexico, he wrote that Congress might have such power but it had
no more right to do so than to legalize “Polygamy, Dueling, Counterfeiting,
Cannibalism or any other iniquity condemned by and gradually receding before
the moral and religious sentiment of the civilized and Christian world.” He
called for peace at any price—*‘Sign anything, ratify anything, pay anything to
end the guilt, the bloodshed, the shame”—and while he hailed the valor of
American fighting men, he greeted a congressional proposal for life benefits for
those disabled in the Mexican conflict by crying:

Uncle Sam! you bedazzled old hedge-hog! don’t you see “glory” is cheap as dirt,
only you never get done paying for it! Forty years hence, your boys will be still paying
taxes to support the debt you are now piling up, and the cripples and other pensioners
you are now manufacturing. How much more of this will satisfy you?

He much preferred using his columns to promote opponents of the death penalty
than proponents of unjustifiable carnage. Bennett, unbothered by such scruples,
scooped him at every turn, even in reporting the peace treaty.
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VIl

If Bennett’s fulfillment was to ride alongside the current of history, expertly
charting its course, detailing its eddies, thrilling to its stretches of whitewater,
Greeley’s ambition was to harness the stream and direct it. The newspaper in
his hands was primarily an instrument to shape public opinion, not reflect it.
Thus, he had both ready means and a divine end, and they were yoked by his
own skills with a pen. Had he true mastery of that instrument, it might have
been different with him, for, as he put it,

.. . to write nobly, excellently, is a far loftier achievement than to rule, to conquer,
or to kill, and . . . the truly great author looks down on the little strifes and agitations
of mankind from an eminence which monarchs can but feebly emulate, and the ages
can scarcely wear away.

Perhaps he knew the seeds of true greatness as a writer were not within him;
perhaps he knew he had neither the patience to climb to that eminence nor the
serenity to render the outlook indelibly if he ever reached it. But the unsettling
fact of Horace Greeley’s professional life was that personal ambition chronically
distracted him. As the Tribune grew in circulation and influence, so did its
editor’s yen for laurels. It was not enough for him that he commanded a
growing, if invisible, constituency of readers who provided assurance that his
voice would be heard in the councils of party and government. More than
influence he wanted power, power to direct the unruly body politic; he wanted
office to validate his espousal of a higher moral order than party hackery could
or would conceive; he was ever readier to translate conviction into action—if
only they would hand him a scepter. Some attributed this yearning to runaway
ego, some to messianic compulsion. More charitably, one may impute the
impulse to Greeley’s view of the journalist as public servant; it was no trick to
sit back like Bennett and wisecrack or sharpshoot at passing events and men;
the true civic spirit drives a newsman into the arena.

Whatever its genesis, his political ambition was blatant. If preferment had
come to him unsought, he might have coolly weighed his prior commitments
and gratefully declined to serve. But he was a constant suitor for office, basing
his hopes on Weed and Seward, who for more than twenty years were masters
of the New York political landscape. He was more useful to them than they ever
proved to him. As the eloquent editor of a rising newspaper that reached,
through its weekly edition, throughout the Empire State, Greeley was a lively
fish on the hook, to be fed enough line to thrash about picturesquely until reeled
in tightly during campaign season.

His hopes for office had been first inflamed by his involvement through his
party sheets in the successful Whig campaigns for the New York governorship
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in 1838 and the presidency two years later. That the party had provided him with
the means to broaden his reputation he never considered adequate compensa-
tion. In 1843 he was handed a sop—the Whig nomination to become state
printer, not likely to be approved by a Democratic legislature. The following
year he let Weed know of his interest in the lieutenant governor’s place on the
state ticket. The Albany Whig leader nimbly sidestepped; Greeley’s principles
may have been admirable, but many of them, like his prominent advocacy of
Fourierism and temperance, were political liabilities, and his calls for reforming
the political process by rigorous monitoring of the patronage and registration
systems were a bone in Weed’s throat. And as the Mexican War came on and
proved the fulfillment of jingoist dreams, Greeley’s pacifism seemed more and
more ill-considered.

But Weed dared not snub him outright. The perfect opportunity to reward
him cheaply arose in 1848 when the congressional seat representing the city
above Fourteenth Street fell vacant after disclosure that the Democrat holding
it had been elected by the import of paupers from the Blackwells Island alms-
house in the East River. The unexpired term would last for only the final three
months of the Thirtieth Congress, and since the Whigs had already designated
their candidate for the seat for the ensuing full term, Greeley’s reward was of
limited duration. On election day, Zachary Taylor of Louisiana, most of whose
policies Greeley abhorred, took the White House for the Whigs, and the T7ib-
une’s editor rode the bandwagon into office with nearly 6o percent of the vote.
It would be his only term in public office, and quite a spectacle it was.

He went to Washington with a dual purpose: to represent the people of his
district in an exemplary manner and to let his readers know from the inside what
sort of cockpit Congress could be. He achieved the first by tireless performance
of his duty, never missing a session of the House or of the committees on which
he served. The result was utter futility. But his daily reports back to the Tribune
on the buffetings he endured were indeed revealing, if self-serving, dispatches
from the very Seat of Corruption. Inevitably, they made him into something of
a tattletale, hardly an endearing role for a novice politician to take. In all ways,
he was impolitic; he waded into the fray, unloosing his arrows in every direction.

One of his first acts was to introduce a major land-reform bill, providing that
any landless citizen could claim 160 acres of the public domain so long as he
would settle on it and improve it, and would have seven years to buy it at the
government’s price of $1.25 per acre. When a Western member of the House
wondered aloud why New York should busy herself about the disposal of public
lands far beyond the Hudson, Greeley answered that his interest was stimulated
by the fact that he represented more landless men than any other member on
the floor. The disarming riposte worked no wonders; his bill was put aside.

So were his subsequent proposals to outlaw the franking privilege, which he
felt diminished the influence of newspapers and hurt efforts to cut the postal
rates; force the Congress not to adjourn for a long Christmas—-New Year’s
holiday; deduct the pay of congressmen for sessions they did not attend; change
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the name of the United States of America to *‘Columbia’’; abolish the slave trade
in the District of Columbia (he drafted the preamble to the bill); deny the army’s
request for $38,000 for recruitment because he alleged it went mainly to shang-
hai drunks off the streets; abolish flogging and grog rations in the navy, reduce
its list of warrant officers, and halt promotions into higher ranks already filled
with idle officers; and amend the abuse by congressmen of the mileage allowance
they collected for their travel to and from the Capitol. It was this last proposal
that assured his crowning by acclamation as the least popular man in Congress.

The law allowed each congressman eight dollars per twenty miles “by the
usually traveled road,” but on inspecting figures provided him by the House
Sergeant at Arms, Greeley thought the sums excessive. He put a reporter to
work calculating the shortest route between each congressman’s home and
Washington, using post office routes as the basis. The resulting overcharge came
to $73,492.60 for the previous term. Only twelve congressmen were innocent of
abuse; a first-termer from Illinois, Abraham Lincoln, was paid $676.80 more
than he should have been, according to Greeley’s figures. Before bringing any
of it up in the House, he aired the dirty linen in the Tribune.

The exposé was a national sensation and set tempers boiling in the House
all the more because papers everywhere echoed the Tribune’s call for reform.
When Greeley was finally allowed the floor after being called fifteen species of
scoundrel, he lamely explained that the article never said his colleagues had
done anything illegal; it was the law that had to be altered. The vilification
continued. They tarred him for trying to besmirch the reputation of Congress,
seeking publicity, editing his newspaper from the House floor, and behaving
generally as a preposterous ass. When he had had enough, Greeley stood and
said:

... I knew very well—I knew from the first—what a low, contemptible, demagoguing
business this of attempting to save the public money always is. It is not a task for
gentlemen—it is esteemed rather disreputable even for editors. Your gentlemanly
work is spending—Ilavishly—distributing—taking. Savings are always such vulgar,
beggarly, two-penny affairs—there is a sorry and stingy look about them most
repugnant to all gentlemanly instincts. . . . Ah! Mr. Chairman, I was not rocked in
the cradle of gentility!

They needled him to the end of the lame-duck session, threatened to expel him,
did nothing about curbing the mileage abuse, but still he did not relent. His
report on the bedlam of the final session of the term, ending at five in the
morning, was one of his most graphic and damning. It detailed the use of
arrogant procedural expedients to assure the payment of $250 bonuses—to
which Greeley was opposed—to congressional aides as “the free liquor and
trimmings provided by the expectants of the bounty had for hours stood open
to all comers in a convenient sideroom, and a great many had already taken too
much.”

If he had made a spectacle of himself, Congress had done no less. Greeley
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attended the inauguration ball for General Taylor and then came home. No
congressman had ever served his constituents more faithfully nor any editor, his
readers. But practically speaking, Greeley’s political career was put to rest,
though his ambition lived on undiminished. “He martyrizes himself five or six
times daily,” Senator-elect Seward wrote Weed from Washington. Greeley was
too much the reformer to abide the endless compromises that are the essence
of effective politics. Anyone who witnessed the editor of the Tribune perform
in that shirttail session of Congress and predicted he would run for President
of the United States two dozen years later and attract 44 percent of the popular
vote would have been committed to the madhouse on the spot. The most
ludicrous of politicians, he remained the unelected tribune of the people.
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The Crusader

y its second decade the New York Tribune was no longer a one-man

band. Greeley’s warmth of heart, wealth of ideas, and dynamic character

drew gifted young men to his newspaper. But those who stayed often did
so despite the editor, not because of him.

Without a doubt Horace Greeley could be the most generous and sympa-
thetic of men. Yet his true concern seemed to be for the generality of mankind,
not the individuals with whom he had daily contact. He was not unsociable—
he loved to hear or tell a good story as much as any man—but he had few close
friends off the Tribune staff and none on it.* He was thoroughly au courant with
events, personalities, topics, and books of the day, yet he was curiously ab-
stracted much of the time, caught up in himself and his thoughts. He rarely

* Unlikeliest of Greeley's good friends was Phineas Taylor Barnum, the showman, who had pub-
lished an abolitianist paper in Connecticut in his salad days and shared with the Tribune’s editor
an array of social concerns and a remarkable gift for self-promotion. Greeley frequently visited at
Barnum’s home in the city, where a desk much to the editor’s taste was set aside for him to write
at; there, too, he met with politicians and office seekers. Barnum tried in vain to get his friend to
shuck his heavy boots in favor of carpet slippers, but Greeley did occasionally shed his coat in favor
of one of his host’s dressing gowns. It was perhaps not entirely coincidental that when, in 1850,
Barnum imported soprano Jenny Lind for an American concert tour as the successor sensation to
the retired two-foot midget General Tom Thumb, the Tribune greeted her arrival warmly and
reported on her generously; Bennett’s Herald took issue with the ticket prices Barnum charged and
much else about the tour.
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found time to flatter, and never to coddle, and if he had an admiring word to
pass along, it was as likely as not to be tied to a querulous or cautionary one.
He was a perfectionist and not a little afflicted with egomania as success and
fame flowed to him. His stance, though, so plainly on the side of the angels, and
the transparency of his earnestness were an irresistible lure to idealistic enlistees.
Even more than idealism, they brought skilled pens with them. Greeley was a
rare judge of writing talent. E. L. Godkin, who was to edit The Nation and the
New York Evening Post, would remark that selection for the Tribune staff gave
young writers ““a patent of literary nobility”’—a distinction that the paper con-
tinued to confer throughout almost its entire life. By the mid-1850s, Greeley had
assembled the most brilliant staff yet to serve on an American newspaper.

As Greeley was the Tribune’s wagon master, Charles Anderson Dana served
as its linchpin. For fifteen years beginning in 1847, Dana kept the vehicle on
course, all the while coping with his superior’s flamboyant and often volatile
personality, so different from his own direct, concise, virile one. They shared
New Hampshire as a birthplace—Dana was eight years younger—and a broad,
general intelligence along with a passion for social justice. On those grounds
their valuable union endured as long as it did, cemented by mutual respect and
large quantities of forbearance by the adjutant. Bitterness followed their parting.

Dana’s family, like Greeley’s, moved to western New York, and Charles as
a boy learned much of the world while clerking for his uncle’s dry-goods store
in Buffalo, a thriving community after the Erie Canal opened it and the western
hinterlands to access from the sea. When he had exhausted the learning facilities
there, he entered Harvard at the age of twenty and stayed two years until failing
eyesight and poverty forced his resignation. For the next five years, he was a
leading member of the Brook Farm social experiment in communal living, a
magnet for the highminded, literate, and impoverished.

Among the nonresidents with whom he became acquainted there was Hor-
ace Greeley. Correspondence between them survives from as early as 1842,
when the editor was already promoting in the Tribune the sort of communal
democracy Dana was practicing in Roxbury. While supportive of Brook
Farm, Greeley was dubious of its prospects. He did not deny the desirability
of the sort of community Dana described to him—*"actuated solely by a true
Christianity or a genuine manfulness,” disposed to bear others’ burdens and
happily suffer for the indolent and unthankful—yet he questioned the likeli-
hood of bringing the world “speedily to this frame of mind.” He thought it
*“adapted only to angelic natures,” he wrote Dana, ‘“‘and that the entrance of
one serpent would be as fatal as in Eden of old.” Fourierism, “by having a
rampart of exact justice behind that of philanthropy,” seemed a more rational,
practicable hope to Greeley.

When the farm and the fervor nourishing it petered out, Dana spent a year
in Boston on a sheet called the Daily Chronotype, which paid him a munificent
four dollars a week. Appealing to Greeley for a spot, he was accepted at once
and did not take long to make his mark as a highly versatile craftsman who read
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his fond but somewhat intemperate taskmaster like an open book. The new-
comer wrote in a firm, economical style—Greeley provided quite enough flights
of rhetoric when at full propulsion—and his skills as a linguist proved especially
useful in culling and translating the foreign news. He worked dutifully directing
the city staff, but as events in Europe heated up, his eye was drawn there to the
revolutionary movements beginning to challenge monarchy and autocracy. Lib-
erty was on the march, and Greeley reluctantly let him go to report its progress
in weekly letters for the Tribune. It is doubtful if any other American paper
carried a more thoughtful, truthful, or colorful rendition of the European upris-
ings of 1848.

For the task he brought with him wide-open eyes and a compassionate
heart, each contributing to the freshness of style with which he described the
turmoil in the streets of Berlin, the rampant beggary in Paris, the fragile base
of England’s majesty with its “feudal aristocracy monopolizing the soil” and
its “moneyed aristocracy monopolizing the materials and implements of in-
dustry . . .” The American journalist “regards nothing with indifference,”
Dana wrote in the Tribune two years later in an essay that might well have
been describing his European reporting, but ‘“‘carries with him a degree of
genuine sympathy in the event and its actors which renders him an excellent
observer and reporter. He is no dull analyzer, and sees the thing before he
attempts to speculate on its philosophy and consequences . . . [Hlis enthusi-
asm—of which he has a large stock—concentrates itself upon persons and
deeds and makes him almost a part of the occurrence he describes. His ele-
ment is action and his method rapidity.”

Here was the nub of a debate on the fundamental value system of journalism
that had hardly been framed before then and that has been going on ever since:
Are objectivity and neutrality interchangeable concepts in journalism, or should
the skillful journalist, observing intently, conclude judgmentally—provided he
is independent and not predisposed to the outcome he reports? The purist school
that gathered strength toward the end of the nineteenth century held that
journalism more closely approximated a profession the more faithfully it ap-
proached the clinical in its reporting. The reporter’s sympathies and enthusiasm,
according to this regimen, are to be curtailed well short of the printed page. The
countervailing argument, advanced with renewed vigor most prominently by
Dana’s Tribune progeny more than a century after his first pronouncement on
the issue, holds there to be no such animal as objective truth—only imperfect
versions of it glimpsed prismatically by countless observers; therefore, why
pretend to a serene and sterile account when journalistic honesty resides in him
who “regards nothing with indifference”? The mood of the assemblage (not
merely its size or location), the intonation of the speaker’s words (not only their
substance), their motivations, intended effects, and likely consequences (not
simply their declaration)—all are the proper business of the astute reporter.
Consider this snatch of Dana’s description of the first appearance of Louis
Napoleon before the French Assembly:
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. . . He was instantly the sole object of attention to every person in the House
except the unlucky orator who happened to be in the tribune; even the elegant and
massive lorgnette of ivory that President Marast wields with such consummate
skill was gracefully levelled upon him. He bore the quizzing with calmness and
courage. He was dressed in black with a bad-looking mustache—at least that was
the verdict of the ladies in the gallery. He is rather undersized and seemed worn
with dissipation. . . .

Subjective judgments abound here, but, discounting the arguably libelous impli-
cation of the last four words in the passage, was Dana merely embroidering the
scene before him or capturing it more graphically, arrestingly, and authentically
than “facts” alone could have transmitted? Without a doubt, the grant of such
discretion to the eyes and pen of the beholder bestows a power open to abuse
and requiring close oversight by editors. Is it certain, however, that the denial
of such a license assures the reading public a purer distillation of truth? What
are the ideal dimensions and parameters of “the news”? Are sensibility and
nuance a part of reporters’ tools or ought their dispatches to be limited to
demonstrable, undeniable phenomena?

Dana, so adept at portraiture, did not try to hide his point of view in an
age when the sin of his profession was in not having one. Abuse arose when
the correspondent’s opinions became so strong as to blind him to the plain im-
port of unfolding events. In Dana’s case, his sympathy for social radicalism
grew with the toll of injustice he encountered, but he was hardly unaware of
the cost of upheaval. “The struggle for freedom may be terrible,” he wrote on
his return from Europe in 1849, “but the stagnation of oppression is more
s0.”

Greeley promoted him to second-in-command. And command he did, some-
what peremptorily at times and with a nice brevity. The delegation of authority
worked because of Dana’s incontrovertible skills and the social agenda he shared
with Greeley; both were Whigs, Free-Soilers (as opponents of slavery’s exten-
sion into the Union’s newly added territories were called), and protectionists in
trade, and both sympathized mightily with the downtrodden. Dana, though,
was the far more sensitive of the two to injustices closer to home. The corporate
minute books of the Tribune Association show him repeatedly speaking up for
fairer wages for his charges. At a meeting of the directors in 1855, for example,
he noted that the Tribune’s mechanical department was the best paid in town
while “intellectual labor was but poorly paid for.” It was Dana, not Greeley,
who governed the newswriting policies of the paper in its day-to-day operations;
witness his resolution presented to the May 1, 1852, board meeting that “no puffs
or announcements of any private establishment or business, shall be admitted
into the editorial columns of The Tribune, except with the word ‘Advertisement’
over the same; from this rule are excepted statements which are news and
regular criticisms or editorial comments, which in no case are to be paid for.
Speeches and reports which the editor shall Jjudge to be of sufficient public
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interest may be published without the word advertisement.” Such were the soft
edges of journalistic principle in that day on the most self-righteous newspaper
in New York.

Dana, too, was more philosophical than Greeley about the nature of their
trade, and more articulate. Few more instructive reflections on American jour-
nalism have ever been offered than Dana’s essay “The Newspaper Press,”
published in the Tribune in 1850. In contrast to European practitioners, preoc-
cupied with the rules of rhetoric and wedded to a style smacking more of the
scholar’s study than the mood and tempo of the street, the American journalist-
editorialist, according to Dana,

does not seek to make elaborate essays; his ambition lies not in fine writing; he spends
no long hours in polishing the turns of his periods. All that presupposes a certain
degree of leisure and perhaps a kind of taste to which he is a stranger. At any rate,
he has too many things to look after, too many subjects to discuss, too large a round
of affairs to understand and write about, to cultivate with assiduity the mere perfum-
eries and pigeon-wings of his profession. From necessity, he had rather be brief and
pointed than elegant and classical; his best triumph as a writer is an occasional
felicity, which is, after all, often an accident. . . .

Such an appraisal would seem to have held the press, if not a captive of the
headlong pace of American life and the impatience of its people with heavy
thoughts, at least a willing accomplice. For Dana, this was a thoroughly positive
development. He was drawing the distinction between an elitist press, serving
Europe’s class-ridden societies, and one more consciously vernacular that served
a dynamic young society’s nation-building process by helping destroy social
barriers and promote wholesale accessibility. The American press, proliferating
at a pace unknown elsewhere, exalted the common man and made him the
world’s best-informed and most opinionated citizen. That it may also have
helped make him at times the most unmanageable and cynical of democrats did
not detract from its usefulness.

Chief among the other men of intellect and cultivation who gravitated to
the Tribune under Greeley and Dana were William H. Fry, a musicologist
and composer of the opera Leonora, who would slowly pace about the pa-
per’s premises, thinking out the sledgehammer editorials with which he demol-
ished perpetrators of villainy; Richard Hildreth, whose six-volume economic
history of the United States was completed shortly before he joined the staff
in 1854; James S. Pike, who abandoned a successful career as a Maine busi-
nessman to become the Tribune’s fearless Washington commentator, much
unloved by capital Democrats; Solon Robinson, a returnee from the Indiana
frontier, whose crop reports and market estimates were as invaluable to ru-
ral readers as his expert advice, offered with rough wit, on the evolving sci-
ence of agronomy; George Ripley, the patriarch of Brook Farm, who lent a
paternal air to the paper and much encouragement to the literary output of
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his young nation; and Bayard Taylor, the natty little travel writer with deli-
cate features and curling beard, whom some thought a better voyager than
Journalist but whose globe-trotting reports held great appeal for home-
bound Tribune readers over a career that outlasted all of Greeley’s other
lieutenants.

It was Taylor, aspiring to greatness as a poet and having to settle for
literary distinction as a lyric translator of Goethe’s Faust, who produced one
of the most notable early Tribune exclusives. After reporting from California
in 1849 on the gold rush for five dollars a letter and doubling as solicitor there
at 25 percent commission for subscriptions to a special California edition of
the paper, Taylor was granted leave in 1852 for what was expected to be a
nine-month trip to witness the excavation of Nineveh and travel up the Nile.
In the latter stages of his journey, he received word to stand by on the chance
that the Tribune might succeed in getting him assigned to Commodore Mat-
thew C. Perry’s fleet, about to embark on its mission to negotiate—or force,
if necessary—the opening of Japan to Western trade. Taylor waited around
Constantinople for a month and was on the point of leaving when a letter
arrived from New York enclosing money to cover his travel costs to the coast
of China, across the entire vast Asian land mass. Perry said he would be glad
to see him if Taylor was on hand when the American fleet arrived, but de-
clined to promise he would allow him aboard for the fateful mission to Japan.
Taylor, the most gamely peripatetic journalist of his day, unhesitantly made
the journey and his rendezvous with Perry, onetime pursuer of pirates in the
West Indies and a leading advocate of steam-powered warships. He found the
commodore “a blunt, honest old fellow . . . well-disposed towards me,” and,
outfitted in a blue coat with big gilt buttons, “a gilt anchor on front of my cap,
and a terrible sword by my side,” Taylor was taken on board the flagship
Susquehanna as master’s mate. No other representative of the American press
went along.

The rules of the service forbade him from writing a line for publication, he
was told, and required him to surrender his journal to the Navy Department
at the end of the cruise. “But I shall have little difficulty, through Commodore
Perry’s aid, in reclaiming it and publishing a history of the expedition,” he wrote
to his mother. In this hope, however, he was badly mistaken. The Navy Depart-
ment never did return Taylor’s detailed journal to him, and the only extensive
published account of the Perry expedition was the commodore’s own. But
Taylor had prevailed upon Perry to let him write letters to the Tribune provided
they passed under the commodore’s eye. His accounts, thus circumscribed, were
still enough to drive James Gordon Bennett into a paroxysm of envy. When
Taylor finally returned home after a voyage of nearly 15,000 miles via the Cape
of Good Hope, he was greeted as a celebrity and his lecture appearances around
the country regularly outdrew those of, among other prominent literary orators
of the age, Greeley and Emerson.
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For all the solidity of the supporting timber with which it was being built, the
Tribune relied for its foundation upon the vigor of its editorials. Others besides
Greeley now emulated his upright, downright, forthright style and added varia-
tions of their own. In the 1850s, the Tribune editorials were institutionalized on
a separate page, consuming from one-fifth to one-quarter of the entire space
unoccupied by advertisements. They were the pride and showcase of the paper
and became, by the skill with which they were composed and the attention they
commanded, the national prototype.

The attention paid to newspaper editorials before the arrival of radio and
television should not be judged in terms of the wan latter-day “think pieces” that
too often seem confected solely to record management’s proprietary interests on
a page otherwise usefully devoted to syndicated columns and letters from read-
ers. Greeley’s America was different from ours: younger, smaller, simpler, less
connected. The newspaper was the only real mass medium of the age and, after
the Bible and the clergy, its chief instructor in the ways of the world. Greeley’s
repertoire of subject matter, settled upon early, was one long reprise of reformist
pleading: the streets must be cleaner, the milk purer, the tariff higher, the jobless
put to work, the wide West opened, harbors and roads improved and all the
rivers bridged; every child must attend schools adequately supported by taxes
and there must be evening schools for those unable to attend by day and normal
schools to train teachers. Not even cutthroats should hang, and first cffenders
should be jailed separately from hardened criminals, and debtors’ prisons should
be abolished, along with corruption in office, rigged elections, the spread of
slavery, and the sale of liquor, which brutalizes the ignorant, the wayward, and
the hopeless. It was a radical Christianity, impelled by a universal love and
augmented by ample servings of Old Testament rage to smite the irredeemable.
Surfeited with principle, neutral about nothing, Horace Greeley became the
reading public’s leading oracle.

His editorials were not written to analyze or discuss; they were weapons,
rather, in a ceaseless war to improve society. He wrote to convince and incite,
to win votes and voices for specific political positions and moral stances. Behind
the force of his advocacy was no power of originality; he was a champion, not
a leader or creator, of causes. Nor was his a disciplined mind, adept at perceiving
issues from all sides before passing judgment. He judged and then bent the case
to his mold. His method appealed to a young nation in ferment. His tone was
elevated but hardly exalted; his conviction, beyond doubting. Above all, his
message was accessible. Dana may have best explained Greeley’s great knack
as an editorialist in his 1850 essay on the press, although he did not specifically
allude to his chief in noting, “Many a quill-driver will turn off indefinite lengths
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of correct and even elegant English, not deficient in sense either, who can not
achieve a dozen lines such as every body shall read and nobody forget the point
of.”

Greeley lifted the American newspaper editorial to the level of a legitimate
literary form. It is worth pausing a moment to anatomize his technique. Con-
sider by way of example the thirteen-paragraph piece titled “Street-Cleaning”
that ran in the Tribune on Thursday morning, June 1, 1854. Since the principal
means of conveyance at that time was the undiapered horse, the problem was
anything but cosmetic. In most of his best work, Greeley marched directly up
on his subject and made plain at the earliest possible point the seriousness of
the issue at hand; thus, this one began:

The People of this City eminently need and ardently desire Clean Streets; they
pay enough to secure them; yet they suffer immensely in purse and person, in health
and comfort, for the want of them. It is a moderate estimate that One Thousand Lives
and One Million doliars’ worth of property are annually sacrificed in this City
through the excessive filthiness of our streets.

Why is this? . . .

Having provoked attention, he then set about at once to explain the nature of
the problem, using its ironical quality to underscore why it was so intolerable.
Hardly an acre of the city—by which he meant Manhattan Island—was more
than half a mile from navigable water, by which means “all the fertilizing matter
that can be swept from under our feet for the next century” could readily be
transported to meet the needs of ‘“the hungry soil of Long Island”; other
adjacent areas had a similar requirement “for manures, and [are] ready to
reward generously their application.” In controlled and majestic cadence, his
compacted fury poured forth, intensifying phrase by phrase:

... And yet we die here each summer of fevers, cholera, and other diseases which
faithful Street-Cleaning would obviate or greatly modify, until despair has become
a current faith, and thousands virtually concede that, though New-York can build
Steamships by the score, Oceanic Canals, Panama Railroads, and, if need be, Over-
land Pacific Railroads, she must always remain the filthiest and most noisome city
of Christendom. And the conviction is very general that the vital reason for this is
not that Street-Cleaning is essentially difficult, or more difficult here than elsewhere,
but that our functionaries in charge of the streets can aggrandize and enrich themselves
rather by SLIGHTING their work than by faithfully DOING it. We believe this is the
mournful truth. [Italics Greeley's.] . . .

The details of this alleged scandal, prominently involving the Commissioner of
Streets and Lamps and tolerated by the mayor and his camp, were presented
chapter and verse in subdued recitation until, with renewed but more lethal
irony, the writer noted “a serious discrepancy” between the street-cleaning
contractors’ understanding of their duties and the public’s: “The People and the
Council supposed they were to sweep the streets; their understanding, on the
contrary, seemed to be that they were to sweep only the Treasury.” At specific
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issue was the contractual provision that the streets were to be swept twice
weekly if weather permitted; if it did not, however, the pay was not reduced.
Gorge rising once more but with language tightly modulated, the editorial
decried the lunacy of the arrangement:

... Of course, no man of common sagacity could expect that the streets would be
cleaned under such a specification, since every week in which the contractor could
plead rain, or snow, or mud, as an excuse for doing nothing, would give him a pull

at the City Treasury for just nothing at all. . . . The temptation to collusion between
Commissioner and Contractors to enrich themselves and rob the City would be very
strong. . . .

A sensible compromise had been proposed: in weeks when weather interfered,
the contractors would receive half-pay to cover the cost of removing garbage
and ashes and maintaining their teams of horses. ““Yet this indispensable neces-
sary, this indisputably mercifully just requisition, was voted down by the Board
of Councilmen, and so stands to this day unadopted.” Meanwhile the peril to
the public health remained. The closing paragraph skewered this exemplary case
of municipal malfeasance, misfeasance, and nonfeasance by noting:

... if our citizens should miss Street-Cleaning before their doors, they will undoubt-
edly find any amount of it in their tax-bills. It is a nice thing for a hungry and seedy
politician to have full swing at a purse of $300,000, to spend it at his discretion; and
if [the commissioner in question] should lose anything, or fail to serve his friends,
by his present control of Street-Cleaning, he will show himself more honest or less
adroit than most men would be in his position. . . .

This is the high rhetoric of Greeleyesque outrage, reviling by barb, understate-
ment, and direct frontal assault. The output of verbal energy swells and ebbs
with the undulations of his dialectic, and the vocabulary grows more or less
picturesque, the constructions more or less parallel, as the indictment is leveled,
explicated, and finally held aloft on the knight’s trusty lance. Greeley did not
deal in glancing blows; he aimed only to unhorse, preferably to gore.

Greeley at his editorial best dwelled on public policy; at his worst, on
personal invective. For a man professionally given to passing judgment on
others, he himself was exceedingly thin-skinned and prone to confuse rebuttal
of his positions and beliefs with assault on his character. He was quick to label
those who disputed him as liars or worse. More detachment would have greatly
enhanced his stature, but he seemed incapable of distancing himself from en-
counters that were the verbal equivalent of a barroom brawl. The tendency made
him an easy mark, especially for Bennett’s Herald, which specialized in short,
often cynical paragraphs on an editorial page that bore little resemblance to the
Tribune’s.

Greeley may have reached his sardonic high—or low—point in dispensing
personal abuse in an editorial he titled “Judgment on the Satanic Press,” pub-
lished in the issue of December 15, 1853. For five years, Bennett’s lawyers had
stalled off a libel trial brought against him by Edward P. Fry, the proprietor of
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a New York theater he had refurbished for the presentation of opera and other
musical productions. Fry had taken pains to improve both the caliber of artistry
on display at his theater by importing talent and the behavior of his clientele
by banning the sale of liquor on the premises. When he declined to advertise
in the Herald or hand out passes to any of its representatives or have his printing
done in its shop, Bennett began the most blatant sort of character assassination
and charged, among other things, that the theater and its environs were crawling
with prostitutes. Fry sued to end the economic harassment and finally prevailed;
the jury awarded him $10,000 in damages—a very substantial sum in that day
—plus some $7,000 in expenses and court costs. The Herald distorted its cover-
age of the trial, omitting the most damaging testimony against its owner and
continuing to attack Fry until the case went to the jury. Greeley, gleeful at the
outcome, began his editorial thus:

When we gave, a few months since, apropos to something, a review of The
Satanic Press, with the Life and Adventures of its Editor, James Gordon Bennett,
we mentioned that among other marks of public distinction which he had received
were seven horsewhippings in public, not counting sundry “cuts,” cuffings and
kickings, and having his jaws forced open and his throat spat into. We are reminded
by a good authority that we have done Mr. Bennett injustice in limiting the number
of such marks of public distinction received by him: it was not simply seven horse-
whippings he received, but nine. . . .

It went on to rehearse the case and commend Fry for his courage in with-
standing the assaults by Bennett, who, “[s]worn to do him all the evil that
bloated power and unchecked villainy could compass . . . frothed, steamed and
reeked. . . .’ Bennett’s abuses had run unchecked for too long, Greeley de-
clared, but:

The tide is now turned. The ruffian has got his deserts. The low-mouthed,
blatant, witless, brutal scoundrel is condemned—condemned, too, by THE
PEOPLE. . . .

The Jury, indeed, have entitled themselves to the lasting gratitude of the commu-
nity. They have proved that Justice, when perseveringly pursued, can be obtained
even against a libeler fortified behind a fortress of gold and silver, and wielding a
greater engine of intimidation than the history of this country has hitherto known.

One senses, even at a remove of generations, that some of Greeley’s most sulfuric
epithets may have been intended less to preach probity than to sell newspapers.

Horace Greeley never denied Henry Raymond’s usefulness to him in the early
days of the Tribune. There was the time, for example, when his speed and
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accuracy as a reporter enabled the paper to score a clear beat on a major speech
delivered in Boston by Daniel Webster. While the great orator was speaking,
a small crew of Tribune printers bearing type cases took possession of a state-
room on the overnight steamer plying Long Island Sound. Little Raymeond
darted from the lecture hall, eluding fellow correspondents, and made directly
for the Tribune’s floating composing room, where he speedily turned out page
after page of copy so that by the time the ship docked at dawn, the story was
all set up and on the press within an hour. *“Clever but careless” was the
nitpicking Greeley’s contemporary judgment of his young assistant, whom he
faulted for being rather a passionless technician and a political reactionary—but
useful nonetheless.

When Raymond decided he was being overused and underpaid, he set out
on a path that would, within a decade, place him nearly on a par with Bennett
as Greeley’s principal rival for leadership of the New York press. His admirers
found him well-spoken and tactful, his detractors called him crafty, but all
agreed he had brains and pluck to go with his industry. On the Courier and
Enquirer, he rose to managing editor and sparked that leading but lackluster
six-penny sheet. His six-month debate in print with Greeley over the merits of
Fourierist socialism won Raymond wide regard as a defender of capitalism and
a disputationist more than able to hold his own against the Tribune editor. He
spoke as well as he wrote, and when he, too, succumbed to political ambition,
he was taken up by the Whig powers as the volatile Greeley never would be.
Raymond at least was not out to reform the world. Articulate, orthodox, reli-
able, he went into the New York State Assembly in 1849 and within two years,
at the age of thirty, was chosen its Speaker.

Whether he had overstepped his authority in trying to improve the Courier
or failed to sympathize with the political ambitions of his boss, James Watson
Webb, was not clear—both reasons may have applied—but Raymond left the
paper to concentrate on politics. His departure from journalism proved brief.
The growing prosperity of the Herald and the Tribune suggested to Raymond
that there was room for another low-priced daily, one directed at intelligent
conservatives who found Bennett’s sensationalism and Greeley’s reformism to
be offensive. Word circulated that the Tribune, with far less advertising support
from the city merchants than the Herald, had posted a profit of $60,000 in 1850,
and while the surviving minute books of the Tribune Association suggest that
the net was only a bit more than half that figure, the marketplace looked
attractive enough for several Whig bankers in Albany to join forces with Ray-
mond and promise to raise what he needed to start up his paper. On a European
vacation over the summer of 1851, Raymond drafted his prospectus for the new
venture. He would call it The New-York Daily Times, even though seven previ-
ous entries with that name had been established starting in 1813 and all had
foundered. No doubt he hoped to model his paper after The Times of London,
the nonpareil of journalistic authority and decorum, and replicate its influence.
He promised his backers he would publish *“at once the best and the cheapest
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daily family newspaper in The United States,” and given Raymond’s acumen
as both journalist and politician, they had no great trouble in accumulating
$110,000 to launch the Times.

No American paper had ever been so amply funded from the first. The war
chest allowed Raymond to buy a new Hoe *“Lightning” press, hire a large
enough staff—including three editors, a dozen compositors, and several press-
men lured from the Tribune—and try out his new paper for a week in the city’s
better residential neighborhoods. His first issue, on September 18, 1851, an-
nounced itself not as partisan but strictly pragmatic in policy: “We shall be
conservative in all cases where we think conservatism essential to the public
good, and we shall be radical in every thing which may seem to us to require
radical treatment and radical reform.” But lest there be any doubt that his paper
would be of far more subdued coloration and therefore sounder than Greeley’s,
Raymond wrote:

... We do not believe that every thing in society is exactly right or exactly wrong;
what is good we desire to preserve and improve; what is evil, to exterminate and
reform. . . . [W]e shall . . . seek to be tempered and measured in all our language.
We do not mean to write as if we were in a passion unless that shall really be the case,
and we shall make it a point 1o get into a passion as rarely as possible. There are very
few things in this world which it is worth while to get angry about, and they are just
the things that anger will not improve. [Italics Raymond’s.]

As intended, the Times displayed none of the bite or brilliance of the Herald
or the combative zest of the Tribune. And there was no way to confuse its appeal
with that of the chatty little Sun, still prosperous but stuck to a kind of back-
stairs disreputability that kept it beyond arm’s length from the educated and
prosperous. The Times exhibited from the beginning precisely the qualities that
have sustained it since: prudence, good manners, and industry in the gathering,
editing, and presentation of the news. Stylishness tended, as Bennett all too
distressingly demonstrated, to veer into flamboyance and distortion; partisan-
ship, as Greeley revealed, too often invited telling omissions or reportage tainted
by polemics. The Times was straightforward and impersonal in tone, serving
readers who did not want or need their news cosmeticized. It placed heavy
stress, from the first issue, upon foreign news; its columns throughout were
marked by an almost unrelieved seriousness that was matched by a grim gray-
ness in its typography.

Like the Tribune a decade earlier, the Times found a readership almost at
once. Greeley vainly tried to prevent newsboys who carried his paper from
handling the Times, just as the Sun had tried, somewhat more aggressively, to
put a crimp in the Tribune’s distribution when it began. But within ten days
of its start-up, the Times claimed a daily circulation in excess of 10,000 copies,
taken largely by ‘“business men at their stores” and “the most respectable
families in town.” After a year, Raymond reported sales at well above 20,000,
close to the Tribune’s total for its daily edition but in no way imperiling the large
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and growing circulation of its weekly. His warmest acceptance, Raymond con-
tinued to boast, was among “the best portion of our citizens,” who preferred
the Times because it did not “pander to any special taste, least of all to any low
or degrading appetite.” Raymond lost no time in branding the Herald *the
recognized organ of quack doctors,” and advertisers flocked to his new standard
as they never had to the Tribune, whose reformist tub-thumping displeased the
business community. Profits, however, did not flow so swiftly. The printing
plant, sizable staff, telegraph costs, and promotional expenses ate into the ra-
pidly growing revenues, and five years would pass before the Times was solidly
in the black.

Greeley surveyed Raymond’s handiwork and announced that it appeared to
be “conducted with the most policy and least principle of any paper ever
started”—an aphoristic dismissal of its carefully discursive and rarely incisive
editorial stands. But its editorials were not the main dish of the Times, any more
than were those of the Herald, and Greeley’s denigration of them had the flavor
of sour grapes as he watched his former assistant scramble up toward his level
of professional eminence.

More galling still was the rapidity with which the Times appeared to replace
Greeley’s paper as the favorite of New York Whigs despite all his work for and
devotion to the party. After Seward entered the Senate, for example, in 1849, he
would often send copies of his speeches to the Tribune for publication and
distribution to other New York papers—a symbol, however token, of mutual
esteem between Greeley and his party’s principal New York officeholder.
Within a year and a half, Seward’s speeches were going to Raymond first
instead. The shift in preference was compounded in the spring of 1853 when the
legislature in Albany passed a bill requiring the weekly publication of reports
on business transacted by the New York City banks; the reports, along with a
brief summary, were to be run at the banks’ expense in one of the city’s morning
papers. The bill was originated in the Assembly, of which Raymond had only
recently been the leader, and the selection of the paper in which the bank reports
were to be advertised was placed in the hands of the superintendent of the state’s
Bank Department, a friend of Raymond and a charter shareholder in the Times.
When Raymond’s paper was chosen as recipient of this large weekly plum,
Greeley seethed still more. Nor did Raymond hesitate to vaunt his success over
his erstwhile employer. The Times appeared to balk at distributing the summary
of the weekly bank reports to other papers that wished, as the Tribune did, to
run it without charge as news. This withholding of what was, after all, public
information for its own advantage prompted Greeley to complain about the
Times’s tactics to the state banking superintendent:

... The consequence is, that I and others are put to a serious expense to collect these
[reports], which the official paper might give us without expense or trouble. I have
a most insolent and scoundrelly letter from your favorite, Raymond, offering to send
me these [reports] at his own convenience if I will credit them to the Times . . . and
talking of his willingness to grant favors to those who prove worthy of them, but not
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to be “kicked into benevolence,” etc. All this insolence of this little villain is founded
on your injustice. I have not written to him; I have asked no favor of him; and I shall
not answer him. . . .

To Weed, still leader of New York Whiggery, Greeley sent a copy of Raymond’s
letter and noted, *“. . . see the insolence with which the little viper talks to me.”
Greeley’s “little villain” label stuck to Raymond ever after, but Greeley
conceded privately that his new rival had taken away several thousand of the
Tribune’s daily subscribers and caused yet more damage to its advertising
revenues. Something had to be done to meet the challenge. Toward the close
of the Times’s second year, the Tribune installed new, more legible type and
enlarged its page size so that it was carrying a full one-third more reading matter
than before. Readership responded, and when Greeley’s voice led the antislavery
outcry greeting congressional passage of the Kansas-Nebraska bill in the spring
of 1854, a still heavier influx of readers followed. But advertising did not, and
in view of its higher expenses for paper and production, the Tribune faced
intensified financial pressure. Publisher McElrath pushed the resistant Greeley
to raise the price of the paper from two cents to three; the editor finally agreed,
provided the Herald, long priced at two cents, and the Times, which had raised
its price from a penny to two at the end of its first year, went along. Bennett
agreed, but Raymond declined—as his successor proprietors would decline to
accommodate the inheritors of Greeley’s and Bennett’s papers a century later
—and the Tribune was forced to reduce its page size as an economy move.
To rile Greeley still further, his overtures for the gubernatorial nomination
that fall found no favor with the leadership of the decaying Whig cause. Weed
wanted no part of such a candidacy; at the least, it would imperil William
Seward’s re-election to the Senate, and Seward was still Weed’s meal ticket.
Greeley’s renewed call for prohibition of alcohol, stirred by Maine’s recent
passage of such a statute, made him as much of a liability as an asset at the polls
to Weed, who now found him, as Greeley himself put it, neither useful nor
ornamental. Greeley, not quite groveling but apparently famished for honors,
said the lieutenant governorship would do as well. Weed in fact put his name
forward for the post, but when a prohibitionist acceptable to the rising Know-
Nothing movement, whose nativist biases Greeley deplored, won the top spot
on the Whig ticket, politics decreed that second place could not also be given
toadry. The party’s nomination for lieutenant governor went to none other than
Henry Raymond. The Times editor outran the ticket and won handily.
Gloom enveloped Greeley. A few days after the election results were cer-
tified he wrote a long, bitterly reproachful letter to Seward, who was positioning
himself to run for President in 1856. Greeley complained that he had labored
hard and long for the party starting in 1838, when he edited The Jeffersonian,
which had helped put Seward in the governor’s mansion, but had never been
rewarded with its favors. He had put great effort into helping General Harrison
get elected: “I asked nothing, expected nothing; but you, Governor Seward,
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ought to have asked that I be postmaster of New York.” The passing years, he
went on, brought no improvement in his political prospects, and then came the
just concluded campaign year when he would have liked the nomination for
governor or lieutenant—'*my running would have helped the ticket and helped
my paper”—but he was not only rejected but humiliated:

.. . No other name could have been put upon the ticket so bitterly humbling to
me as that which was selected. The nomination given to Raymond—the fight left
me. . ..
Governor Seward, I know that some of your most cherished friends think me
a great obstacle to your advancement. . . . I trust I shall never be found in opposition
to you; I have no further wish but to glide out of the newspaper world as quietly
and as speedily as possible, join my family in Europe, and if possible, stay there
quite a time,—long enough to cool my fevered brain and renovate my overtasked
energies. . . .

And so he dissociated himself from Seward and Weed, his allies of many years.
Yet though his ambitions for office may have been shattered, and his struggle
for primacy among the newspapers of New York had drained his energies, the
chapter in which he would make his most important political and social mark
on American history was just beginning.

Y

Among the events most firmly imprinted in his memory when Horace Greeley
was an impressionable apprentice on the weekly newspaper in East Poultney,
Vermont, was the community’s response to the arrival of a runaway slave from
nearby New York state.

New York’s emancipation law said that born slaves could be held in bondage
until their twenty-eighth birthday—an unsatisfactory arrangement to the young
bondsman who fled to Vermont and was given work and shelter in Greeley’s
adopted village. One day the fugitive’s owner was reported en route, and the
town green was swiftly filled with men and boys contemplating appropriate
action. The result was *“‘a speedy disappearance of the chattel, and the return
of his master, disconsolate and niggerless, to the place whence he came.” The
rescue had been instinctive and impromptu, little complicated by antipathy to
the South and this unwelcome outreach of its peculiar institution. ““Our people
hated injustice and oppression,” Greeley wrote in his memoirs, “‘and acted as
if they couldn’t help it.”

He did not need wholesale evidence of its barbarity to adopt a lifelong
loathing of human bondage. The very idea of it appalled him. Probably be-
cause of it, he traveled little in the South, assuming he knew all he needed to
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know of the region and the attitudes of its masters. Blacks to him were not
noble savages whose salvation would be assured by emancipation; nor were
they the white man’s equal after having been long victimized by systematic
exploitation. But if taught and trained, he argued, their industrial capabilities
could be developed and they would stand as good a chance to win economic
self-sufficiency as whites. But this prospect of black betterment was precisely
what poor whites in the South, whose skin was their only badge of honor, and
Northern laborers, sweating out their wages, feared most: masses of coloreds
to compete with them and drive them farther down the economic ladder. Such
antipathy Greeley would neither acknowledge nor approve. Whites enjoyed
civil rights regardless of their native endowments or acquired abilities, and the
black man was entitled to no less. “We hold it unjust and cruel to aggravate
his natural disabilities by legal or social degradations,” he wrote in May 1853.
He insisted that “Man’s inalienable right to equality under the laws is not at
all invalidated by his intellectual deficiencies, but rather fortified and hallowed
by them. . ..”

Yet he did not push for the abolition of slavery where it was already in place.
In time, he argued, non-slaveholding whites would recognize that they were as
much the victims of the South’s oppressive system as the bondsman—and when
they demanded and won their right to economic improvement, slavery would
wither. It was a delusion he never abandoned. What he was certain of, though,
was that any effort by the rest of the nation to stamp out the system in the South
by imposed abolition would tear the Union apart. His most passionate words
were directed not against the existing iniquities of the South but against their
expansion into territories not yet incorporated into the nation. It was a distinc-
tion without a difference to the rulers of the South; those who this year opposed
the extension of slavery into fresh areas would next year probably demand its
being outlawed in the heart of Dixie. But unless slavery were held in check,
Greeley’s dream of economic nationalism would be forever thwarted. Every
element in his ardently argued editorial program would be subverted by the
South’s territorial ambitions. How could the country be internally developed if
slave labor were permitted side by side with free labor? Supply and demand
would depress wages hopelessly, small farms would never prosper, local indus-
try would never take root, and low tariffs favored by slave-rich planters who
imported most of their food and supplies would doom native manufacturers to
unfair competition from abroad. Greeley wanted an America that would soon
become its own chief market, not primarily a supplier of high-bulk, low-cost
commodities to the Old World in a colonial pattern that would sentence the
nation to continued economic dependency. “Free Soil and Free Labor” was
Greeley’s war cry, and he sounded it in full voice until his newspaper became
the most influential of any in the United States throughout the painful prelude
to and the still more agonizing course of civil war.

Until late in 1853, he often couched his argument in partisan terms. Slavery
was the world’s most serious obstacle to democratic progress, and the Demo-
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cratic Party, which by and large espoused it, was therefore a diabolical political
engine; its very name was a misnomer that deceived innocents throughout the
North. Greeley habitually referred to it as ““‘Sham Democracy” in pushing the
Whig cause in Tribune editorials aimed especially at farmers and mechanics
who were the backbone of the Weekly Tribune readership. When Democrat
Franklin Pierce defeated Winfield Scott for the presidency in 1852 and Clay and
Webster, the Whigs’ foremost statesmen, died soon thereafter, Greeley’s party
was left leaderless and growing terminally dispirited. It split into irreconcilable
factions— ‘‘cotton” proslavery Whigs and *‘conscience” antislavery Whigs were
the most prominent among the subspecies—and Greeley went in search of a
political party where economic nationalism was understood to be advanced in
inverse ratio to the spread of King Cotton. When Senator Stephen A. Douglas
of Illinois moved at the end of 1853 to open the Nebraska Territory to slavehold-
ers, Greeley at once saw that the uneasy truce imposed upon the nation by the
Compromises of 1820 and 1850 was mortally endangered. From that moment
forward, Greeley acted to convert what had been primarily a political war into
a moral one.

Douglas’s Kansas-Nebraska bill sought to apply the principle of popular
sovereignty: the settlers themselves would decide, both when they applied for
territorial status and later when they attained statehood, on the legality of
slavery within their sovereign borders. Greeley saw in this plan only the plot-
tings of those he leaped to label “‘doughfaces,” Northern Democrats, like Doug-
las and President Pierce, of essentially Southern inclinations. The principle of
*“squatter sovereignty” was a sham, he argued, for it begged the question of
whether slaveholders would be permitted to bring their chattels into the terri-
tory before any vote was taken. If so, Free-Soilers could be bullied and beaten
by an influx of residents from adjacent slave states and the best land snatched
up by planters who would push small farmers into the backlands as effectively
as they had done all over the South.

Throughout the five-month course of the congressional debate over Doug-
las’s bill, Greeley’s Tribune mobilized the soul of antislavery sentiment through-
out the North and West. In the most eloquent editorials of his career, he wrote
that believers in American liberty and justice could no longer indulge in the
luxury of complacency; if it were not halted now, the slavocracy would suffocate
freedom and deny the nation the chance to fulfill its destiny as a land where
every man could one day hope to enjoy the fruits of his labor. But the Tribune’s
campaign against the Kansas-Nebraska bill was not limited to editorials. It
sprouted a feature column called “Facts of Slavery” that dwelled on the most
brutalizing aspects of the system. Under alternate headings like “A Scene of
Cruelty and Bloodshed” and “The Shame of Virginia’ and ‘““Mechanics Bought
and Sold,” accounts were given of the sexual abuse, torture, and murder of
slaves, who were portrayed as universally seeking escape—and when they did
flee, were pursued remorselessly by bloodhounds with dripping jaws. The arti-
cles were made up into pamphlets and distributed for six dollars per hundred.
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Greeley intensified his efforts as antislavery lecturer and everywhere spread the
message that the North ought no longer to be blackmailed by the South’s threats
of secession every time its demands were not granted. A few weeks before
Congress acted on Douglas’s bill, Greeley wrote:

... [L]et us have a fair understanding all around that the North regards the Union
as of no special, peculiar advantage to her and can do without it much better than
the South can, and we shall have fewer secession capers. . . . [T]his [understanding)
would be found after a little to exert a decidedly sedative, tranquillizing effect on the
too susceptible nerves of our too excitable Southern brethren. Instead of bolting the
door in alarm . . . in case the South shall hereafter threaten to walk out of the Union,
we would hold it politely open and suggest to the departing the policy of minding
his eye and buttoning his coat well under his chin preparatory to facing the rough
weather outside. . . .

The Tribune would sound this refrain repeatedly during the ensuing seven years:
The Union was no boon conferred on the needy North by the gracious South;
if there was any dependency, it ran in the other direction. Such a contention may
have stoked Greeley’s rhetoric, but it failed to perceive both the strength and
the desperation of the planters.

As the South moved toward the apex of its power in the immediate antebel-
lum years, it possessed nearly four million slaves to do its drudgery. Cotton was
blooming as never before. And the federal government had proven pliable to
Southern interests. Eleven of the first fourteen Presidents had come from the
slave states, as had almost two-thirds of the Justices of the Supreme Court,
Attorneys General, Speakers of the House, and foreign ministers. The Southern-
ers claimed to have built a uniquely admirable civilization, one whose produce
served as the nation’s collateral in foreign markets. But theirs was also a
uniquely vulnerable society whose economic system was notable mostly for its
waste and extravagance. A resentful, subversive labor force tilled poorly, and
the land eroded rapidly. Each new expansion of the cotton kingdom, further-
more, required massive infusions of capital for seed, supplies, and slaves. Pro-
vided mostly by Northern and British financiers, the capital had to be repaid;
this steady siphoning of the South’s profits prevented it from ever accumulating
enough wealth to supply its own needs, and so it kept overpaying and going
increasingly into debt with nothing to show for it but growing numbers of
blacks. Their slaves were the root of their power as men, the source of their
increasingly inflated pride, and so they sought to continue adding to their
hegemony because that was the only way to keep the whole gaudy construction
from breaking down. Southern spokesmen performed with brilliance and deter-
mination on the national political level until their certainty shaded over into an
arrogance that at last provoked people like Horace Greeley beyond endurance.
The South would have its own way—or it would go its own way. Only the latter
alternative was acceptable to Greeley after Douglas introduced his damnable
bill.
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But in his endorsement of peaceable secession as preferable to enforced
union of North and South, he was playing poker against an opponent who had
to stake all on the outcome, and Greeley believed the slave power could be
bluffed into submission. It was the same misreading of intransigence he had
made in championing settlement of the West by homesteading grants to alleviate
the plight of sweated free labor. He had clearly perceived the injustices visited
upon the American workingman, free and slave alike, and he saw, more dimly,
how their fates were entwined. Yet his flawed reading of the character of their
two sets of masters—the planters of the South and industrialists of the North
—1led him to escapist solutions that only compounded the problem. It was not
the slaveholders’ dependence on outside capital that imperiled their economic
survival as much as it was their pathological need for dominion over the black
man. On the other side of the same false coin, Greeley saw the free laborer as
victimized not by the greed of aggressive employers but by their own status as
inadequately trained dependents without the gumption to direct their own fate.
To Greeley every worker was an independent contractor and an entrepreneur-
in-the-making, whether as a small farmer if his government would stake him to
the spread or as a mechanic in joint venture with fellow journeymen or in any
sort of undertaking that provided a man dignity and fulfillment by a route of
his own choice. That some laborers might be suited to be only jobholders,
needing direction and a fair wage for their survival, was as inadmissible to
Greeley as the possibility that some capitalists were not to be brought to dealing
fairly with their hired hands by sweet reason alone. And in neither case would
he subscribe to the application of force—namely, the abolition of slavery in the
South and the application of collective bargaining by trade unions in the North
—as an acceptable means of social readjustment. Each was too radical, and
Horace Greeley, at the core of his reformist soul, would not risk unbalancing
the established order to win a paradise on earth.

His solution, then, to the profound grievances of the common man, both
white and black, rested upon proper use of the vast American interior: That
virgin land had to be placed forever beyond the grasp of the slavocracy and
reserved first of all for the use of free laborers who had been victimized by an
imperfectly adjusted industrial mechanism. That many such victims were not
suited to working the soil, that such dislocations took capital and often great
hardiness, that militant trade unions using the compacted might of their mem-
bership might far more readily win a decent standard of living than mass
emigration to the West—these practicalities did not concern Horace Greeley.
Yet who could doubt his concern for the workingman? Had not the printers of
New York, forming a union of their own in 1850, elected the former journeyman
who founded the Tribune as their first president? Did he not voluntarily pay his
printers the best going wage in the trade? All employers would come in time
to see that their enlightened self-interest dictated a similar generosity of spirit.

When Congress, despite the full fury of the Tribune's denunciation, passed
the Kansas-Nebraska bill, Greeley was too spent at first to do more than issue
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a plaintive call for its repeal. But by midsummer of 1854, he knew that a far
broader strategy was required to halt the advance west by the slave states. To
rally the nation’s antislavery forces became his consuming task. His mechanisms
were two: a new political coalition born from the ashes of the Whig Party and
the full propagandizing power of the Tribune with its reach all the way across
the free soil of the Union.

Contrary to his reputation for rashness, Greeley now moved cautiously and
expertly in the political arena. He was in the forefront but not alone in issuing
the call for a convention, held at Saratoga in August 1854, of New York ‘“‘con-
science” Whigs, Free-Soilers, abolitionists, prohibitionists, disaffected Demo-
crats, and antislavery elements of the nativist Know-Nothing movement who
had grown bolder as the Irish immigration and other Catholic newcomers fueled
fears of Papist influence. What united them all was determination to immunize
the Nebraska Territory—and all other territories—from slavery. High on the
agenda was a decision whether to put up a slate of candidates, using the same
party label adopted by similar fusion movements in Michigan, Wisconsin, and
several other states: Republican. Greeley, under heavy pressure from Weed,
who feared that the new party would strip away the radical element from his
ebbing Whigs and cost him control of the legislature and Seward’s Senate seat
with it, urged a wait-and-see policy. Anxious not to frighten off conservatives,
furthermore, the convention declined to call for repeal of the harsh 1850 fugitive
slave law; it contented itself instead with endorsing *“‘anti-Nebraska” men in
every congressional district in the state (twenty-nine out of thirty-one would win
that fall) and the swift colonization of Kansas by Northern settlers.

His own ambition for office utterly frustrated, Greeley declared his political
independence of Weed and Seward and worked tirelessly during the next two
years to build the Republican Party into a national power. His watchword was
harmony. He sought allies among both capital and labor; business, he argued,
could not tolerate a climate of chronic uncertainty over the slavery question. All
who favored a vigorous national economy ought to rally to the antislavery
standard, and the white worker had no less a vested interest in restricting the
spread of black bondsmen. As the Republicans geared to field a national ticket
in the 1856 presidential contest, Greeley steered the party away from such
avowed antislavery contenders as Seward and Salmon P. Chase of Ohio, who
would have given it a radical tinge, and instead embraced explorer and soldier
of fortune John C. Frémont, a young Lochinvar who had won fame as an
adventurer in California. At the first national Republican convention, Greeley
buried the hatchet temporarily with Henry Raymond, who delivered the key-
note address, and himself played a major role on the platform committee.
Bennett’s Herald denounced the newly minted Republican platform for “nig-
gerizing,” which the Tribune denied by insisting the Northern white laborer was
the chief intended beneficiary of the party’s program, not the South’s slaves,
whom it had no intention of freeing.

So ardently did the Tribune support Frémont’s cause that its office became
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a virtual national Republican headquarters during the campaign, issuing among
other broadsides a pamphlet instructing party speakers how best to orate in the
candidate’s behalf. Its partisanship was the high point of the paper’s increasingly
shrill anthem to “Free Soil and Free Labor.” It had played the *“‘Bleeding
Kansas™ theme for all it was worth, starting with a call early in 1855 for a
massive migration to the new territory, under resolute leaders and abundantly
funded, to save it from the *“Cossacks of civilization.” Greeley himself was a
member of a New York City committee devoted to supplying guns to the New
England Emigrant Aid Company, and his newspaper trumpeted the antislavery
drive not only on the editorial page but in articles, letters, poems, fiction, and
dispatches from its own Kansas correspondent, who reported he was ““hunted
like a wild beast™ by proslavery ruffians from across the Missouri border. No
Northern settler was motivated by any but the highest of principles, according
to the Tribune’s pages, or ever committed an ignoble act; even the Free-Soilers’
occasional atrocities were excused as self-defense. Civil disobedience, peaceably
manifested, was urged against “bogus” laws enacted by a pro-Southern territo-
rial legislature that Greeley painted as a puppet of the Pierce administration,
itself the plaything of Southern Democrats bent on having Kansas for their own.
When Lawrence, Kansas, was burned by proslavery raiders, the Tribune wrote:

. .. a few bare and tottering chimneys, a charred and blackened waste, now mark
the site hallowed to all eyes as that where the free sons of the North have for two
years confronted the myrmidons of Border Ruffianism, intent on the transformation
of Kansas into a breeding-ground and fortress of Human Slavery.

The “devastation and butchery” there had been consummated “in the name and
by the authority of the Federal Union,” and President Pierce had been *‘sprin-
kled from head to foot with the blood of the Free-State men of Kansas, and his
whole person illuminated . . . with the blaze of their burning houses.” Acts of
peace preservation by federal troops went unnoted. Nor was the Tribune’s
agitation limited to lopsided reporting and lurid propaganda. The paper spon-
sored a “Kansas Fund” to aid the antislavery settlers, collecting more than
$20,000 for the cause, and promoted mass meetings to urge the formation of
Kansas committees everywhere to swell the tide of emigration. Even the Tribune
advertising columns heavily featured announcements of printed material on the
subject.

The conspicuousness of Greeley’s efforts could not escape attention in the
South. He was steadily attacked in the proslavery press and by Southern leaders
such as Sam Houston, who, in one of the milder epithets directed against
Greeley, denounced his “sneaking villainy,” though a less furtive personality
would have been hard to conjure. His very blatancy had caught up with him
earlier in 1856 when he went to Washington to cover Congress himself and use
its deliberations as the departure point for his overriding mission. That winter
the House was locked in a fierce debate over the choice of a Speaker; the
nominees’ stand on the Kansas issue was the point of contention. Greeley had
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backed as compromise choice a breakaway Democrat from Massachusetts,
Nathaniel Banks, an antislavery man with nativist leanings. Banks led the voting
for weeks but could not attract the last few votes needed for a majority. Finally,
Representative Albert Rust of Arkansas proposed that Banks withdraw from
the race along with all the other contenders and new names be entered.
Greeley, who had worked intensely but maladroitly behind the scenes to bring
about Banks’s election, wrote of this proposal with a characteristic lack of
circumspection:

I have had some acquaintance with human degradation; yet it did seem to me
to-day that Rust’s resolution in the House was a more discreditable proposition than
I had ever known gravely submitted to a legislative body.

The next day, Rust lay in wait for the Tribune editor after the House adjourned.
A larger, far stronger man, he hovered until Greeley was alone in front of the
Capitol and, after confirming Greeley’s identity, inquired, *“Are you a noncom-
batant?” Greeley later wrote that he had replied, “This is according to circum-
stances.” Rust’s version was that he had asked, “Would you resent an insult?”
and that Greeley answered, “I don’t know, sir,” in a highly provocative tone.
Whatever was said, Rust delivered a series of blows to the right side of Greeley’s
head while the stunned editor’s hands were still in his overcoat pockets. The
assailant retreated only to strike again near Greeley’s hotel, this time producing
a heavy cane and directing a severe blow at his victim’s head; instead, it caught
Greeley’s upraised left arm and bruised it badly. Then Rust slipped away into
an accompanying crowd of Southerners. Greeley pressed no charges but re-
turned to his room and, head and arm wrapped in compresses, wrote up the
incident for the Tribune, noting that he had come to Washington half expecting
not to leave it alive,

. . . for my business here is to unmask hypocrisy, defeat treachery and rebuke
meanness, and these are not dainty employments even in smoother times than ours.
But I shall stay here just as long as I think proper, using great plainness of speech.
... I'shall carry no weapons and engage in no brawls; but if ruffians waylay and assail
me I shall certainly not run, and, so far as able, I shall defend myself.

Beyond the abuse that he seemed almost to invite, Greeley endured political,
professional, and personal blows that would have thoroughly intimidated all but
the most willful of men. His infant Republican Party grew rapidly in strength
but lost badly to James Buchanan in the 1856 presidential election. Graver still
to the fortunes of the antislavery faction was the Dred Scott decision of the
Supreme Court the following year when two Northern Justices joined their five
Southern brethren to strike down the principle of squatter sovereignty in Union
territories as it applied to slaveholding; no citizen and his property, living or
inanimate, could be barred from American soil except in states where slavery
was already forbidden by statute, the high court ruled. Greeley’s lament knew
no bounds; the political system was conspiring on the side of iniquity. The
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Tribune itself, furthermore, suffered in the economic panic of that year as
advertising and subscriptions fell off and its publisher and stout financial pillar,
Thomas McElrath, went into bankruptcy, leaving the paper a debt of $20,000
and its credit standing impaired. Greeley’s prime tormentor, James Gordon
Bennett, lost no opportunity to remark on the Tribune’s fiscal woes and to
impugn its editor’s integrity by, for example, repeatedly charging him with
misuse of funds gathered for charitable causes. Citing outside income earned by
Greeley on his lecture tours and by subeditors Dana and Ripley from writing
and editing books as evidence of the Tribune’s imminent fiscal ruin, the Herald
editor observed that ‘‘nigger worship is nearly at its close . . . anti-slavery
agitation is going down, and . . . whenever it becomes defunct, the Tribune’s
nigger circulation will collapse.” He mocked extremists on both sides of the
battle—of whom *“Massa Greeley” was among the most deplorable—and noted
that the Herald had long been ‘“‘the only Northern journal that has unfailingly
vindicated the constitutional rights of the South.” His severest scorn Bennett
reserved for the Tribune’s advocacy journalism; it had never been an objective
purveyor of news per se, he charged, and now it had become the prime agent
provocateur against slave power. In this regard, it must be noted that Bennett
practiced what he preached. Even at the height of antebellum hysteria, the
Herald did a far better job than any other paper, North or South, at separating
commentary from reporting. When the Tribune, for example, was characteriz-
ing John Brown as a saint sprung from the Book of Revelation after his raid
at Harpers Ferry in October 1859, the Herald, which editorially viewed the act
as demented, ran a detailed objective account and followed up with interviews
in depth with Brown and his followers, rendered with meticulous neutrality.

Greeley’s family life brought him no balm. In 1853 he bought a run-down
farm just east of the village of Chappaqua some thirty-five miles north of the
city and, reasoning it would be a more healthful place to raise his children, set
about to restore it by the most modern methods of agronomy. He experimented
with the latest thing in farm mechanics, a steam-driven tractor, introduced
subsoil plowing and planned reforestation, and built a stone barn for $6,000. Yet
Greeley was almost never in Chappaqua except on Saturdays, and then only
when his lecture schedule relented. Thus marooned, Mary Greeley, whether
broken in health or only seeming so to herself, turned still further into a
thin-lipped scold with an explosive temper. Her aimless domestic efforts made
the home a madhouse in which Greeley found scant refuge and to which few
guests repaired. Still, he kept pouring money into the farm and going into debt
to do so. But whether he traveled the lecture circuit away from New York as
much as one-third of the year primarily for the money itself or for the celebrity
that attended his appearances or to propagandize for the cause in far-flung
places—or to get away from Molly—can only be conjectured; probably all those
combined to drive him at a frenetic pace the year long. He was away lecturing
in February 1857 when word reached him that his six-year-old son, Raphael, had
come down with a serious case of the croup. Greeley, who had been heartbroken
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when in 1849 cholera claimed his first son, Arthur, hurried home but arrived an
hour after the child had died. There were to be no other sons; two daughters
survived him.

For all his travails and despite the fact that for much of the time he left the
paper in the hands of Dana and his lieutenants, Greeley’s Tribune surged ahead
throughout its second decade; the daily more than tripled in circulation between
1850 and 1860 and the weekly more than quadrupled. As antislavery ferment
boiled toward its tragic denouement, the Tribune was issuing 55,000 copies a
day, just behind the Sun’s 60,000 and a more than respectable third to the
Herald’s 77,000; the Times, with neither militancy nor style to animate it,
trailed with 35,000. The Weekly Tribune was selling more than 200,000 copies
by then and, given the scarcity of other reading matter in the largely rural and
frontier communities where it was most attentively read, Greeley could reason-
ably claim a collective readership of some one and a half million Americans.
None of his countrymen attracted a larger congregation.

At the apex of his influence, the editor of the Tribune played a prominent
part in the event that finally tumbled the nation from its long high-wire balanc-
ing act on the slavery issue and into terrible fratricidal strife: the election of the
first Republican President, Abraham Lincoln.

During his abbreviated tenure in Congress, Greeley had met the lanky
Illinoisian, then a first-term representative, and had not been smitten. Their
mutually exasperating relationship did not really begin until ten years later
when Lincoln waged his spirited but losing fight for Stephen Douglas’s Senate
seat. As Republicans, Lincoln and his followers had expected strong support
from Greeley’s weekly edition, which sold some 10,000 copies in Illinois. But the
Tribune was playing for higher stakes than a single senatorial seat. The Supreme
Court, in its Dred Scott ruling, had dealt what appeared to be a fatal blow to
the Free-Soil movement, but it had also left Douglas out on a very shaky limb.
The keystone of his Kansas-Nebraska Act, allowing settlers in a territory to
determine for themselves whether slavery was permissible, had been knocked
away by the Justices, and Douglas was left to suggest lamely that the ruling
could be circumvented by local authorities who had only to fail to enforce
slaveholders’ claims on their bondsmen in territories designated as free soil by
their settlers. Greeley attacked such an extralegal remedy, arguing that the
federal government was not so feeble as all that. But when Douglas soon after
disavowed the constitution passed by a wholly proslavery legislature meeting in
Lecompton, Kansas, as a travesty of the popular sovereignty he had champi-
oned, Greeley ended his attacks on the Little Giant. If a wedge could be driven
between the Northern and Southern wings of the Democratic Party, Greeley
saw, the way would be open for a Republican triumph in 1860. The Tribune
therefore had kind words for Douglas in his memorable campaign against
Lincoln—words that Greeley assured Illinois Republicans would prove the
kiss of death but nonetheless infuriated the Lincoln camp. Switching then to
tepid praise for Lincoln, Greeley failed to avoid the lasting displeasure of
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Illinois Republicans, who accused him of undue meddling in their politics.
The rift had not healed when Lincoln appeared at the Cooper Union in New
York at the end of February in 1860 to deliver what amounted to a declaration
of his availability for the presidency. The Tribune was generous in its appraisal
of the speech, noting editorially that “Mr. Lincoln is one of Nature’s orators,
using his rare powers solely and effectively to elucidate and to convince, though
their inevitable effect is to delight and electrify as well.” But Greeley doubted
that Lincoln was presidential timber, rating him at best a contender for second
place on the ticket; a conservative border-state man, authentically antislavery
but impossible to be mistaken for an abolitionist, was the Republicans’ safest
and strongest bet, Greeley reasoned. Above all, he sought to deny the nomina-
tion to the party’s most prominent and outspoken antislavery man, William
Seward, once the object of his keenest loyalty. At the Republican convention
in Chicago, Greeley was everywhere on the scene, arguing that Seward, whom
he claimed personally to favor, was incapable of carrying the nation in Novem-
ber. Partly as a result of Greeley’s maneuvers, the way was opened to Lincoln’s
nomination. And when, as Greeley had hoped and worked to achieve, the
Democrats split and left Douglas with only half a party behind his candidacy,
Lincoln was on his way to the White House—and the country, to war.

As well as he had succeeded in mobilizing public opinion in the North,
Greeley failed utterly now to defuse tempers in the South. The courses open to
the nation upon Lincoln’s election were compromise, peaceful secession, or war.
The first and last were equally obnoxious to the Tribune. The Crittenden
Compromise, formulated late in 1860 as a constitutional amendment, would
have extended the Missouri Compromise line between free soil and slave to the
West Coast, negating the Dred Scott ruling, and alleviated the most inhumane
aspects of the fugitive slave law while tightly prohibiting renewal of the slave
trade. The measure, backed by Weed and other Northern pragmatists, was
unacceptable to Greeley, who wrote to the President-elect, lest he throw his
support to the proposal, that “‘another nasty compromise . . . will so thoroughly
disgrace and humiliate us that we can never again raise our heads.” On the other
hand, as he had editorialized the day after Lincoln’s election: ““War is a hideous
necessity at best—and a civil conflict, a war of estranged and embittered coun-
trymen—is the most hideous of all wars.”

Greeley’s solution was for Lincoln to stand fast and let the South secede if
it so chose—a step he was sure it would not take if invited rather than coerced
to. ““We hope,” he wrote on November 9, “never to live in a republic whereof
one section is pinned to the other by bayonets.” Over the next two months, the
Tribune carefully spelled out the conditions under which secession might be
decently accomplished. Southern hotheads were not to be allowed to harangue
their fellow citizens “with rancor, prejudice, and misrepresentation”; the propo-
sition had to be discussed freely and openly. The decision would have to be made
by a referendum carried out democratically *“‘beyond any shadow of doubt.”
And if the verdict were to favor splitting the federal government, the transaction

1
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had to be arranged peacefully through negotiations carried out in Washington
between statesmen of the two regions. Always Greeley was for sweet reason;
always he was sure the South would come to its senses and not veer off on the
road to self-destruction. Lincoln, praying for the same outcome but Greeley’s
temperamental opposite, looked on from Springfield with growing distress as the
influential Tribune held open the door to peaceable disunion; the Constitution
prohibited it. Lincoln’s Union was indissoluble even if Greeley’s was not. When
the governor of South Carolina, the first Southern state to secede, cited the
Tribune editorial stand in justifying the break, Lincoln’s adamancy appeared all
the more prophetic.

As the other cotton states followed South Carolina early in 1861, Greeley
cried out that they were not playing by his rules, that the fire-eaters had wrested
the reins from the South’s pauperized majority and that their departure was
illegal. Suddenly—belatedly—before him was the imminent prospect of the new
Confederacy spreading its power west and south, to the Caribbean and Mexico
and perhaps beyond that, reopening the slave trade, dealing with foreign na-
tions, and malevolently restricting the growth and prosperity of the Union. Now
the Tribune thundered:

... Stand firm! No compromise; no surrender of principle! No cowardly reversal of
the great verdict of the sixth of November. Let us have the question of questions
settled now and for all time! There can never be another opportunity as good as the
present. Let us know once for all whether the slave power is really stronger than the
Union. . . .

This newly confrontational language, while unquestionably approved by
Greeley, was almost certainly the product of Charles Dana’s pen. Greeley’s
managing editor had long been the more radical of the two, and now he came
to the fore, confident that the moral strength of the South had been drained away
and that if war came, it would be brief. Without his superior’s ambition for office
—even now Greeley hoped to sit in Lincoln’s Cabinet as Postmaster General
or to take Seward’s place in the Senate—Dana saw scant need for restraint in
putting forward his bold views. His nerves were steadier than Greeley’s, his
vision less distracted, his capacity to carry the paper’s work load larger than his
employer’s, and Greeley, who was frequently away from the office, was more
and more inclined to delegate authority to his trusted aide.

Lincoln welcomed the Tribune’s new militancy no more than he had its
invitation to orderly Southern departure. If the Union temporized, took the
secessionist votes for noisy rhetoric in the absence of overt acts of war, disaster
might yet be avoided. But he would not chastise Greeley, whose support was
so essential, especially in view of the hostility intensifying toward him in New
York, the commercial colossus of the North: the city’s voters had opposed him
in the election nearly two to one; Bennett’s Herald had openly called upon him
not to take office as the only measure that could avoid war; the Sun had
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proposed a constitutional amendment sanctioning secession; and Fernando
Wood, mayor of the city that handled one-third of the nation’s exports and
two-thirds of its imports, proposed that New York break away from the Union
and become an open, neutral port—anything to avoid bloodshed and the disrup-
tion of trade.

Greeley, for his part, dealt with Lincoln before Fort Sumter as if the Tribune
were a sovereign power. Although the paper had backed his candidacy fully
once he had the party’s nomination, portraying him as a man of the people in
the Jacksonian mold, Greeley lacked faith in his ability to master the ever-
deepening crisis. He feared that Lincoln was in the hands of advisers too shrewd
and manipulative for him—men like Seward and Chase, whom he had named
to the State and Treasury posts in his Cabinet—and saw himself as a counter-
balancing mentor. When the private train bearing the President-elect toward
Washington rolled into the little town of Girard in westernmost Pennsylvania,
Greeley scrambled aboard briefly to pay his respects, but in so offhand a fashion
that witnesses judged his unceremoniousness as bordering on the impertinent.
He was more disheveled than usual, his coat collar turned in and partly standing
up, his pockets stuffed with papers and magazines, his hat perched jauntily on
back of his large head, and a pair of blue blankets over his arm, as he waited
for Lincoln to approach him rather than taking the initiative himself. And when
Mrs. Lincoln was presented to him, the editor’s broad-brimmed hat did not
leave his head. Nor would it have, in all likelihood, if she had been Queen
Victoria. That Lincoln took no umbrage was testified to three weeks later when
Greeley sat just behind him at the inauguration ceremonies, expecting an assas-
sin’s bullet to fly in their direction at any moment. The inaugural address, in
Greeley’s estimate, demonstrated that the nation still lived “with a Man at the
head of it.” In the Herald, Bennett called it a “‘crude performance,” revealing
nothing more than “[a] resolve to procrastinate,” and soon afterward was
actually proposing vigilante action to depose the new administration. In another
man, such a proposal would have qualified as treason; in Bennett, who knew no
loyalty beyond self-interest, it was merely a typical outburst.

When hostilities began a month afterward in Charleston harbor, the Tribune
was unequivocating. “Fort Sumter is lost,” it declared, “but Freedom is saved.
... We are at war. Let us cease mere fending off and strike home. The territorial
integrity and the political unity of the nation are to be preserved at whatever
cost. . . .” Angry crowds, meanwhile, milled outside the Herald office, where
the Stars and Stripes were hastily and prominently hung out, followed by an
editorial denouncing the rebellion and ending Bennett’s long flirtation with the
rulers of the South.

Before a month was out, Greeley, through Dana, was calling for prompt
action by Union forces to nip the rebel army in the bud. By the beginning of
June, the exhortation “Onward” grew louder still, and by month’s end, the head
of the Tribune editorial columns was bristling daily with
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The Nation’s war-cry—Forward to Richmond! Forward to Richmond! The
Rebel Congress must not be allowed to meet there on July 20th! By that date the
place must be held by the National army!

Copies of the demand for action were seen throughout the White House. Not
one to be stampeded easily, Lincoln nevertheless approved within days there-
after the decision to make the first major strike of the war at Manassas Junction
in the Virginia countryside barely thirty miles from the capital. The resulting
disaster of Bull Run disclosed the foolhardiness of precipitous assault with green
troops. A disconsolate Greeley found himself as prominent a target of rebuke
as the War Department. Bennett and Raymond, among many others, lit into
him for impetuosity. Displaying the emotional instability that would mark his
behavior throughout the war, Greeley responded in print:

I wish to be distinctly understood as not seeking to be relieved for any responsi-
bility for urging the advance of the Union army in Virginia, though the precise
phrase, “Forward to Richmond,” was not mine, and I would have preferred not to
reiterate it. Henceforth I bar all criticism in these columns on army movements. Now
let the wolves howl on! . . .

It was a craven disclaimer. Greeley had injured himself chopping wood at
Chappaqua and been out of the Tribune office recuperating for a number of
weeks while the call to arms was being sounded by Dana, but he saw the paper
regularly and retained the title and full responsibility as its editor; to try to
excuse himself as he did, after the fact, only made matters worse. In a frenzy
of contrition and despair, he wrote to Lincoln a week later to ask if the President
felt that the rebels could still be beaten and, if not, “if our recent disaster is fatal
... [i]f the Union is irrevocably gone,” to urge an armistice of a month or two
or three or four, “better still for a year. . . . Send me word what to do. . . . If
it is best for the country and for mankind that we make peace with the rebels
at once, and on their own terms, do not shrink even from that.”

The stoical Lincoln did not answer the hysterical Greeley on that occasion,
and soon the editor calmed himself and for the time being honored his pledge
not to second-guess the government’s management of the war. Greeley’s re-
straint pleased the President. And when the editor maneuvered later in the year
through a Lincoln intimate to try to obtain advance word on administration
policies, the President seized the chance to use the Tribune covertly as his
mouthpiece to launch what a later generation of Washington political players
would call “trial balloons.” The arrangement suited both their purposes. *“Hav-
ing him firmly behind me,” Lincoln wrote of Greeley, “will be as helpful to me
as an army of one hundred thousand men.”
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Tramplimg Out
the Vintage

“Yhe American newspaper came into its own as a habitual form of litera-
ture during the Civil War when the life of the nation was daily imperiled
and the slaughter of its young manhood was news that no one could

ignore. The event was so overwhelming, the battles so large and bloody, the
seemingly endless agony so traumatizing, that the very conception of what a
newspaper was underwent revolutionary changes. The message it bore was
urgent now, almost all the time. Advertisements that once filled part or all of
the first several pages were subordinated to the news. The structure of news
stories altered with the development of the modern “lead,” replacing the old,
leisurely form of narrative, usually offered in chronological order so that the
reader had to wait till the end for the principal news. No longer were dispatches
on a breaking story run in the sequence received; they would be reshaped, when
time allowed, to transmit the essence of the news as clearly and swiftly as
possible. The telegraph, less than two decades old, became an essential tool of
the trade, no longer a novelty or luxury, and new printing techniques, especially
the introduction of stereotyping, which allowed semicircular plates to be fitted
together onto revolving presses, greatly improved the speed and efficiency of
production to meet the increased demand for papers. Most of all, the war
enhanced the stature of the reporter.

No war before it had been covered so closely or exhaustively. The battlefields
and combatants were accessible to the special correspondents—*‘specials,” they
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were called for short—hired in unprecedented numbers by the papers and
provided with whatever equipment and funds were required to hurry the news
back to their home offices. What the specials could not witness for themselves
on foot or horseback they could reconstruct with the help of generals, eager to
publicize triumphs or explain away defeats, and line soldiers, among whom they
could freely circulate. Censorship was lax and erratic, by and large, slowing
down telegraph transmission of disastrous news but not suppressing it for long.
Competition among the newsmen was intense; the first paper to receive word
of battle results, especially in New York, could sell tens of thousands of extras
within hours.

Among the most instructive accounts of the ordeal routinely undergone by
Civil War correspondents was a letter by the Tribune’s Charles A. Page, sent
to his New York office while he was recuperating from sunstroke. A clerk in
the Treasury Department in his prewar days, Page primarily covered the cam-
paigns in Virginia, scene of the war’s heaviest fighting. Constant danger, “with-
out the soldier’s glory,” was his only regular companion as he roamed the
parched wastes of the Old Dominion in midsummer, he wrote, under a brass
sky ‘‘heated to a white fervor” by a pitiless sun. Grit coated his mouth whenever
he opened it during his endless rides while he boiled, panted, and thirsted, but:

Pooh, man! You forget that you are a “‘special,” and therefore not supposed to
be subject to the laws which govern other mortals. You are a Salamander. . . . You
are Hercules. . . . Be jolly. Ride your ten, fifteen hours; your twenty, thirty, forty,
fifty miles. Fatigue is your normal condition. Sleeplessness, ditto.

It was likely to be well after dark when he finally halted to eat and drink; then,
longing for a cake of soap, he would squat like a toad before a campfire and,
taking stubby pencil in hand and battling smoke in his eyes and ashes on his
dingy notepaper, begin to compose. His brain was fuzzed, no part of him
without its special pain and torment, but write he must, “and when you are
done, do not read it over, or you will throw it into the fire.” At dawn he might
awaken to find his horse gone or his saddlebags stolen, and if he was lucky
enough to be on hand when the mail arrived, he experienced the exquisite
misery, along with other “specials,” of reading his paper and seeing how his
dispatches had been botched. The Herald man swore oaths loud and deep at
being rewritten. The Times man groaned at finding something he described as
“impudent” appearing in print as “important.” And the Tribune man, even
discounting such routine manglings, learned that his account of that week-ago
engagement had induced grief in the general’s tent. But on he rode until exhaus-
tion, rebel fire, or reassignment brought respite.

For massive outlay of money, energy, and manpower, no American paper
came close to the Herald in war coverage. Bennett, nearly sixty-six at the
outbreak of hostilities, enlarged and revamped his staff and drove it at a frantic
pace. He steeped himself in the campaigns of Caesar and Hannibal, of Napoleon
and Wellington and Frederick the Great, and ordered his editors to accumulate
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background data on military tactics, on the nation’s forts and harbors and
railroad routes and roadways, on population density, topography, agriculture
and manufacturing, so that a vast pool of relevant information would be readily
on hand when war news broke. A special Southern desk, exploiting the paper’s
long-standing cordial relations with the slave states, was established, and hard-
to-get Confederate papers found their way to the office, further assuring the
Herald’s leadership in coverage. At one point the paper was able to demonstrate
its virtuosity by running in a single edition what it claimed to be the entire roster
of the rebel army. Bennett kept at least two dozen correspondents in the field
throughout the conflict. Their instructions were simple: get as much accurate
information as you can by personal observation and forward it with the utmost
dispatch regardless of expense, labor, or danger; artfulness was not necessary
—the home office would supply that on the rewrite bank. Hospitals were sys-
tematically canvassed after a battle to obtain lists of casualties, usually more
accurate and always more promptly compiled than the official tally; publishing
such vital information as a public service kept the Herald at twelve pages a day
throughout the war. Messages from the wounded were also solicited when
possible and forwarded to the paper, where a crew of letter-writers passed them
on to the nearest of kin—a compassionate service to the public and a sure
stimulus to circulation. There was no rigid scrutiny of the field men’s expense
accounts, no inquiries about why a horse was ridden to death, no grumbling
about the cost of chartering a coach or steamboat or train. The only time
Bennett was known to have balked about a payment was the result of a tardy
dispatch by a rider whose mount fell in combat, costing the Herald a scoop; “a
horse that couldn’t beat the World,” the old Scotsman was heard to grouch,
“isn’t worth paying for.” But pay he did for the paper’s extraordinary enterprise.
According to Bennett’s gifted managing editor, Frederic Hudson, the Herald
spent the then vast sum of $525,000 on its war coverage. By way of comparison,
the Tribune’s annual outlay for its entire editorial department, including travel
and telegraph expenses, was running at the rate of just under $50,000 shortly
before the war began. Pieces from the war zone that captured Bennett’s favor
earned bonuses for their authors of two and three times the going rate. Staff
motivation nearly matched the misery and the peril of field conditions.

The Herald established its edge in battle coverage right at Bull Run, where
most other papers’ correspondents mistook the Confederate fallback for a gen-
eral retreat and, like Raymond, who himself covered the war’s first action for
the Times, prematurely proclaimed a great Union triumph. Not the Herald’s
Henry Villard, a twenty-six-year-old, Bavarian-born reporter whose unsympa-
thetic assessment of his editor-in-chief’s editorial policies was an early and
classic instance of the divergence in social values between the proprietors of
newspapers and their hired editorial hands—a schism that has given the Ameri-
can daily press a split personality and probably saved its soul.

Immigrating at eighteen after a dispute with his family over politics, Villard
soon found a model for his republican ideals while covering the Lincoln-Douglas
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debates for the leading New York German-language paper. Thereafter as the
Associated Press correspondent in Springfield, Illinois, he came to know and
admire Lincoln for his simplicity of manner and rare good sense, and upon
Lincoln’s victory in 1860, was engaged to cover the President-elect for the
Herald—but only after satisfying himself that his reports did not have to hew
to the paper’s almost brutally anti-Lincoln editorial line. Bennett honored his
bargain to the letter, and the Herald ran fair and even friendly news reports on
Lincoln while its editorial page continued to savage him. Villard followed
Lincoln to Washington for the inaugural, and with the onset of war in plain
view, Bennett summoned his young reporter to New York to carry a message
to the new President.

Villard rode the train up from the capital full of curiosity about the notorious
character for whom he worked. He viewed Bennett’s editorials as shameful and
the Herald as sneakily sympathetic to the South’s rebellion. At the office,
though, he received a disarming invitation to join Bennett and his twenty-year-
old son, James, Jr., for dinner at his farmhouse in Washington Heights. He
studied Bennett’s tall, slender figure and light, curly hair as they rode uptown
through Central Park, admiring the intelligence that played across a face made
forbidding by its uncoordinated eyes. The sinister look, the reporter soon discov-
ered, was more than skin-deep. “Intercourse with him, indeed, quickly revealed
his hard, cold, utterly selfish nature,” Villard later wrote of the encounter, “and
incapacity to appreciate high and noble aims.” Bennett wanted him to assure
Lincoln that the Herald would henceforth support his efforts to suppress the
rebellion—under increasing threat of mob violence for suspected treason, the
paper now had little choice—and asked in return only that his son’s sailing yacht
be accepted as a gift by the government for the revenue service and the lad be
commissioned as a naval officer. The transaction was made, but the Herald
editorials hectored almost every policy decision by Lincoln until the war’s end;
its news coverage, however, remained evenhanded.

Villard was not a picturesque writer; he stressed accuracy most of all, a
quality little in evidence in the stories of the reporters eager to wire home an
account of the first Union advance of the war across Bull Run at Manassas
Junction that first July of the war. Villard, as green as the others at covering
warfare, did not rush his judgment, and when the tide of battle turned late in
the afternoon, he was on hand to witness the debacle. After the Union lines
broke, Confederate cavalry pursued and an orderly retreat became a panic-
stricken traffic jam on the road back to Washington. Even as the Times was
receiving Raymond’s story and heading it **Crushing Rebellion” and the Herald
was setting up with an Associated Press account headed *Brilliant Union Vic-
tory,” Villard guided his horse off the main road and across a countryside
swarming with thousands of men in blue tossing away their arms and knapsacks
and blankets and mounting horses and mules unhitched from every available
supply wagon to speed their flight. So frenzied was the rout that Villard had to
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dismount at several points and thread his way, horse in tow, through the tangled
mass back to the capital and an unmonitored telegraph line. Hungry and ex-
hausted from following the grim spectacle for eighteen hours, he arrived in
Washington at seven in the morning and at once put on the wire a short account
that the Herald hurried into print—the first inkling of the truth to reach New
York readers. The full, utterly disheartening report with which he followed that
evening caused Bennett, still anxious about having his paper closed down for
traitorous leanings, to shorten and soften its portrayal of the pandemonium.
Even so, Villard’s was the first generally faithful appraisal of Bull Run to
circulate throughout the North.

Villard’s performance may have set the Herald’s standard for accuracy in
war reporting, but it was not a mark frequently met. The paper gave its high-
est priority to speed, as if the basic lesson from which it had so profited at Bull
Run had been lost on the teacher. It substituted quantity for quality of report-
age, shuttling relays of reporters back and forth from the battlefronts and
relying on the expertise assembled in the home office to structure and embel-
lish. It was systematic enough, but the truth often failed to catch up with the
paper’s speeding presses. Frank Chapman, the Herald’s ace man in the West
and composer of more than his share of purple prose, scored a clear beat, for
example, in reporting the results at Shiloh in the spring of 1862, but it essen-
tially missed the real outcome of the battle and was both false and obsequious
in its report on General Ulysses S. Grant, whose dilatory conduct contributed
to the Union setback. Chapman described Grant as at one point having or-
dered his troops to countercharge, “himself leading, as he brandished his
sword and waved them on to the crowning victory, while cannon balls were
falling like hail around him.” There were too many other Herald accounts of
crowning victories that never occurred, scenes like the naval encounter off
Port Hudson near New Orleans reported with datelines that Herald men were
unable to justify by their presence, sensations like the Herald disclosure that
the Confederate army had opened the dams on the Chickahominy River to
flood the countryside at the Union rear—a revelation without basis in fact.
Under war conditions, mistakes were inevitable, but in its zeal to excel, the
Herald unnecessarily victimized itself and its readers and negated its many
undeniable reportorial achievements. Its shortcomings were caustically sum-
marized by George Alfred Townsend, one of the war’s ablest correspondents,
who switched from the Herald to the World after determining how his talents
might best be utilized. Too many of the Herald field men, he wrote, were
“uneducated, flimsy-headed, often middle-aged, misplaced people, who had
mysteriously gotten on a newspaper. They were capable of plenty of endur-
ance, and would ride up and down, and talk with great confidence, and be
familiar with everybody, and then not know how to relate what they saw.”
Whenever a battle started up, a Herald man would rush for New York with
early reports that resulted in imagined maneuvers and forced crossings of
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“creeks running the wrong way.” Instead of deploying a few well-equipped
and suitable young men who would be allowed to function independently,
gain the confidence of the general officers, and thereby “make the reputation
of the newspaper with their own, the work was all cut up. . . .”

The Tribune, with fewer resources and a far smaller contingent in the field,
followed the course Townsend prescribed and produced, man for man, the best
reporting of the war. Better equipped, better mannered, treated as individuals
and not merely as interchangeable parts in an implacably grinding news ma-
chine like Bennett’s, the Tribune “specials” were far less concerned with scoring
beats than getting it right. After a year on the Herald, Villard switched to the
Tribune, where he found the Republican air more congenial and his plain,
factual reports, stressing policy and strategy over color and emotion, more
highly prized. The difference between the Herald’s coverage, with its field men
strongly dictated to by its editors in New York, and the Tribune’s, far more
reliant on the judgment and integrity of correspondents on the scene, was well
illustrated by Villard’s reaction to a letter from the Tribune managing editor,
Sidney Howard Gay, urging him to ingratiate himself with the commanding
general by showing him dispatches and inviting his comment and amplification.
Such a step could not be taken, Villard replied, “without degrading me to a mere
mouthpiece of him, as which my self-respect and conception of professional
dignity will never allow me to serve.”

Nor were the Tribune men inclined to bathe their battle scenes with lotions
of false heroics. Less able and confident reporters regularly resorted to stereo-
types of boldly advancing battle lines, dashing cavalry charges, and orderly
troops burning to be led against the foe. Charles Page spoke for the Tribune
correspondents as a whole in observing:

... Writers who indulge in the use of such phrases, know nothing of armies, or rather
state what they do not know. . . . The man who affects any of this fine frenzy is a
coward. Let it be understood that troops never “‘rush frantically to the front” for the
love of the thing—at least not after they have been in one fight. After that, they are
sure to know better.

For all its admirable restraint, the Tribune was far from casual in its pursuit
of battle news. Managing editor Gay, unhappy with the pace of coverage of the
Peninsula campaign in the spring of 1862, berated one of his men for a report
that arrived eight days after the battle: ““Of course it was useless. . . . The Herald
is constantly ahead of us with Yorktown news,” obliging the Tribune to copy
from it. “'I pray you,” Gay exhorted in words that constitute a model directive
from editor to reporter, “‘remember ye Tribune is a daily news-paper—or meant
to be—& not a historical record of past events. Correspondents to be of any
value must be prompt, fresh, & full of facts. . . .”

On rare occasions one of Gay’s correspondents not only fulfilled those
requirements but also produced a piece of writing good enough to qualify for
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the annals of battlefield literature. Of these, none surpassed the feat of George
Washburn Smalley, covering the events near Sharpsburg, Maryland, at a creek
called Antietam in early September 1862.

A graduate of Yale College and Harvard Law School, Smalley decided in
his late twenties to abandon his State Street legal practice and Beacon Hill home
in Boston and, with a letter of introduction to Charles Dana, take up the
antislavery cause as a member of the Tribune staff. Stationed in Washington
when Lee’s army crossed the Potomac some eighty miles above the capital and
advanced into Maryland, Smalley caught wind of reports that George B.
McClellan was about to lead his troops in pursuit of the Confederate forces. The
young Tribune man, expecting to be gone no more than a day or two, took only
his toothbrush and a mackintosh with him; the trip lasted six weeks.

Correspondents were not authorized to travel in the midst of Union forces
on the move, so Smalley joined up as a voluntary aide-de-camp to one of
McClellan’s corps commanders and, before the campaign was over, underwent
a baptism of fire that made him an overnight veteran lucky to be alive. He
observed the compact, square-chested McClellan closely during the preliminary
battles; that the commander of the Army of the Potomac was exceedingly
deliberate in approach and followed the course of action with a singular air of
detachment bothered Smalley far less than his irresolution once the fight had
been joined. McClellan, he later wrote, “*had it not in him to do anything at once,
or to do it once for all,” and many a young Yankee in blue died unnecessarily
as a result, Smalley judged.

After McClellan’s army won a bloody, unnecessary victory at South Moun-
tain, he might have followed up swiftly and caught Lee’s not fully redeployed
ranks, but a wrong road was taken and time and advantage were squandered.
Then Smalley learned that one of McClellan’s most aggressive commanders,
General Joseph Hooker, was to make a probe into Lee’s left flank and rode to
join his staff, not one of whom knew Smalley or asked who he was or why he
was there. Trailing Hooker’s unorthodox style of reconnaissance in force, Smal-
ley found a leader who was everything McClellan was not. Hooker’s outriders
made contact with Lee’s men at dusk; a major battle was in store. Smalley slept
on the ground that night, his horse’s bridle wrapped around his arm; at 4 a.m.
he awoke to ride close to Hooker while chronicling the largest clash of armies
the world had witnessed in half a century.

“Fighting Joe” Hooker rode carelessly while on the march, but once the
bullets began to fly, he sat straight up in his bright blue uniform, his ruddy face
and white horse a tempting target to rebel sharpshooters, and issued orders “like
the sound of the first cannon shot.” Smalley saw him gather up his brigades and
divisions and hurl them straight at the enemy, scattering his staff men to prod
the troops forward and then riding alone on the firing line. How much his men
dreaded as well as loved Hooker, Smalley discovered when the general, badly
needing an officer to carry a command for him and finding none, turned to the
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Tribune man. “Who are you?” he asked. Smalley told him. “Will you take an
order for me?” Certainly, said the correspondent. And off he dashed, only to
be questioned at the delivery end; Smalley recorded the exchange in his
memoirs:

“Who are you?”

“The order is General Hooker’s.”

*“It must come to me from a staff officer or from my brigade commander.”
“Very good. I will report to General Hooker that you decline to obey.”

*Oh, for God's sake don’t do that! The Rebels are too many for us but I had rather
face them than Hooker.”

On his return, Hooker sent him out again with orders, and again and again
as the tide of battle swept back and forth indecisively but was marked by
firmness of will among the Union forces not demonstrated in any previous major
battle. Smalley had two horses shot out from under him and his jacket torn by
an enemy shell, but he did not abandon the front line until after Hooker was
wounded in the foot and forced to retire to the rear. McClellan had fresh troops
to spare but would not commit them to take full advantage of the momentum
generated by Hooker’s forces.

Still exhilarated, Smalley gathered up the notes of the other Tribune men
on the scene, borrowed one of their horses, and set out to find the nearest
telegraph operator. He had thought arrangements would have been made by
the Union command to wire word of the outcome to Washington, but the
nearest line was in Frederick, Maryland, thirty miles east. Sleeping in the
saddle part of the way, he arrived at three in the morning to find no operator
on duty. Smalley wrapped his blanket around him and dozed in the entrance-
way of the telegraph office till seven, when he was able to transmit a 1,200-
word synopsis of the two days of combat. Unknown to him, his report was
routed directly to Washington, where the government had had no prior word
on the course of the battle and was in no hurry to forward it to the Tribune.
Smalley decided to try to reach New York in time to get his full story into the
following day’s paper, but no one seemed to know when the next train would
come through Frederick for Baltimore, and his request to charter a special
train was met by silence from the War Department. Finally, a mixed civilian-
military train came through, landing him in Baltimore late in the afternoon
Jjust ten minutes before an express to New York was due. The faster way
would have been to put his full report on the telegraph, but the Baltimore
operator would make him no promises, so Smalley took the surer route. Un-
washed, unshaven, almost benumbed from his heroic efforts, he stood in the
crowded, swaying railroad coach under one of the dim lanterns at either end
of the car and, out of composite dog-eared notes from the Tribune men and
his own fresh memories enhanced by proximity to the high command, com-
posed an 8,000-word article that began:
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BATTLEFIELD OF SHARPSBURG.

Wednesday evening, Sept, 17, 1862

Fierce and desperate battle between 200,000 men has raged since daylight, yet night

closes on an uncertain field. It is the greatest fight since Waterloo—all over the field

contested with an obstinacy equal even to Waterloo. If not wholly a victory to-night,

I believe it is the prelude to a victory to-morrow. But what can be foretold of the

future of a fight in which from § in the morning till 7 at night the best troops of the
continent have fought without decisive result?

He sketched the pre-battle scene with graphic menace:

. . . Broken and wooded ground behind the sheltering hills concealed the Rebel
masses. What from our front looked like only a narrow summit fringed with woods
was a broad table-land of forest and ravine; cover for troops everywhere, nowhere
easy access for an enemy. The smoothly sloping surface in front and the sweeping
crescent of slowly mingling lines was only a delusion. It was all a Rebel stronghold
beyond.

He presented the Union strategy of battle and charted its early success, driving
the enemy back into a thicket:

But out of those gloomy woods came suddenly and heavily terrible volleys—
| volleys which smote, and bent, and broke in a moment that eager front, and hurled
them swiftly back for half the distance they had won. . . . Closing up their shattered
lines, they came slowly away—a regiment where a brigade had been, hardly a brigade
where a whole division had been, victorious. . . . In ten minutes the fortune of the
day seemed to have changed—it was the Rebels now who were advancing, pouring
out of the woods in endless lines, sweeping through the corn-field from which their
comrades had just fled. . . .

In its immediacy, force of narrative, and assemblage of deftly compacted detail,
Smalley’s article was not simply a report about something; it was a thing with
a life of its own. And it did not spare the horror or purvey vainglory. Of that
gorily contested acre of corn he wrote:

The field and its ghastly harvest which the reaper had gathered in those fatal
hours remained finally with us. Four times it had been lost and won. The dead are
strewn so thickly that as you ride over it you cannot guide your horse’s steps too
carefully. Pale and bloody faces are everywhere upturned. They are sad and terrible,
but there is nothing which makes one’s heart beat so quickly as the imploring look
of sorely wounded men who beckon wearily for help which you cannot stop to give.

His train from Baltimore arrived in Jersey City at 6 a.m. and when his
ferry reached New York, a waiting cab hurried Smalley and his copy to Nassau
Street, where a crew of printers stood by to rush out a Tribune extra by a few
minutes after eight. The Evening Post under Bryant, least hateful of Greeley’s
rivals, commended the six-column report, even as the Tribune itself had done
in an accompanying editorial. But neither paper mentioned the name of the
correspondent.
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Starting his third decade as founder, editor, and spiritual overseer of the Trib-
une, Horace Greeley ought ideally to have been a bulwark of serene resolve
against the storm that broke over his beloved country. In fact, the emotional
volatility that was his nature was unsuited to the long ordeal of intramural war
between the outnumbered South and the outgeneraled North. In his defense, it
should perhaps be said that the inconstancy his paper displayed toward Lin-
coln’s guidance of the Union was an almost perfect reflection of the alternating
waves of hope and despair that swept over the North as the killing continued
at a horrendous rate.

Although he had promised after Bull Run not to question the government’s
conduct at arms, Greeley lost patience with McClellan’s leadership as 1862
arrived with no real sign of improving fortunes for the Union cause. The
rebellion was an established fact and could be suppressed only by bold confron-
tation and conquest; swift, hard, mortal blows might have brought the South
to its senses, but there were none. Greeley saw politics behind McClellan’s
overcaution, suspecting the young general of ambitions for the Democratic
presidential nomination in 1864 on the strength of a stalemated war; his political
victory would then foretell a suit for peace on terms highly favorable to the
Confederacy. The war, moreover, was dissipating the Union’s financial re-
sources at the rate of two to three million dollars a day, Greeley argued, and
so McClellan’s waiting game was only playing into the rebels’ hands.

Greeley’s depression and dismay may have contributed largely to his deci-
sion late in March 1862 to amputate his strong right arm, Charles Dana. With-
out citing a reason, or at least none that was ever recorded or communicated
to outsiders, Greeley told the Tribune trustees that either he or Dana would
have to leave the paper, and promptly; they chose Dana. But the manner in
which they directed his dismissal—with note taken of “his many noble and
endearing qualities” and the award of six months’ salary as severance pay—
hardly suggests heinous behavior on the managing editor’s part. Dana was
stunned by the decision, especially since, as he wrote to a friend, the relationship
between him and Greeley, however intermittently stormy in the past, had “of
late been more confidential and friendly than ever.”

Upon years of reflection, Dana would conclude that *“‘the real explanation
was that while he was for peace I was for war, and that as long as I stayed on
the Tribune there was a spirit there which was not his spirit—that he did not
like.” Their doctrinal differences on the proper conduct of the antislavery
crusade were undeniable. To Dana, the toleration of slavery could not be coun-
tenanced when it included submission, under any circumstances, to dismem-
berment of the Union. War was less of a crime against humanity than tacit
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surrender to the forces of a benighted aristocracy; the United States was a re-
public and a democracy, not a pawn of slave masters. At every opportunity he
drove home the point to Greeley and, when Greeley did not object, through the
Tribune’s editorial columns. It was as if Dana were Greeley’s more wrathful,
less politic self; to Greeley, the political process was a hallowed contest in which
each side may have stated its extreme position at the outset but God-given
reason would eventually arbitrate. Yet the South’s intransigence together with
Dana’s confrontational response drove Greeley from wishful miscalculation of
his enemy’s pliancy to reluctant approval of force to gain what civility could not.
Thus his passive acquiescence in Dana’s “Forward to Richmond” editorial
campaign. But when resort to arms appeared to be no surer a solution, he was
quick to try to distance himself from that policy—and now, in the early spring
of 1862, from its principal proponent within his own ranks. Beyond that, there
was a classic antagonism of dispositions between the two men: Dana, brisk,
orderly, unwavering, expeditious; Greeley, rhetorical, impulsive, manipulative,
egotistical. That Dana had long flirted with insubordination and mastered it was
testimony not of craven character but rather the opposite; Greeley clearly
recognized in him a man of both talent and principle and granted him editorial
hegemony—until he finally came to feel that continued tolerance of so powerful
a satellite would fatally disturb his own future orbit.

But it was done badly. Dana, nearly forty-three, with a wife and children
to support, was exorcised from Greeley’s soul without warning or explanation.
Rising prices and expenses had cut into the paper’s profits, so when Dana sold
his stock in it, he received $10,000 less than it would have fetched the year before
—a small fortune in that era. Two days after having sent word to the trustees
that he wanted Dana out, Greeley appeared before them and claimed it was “a
damned lie” he had issued them an ultimatum and said he would be glad to have
Dana stay on as an editorial writer. But he never went manfully to Dana to
explain the alleged mix-up or anything else; Dana not unreasonably concluded
that “he is glad to have me out.” And soon afterward, according to the paper’s
corporate minutes, Greeley urged the trustees to consider reneging on the
severance-pay promise because “‘there were evidences that Mr. Dana was mak-
ing war upon the Tribune”; a committee was formed to inquire into an interview
Dana had had with Bennett and disclosures he had apparently made about the
sale of the Tribune stock that had resulted in an attack on the paper. Dana,
replying to the trustees’ inquiry, said it was incredible that they would contem-
plate going back on their word to him and insisted that the charges made were
frivolous, irrelevant, and untrue; the trustees rated his response “uncivil” but
apparently did not cancel the promised payments. The entire dispute, at any
rate, hardly shattered Dana’s career. Recognized by Lincoln’s camp as an
unswerving patriot, he was installed within months as the Assistant Secretary
of War; after Appomattox, his journalistic star would climb to its zenith—and
he would make Greeley and the Tribune pay for having discarded him.

Dana’s dismissal liberated Greeley to pursue an unhampered editorial
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course, which increasingly sought to achieve by an act of state—namely, the
emancipation of the slaves—what was not being gained on the battlefield. In-
deed, the Union’s military reverses led Greeley to the spiritual conclusion that
the Lord would not smile on the North’s armies unless their commander-in-
chief embraced emancipation as an article of faith. More and more, Greeley saw
the struggle as a contest between light and darkness, with the nation’s moral
regeneration or its death as the only possible outcomes. Freeing the slaves by
edict, moreover, could bring as many as 400,000 black men into the Union
ranks, useful for combat or in whatever other way Lincoln’s generals saw fit.

The President that spring still harbored a less radical solution. He asked
Congress to appropriate four hundred dollars in compensation to the owner of
each emancipated slave if the secession ended and also proposed the support of
efforts to recolonize the freed blacks in Africa. Greeley, at his scornful best,
dismissed the whole idea and suggested instead that the wiser and less expensive
course would be to colonize the Southerners inasmuch as they had been so
anxious to civilize the Africans. Congress was no more sympathetic with the
President’s concessionary stance and, faced with the need to clarify the status
of slaves in areas of the secessionist states that had come under Union military
control, passed several acts directing its field officers to confiscate rebel property,
human and other. Throughout the summer of 1862, Greeley’s editorials called
for a more sweeping proclamation by the President, outlawing bondage in law
if not in fact; military conditions demanded nothing less. The culminating
editorial in this campaign was his August open letter to Lincoln titled “The
Prayer of Twenty Millions,” in which Greeley took for himself the role of
spokesman for the entire Northern body politic; at the very least, he wrote, the
Union’s generals ought faithfully to enforce the confiscation bills passed by
Congress, for to continue to disregard them, as inconvenient as they might prove
under wartime conditions, was to overlook the very cause of the rebellion they
were sworn to put down. The Tribune’s national stature was such that Lincoln
felt obliged to respond to Greeley’s passionate imploring; the President’s cause
was no less passionate:

My paramount object in this struggle is to save the Union, and is not either to
save or to destroy slavery. If I could save the Union without freeing any slaves, I
would do it; and if I could do it by freeing all the slaves, I would do it; and if I could
save it by freeing some and leaving others alone, I would also do that. . . .

The unequivocal declaration of his priorities masked the decision Lincoln
had already reached but was uncertain of when he could implement: he would
proclaim all secessionists stripped of their human chattel, but to do so without
a major Union success on the battlefield would appear an empty gesture, rheto-
ric without sovereign power behind it. Within a fortnight, Lee had been repulsed
at Antietam and driven back across the Potomac. Lincoln’s historic proclama-
tion followed shortly; the Thirteenth Amendment, outlawing human bondage,
gave his edict constitutional legitimacy less than a year after the war ended. If
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Greeley deserved blame for hastening the disaster at Bull Run, he was not less
entitled to credit for spurring Lincoln’s boldest humanitarian act in an earlier
season than the Great Emancipator may have intended. No other organ of
public opinion, certainly, was capable of having exercised such suasion. “GOD
BLESS ABRAHAM LINCOLN!" the Tribune exclaimed in hailing the step as *“‘the
beginning of the end of the rebellion; the beginning of the new life in the nation.”

Other acts of government also buoyed Greeley. Congress, without the se-
ceded slave states to block the way, had now passed a homesteading act and a
strong protective tariff, long cherished goals of the editor. But without victory
and peace, they were of little more practical meaning than freeing the slaves.
And the news did not improve on the war front. Republican reversals at the polls
in November, increasing the possibility of a Democratic takeover of the Union
two years hence, were followed the next month by the North's defeat at Freder-
icksburg. At year’s end, Greeley was gamely predicting that the Emancipation
Proclamation, to go into effect the first of January 1863, would drain the South’s
resistance within three months—six at most—and peace would soon follow. In
truth, he was an anxious, discouraged man at the dawn of the war’s pivotal year.

When successive changes of the Union’s military command, endorsed heart-
ily by Greeley as presaging an imminent turn of battlefield fortune, failed to
work any more miracles than had the emancipation of the slaves, his veneer of
bravado peeled away to reveal the old doomsaying accommodationist of the
days just after Bull Run. Following Hooker’s catastrophe at Chancellorsville in
May, Tribune readers began to be told that there was no such thing as a good
war or a bad peace; hostilities should be pressed for three more months and if
no breakthroughs were achieved, perhaps the moment was at hand to sue for
peace on the best terms that could be arranged—even if that meant prolonging
slavery. Greeley himself put out feelers to Copperhead Democrats to advance
the prospect of a negotiated peace through the offices of the French minister.
For his troubles, he was denounced by Secretary of State Seward and his
principal press ally, Henry Raymond, as a meddling defeatist; the Times called
for endurance to fight for however long it took at whatever cost for justice to
prevail. More than faintheartedness, though, colored Greeley’s picture of the
situation. Everywhere he looked he saw gloomy portents: a President apparently
incapable of inspiring his people or selecting competent military leadership, a
Cabinet of men who were his enemies or whom he did not much respect, rival
editors who would destroy the Union en route to saving it—and the rumored
possibility that Great Britain, with so many Southern sympathizers, was on the
verge of granting diplomatic recognition to the Confederacy and thereby stiffen-
ing both its will and its diminished credit standing. By midyear Lee was across
the Mason-Dixon line into Pennsylvania; unless he was thrown back for good,
unless Grant’s bold stroke down the Mississippi to capture Vicksburg suc-
ceeded, disaster for the Union might lie just ahead.

The results at Gettysburg and Vicksburg, coming in quick succession, sum-
moned Greeley back from despondency—and much of the Union with him. If
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victory had not come, the new draft law due to go into effect in mid-July might
have inspired mutiny throughout the North. As it was, resistance to conscrip-
tion was largely limited to violence in New York City, with Greeley and his
paper as prime targets.

The Tribune had endorsed a controversial provision of the draft bill allowing
would-be conscripts to be exempted for a $300 payment to the government—
as unambiguous a piece of class legislation as it would be possible to conceive.
Greeley argued that the bill had the double virtue of weeding out those who
would prove poor fighting men and raising money for the hard-pressed United
States Treasury. Both points were plainly valid but in no way addressed them-
selves to the justice of the act. Since the most willing soldiers had presumably
already stepped forward for service voluntarily, the draft had to be left with a
pool of reluctant conscripts, rich and poor together; the government’s bill let
the wealthy buy their way out of service, equating their money with the lives
of the less well-off. Such a definition of patriotism, added to the Tribune’s
traditional antislavery and more recent emancipationist policies, fueled the
anger of the mob of young laborers, many of them new immigrants and some
from the criminal element, who were not eager to serve as cannon fodder. As
they began boiling through the streets of New York for three days, burning,
looting, lynching blacks on lampposts, and clubbing known abolitionists to the
ground, his associates urged the Tribune editor to fortify the premises. “No,”
Greeley reportedly replied, “do not bring a musket into the building. Let them
strike the first blow. All my life I have worked for the workingmen; if they would
now burn my office and hang me, why, let them do it.”

Rival papers afterward spread the story that Greeley had cowered under a
table in a nearby restaurant while the mob rampaged through Printing-House
Square and stormed his office; in truth, friends took him to an early and
protracted dinner, trying to keep the conspicuous editor out of harm’s way
until the threat had passed. Some five thousand rioters surged toward the
paper, bellowing the likes of “Down with the Tribune! Down with the old
white coat what counts a nayger as good as an Irishman!" and chanting,
“We’ll hang Horace Greeley to a sour-apple tree!” The editor, insisting he
wanted to be at his desk at the moment of ultimate peril, left the restaurant
and headed for his office on the streets behind the paper. But the approaching
tumult was so ugly that Greeley let himself be persuaded to take a carriage
home with its shades drawn. By the time he returned to the Tribune later that
evening with cannon and musketry in tow, he found windows shattered all
over the building, downstairs counters torn up, furniture broken, gas burners
twisted off, and scorched spots on the floor where the mob had tried to torch
the place before the police subdued it. All but three of the paper’s staff of a
hundred and fifty had scrambled for safety via the roof; among the trio who
stayed at their posts was George Washburn Smalley, home from the war. The
paper was out on schedule the next morning, devoting its entire front page to
the rioting, the worst to afflict an American city until the uprising in the
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Watts section of Los Angeles 102 years later—when race and injustice would
again provide the spark.

1l

The sheer logistics of bearing battle reports from the front to a telegraph sending
station gave the Tribune more than its share of Civil War heroes. Among the
most resourceful was A. Homer Byington, the editor of a weekly in Norwalk,
Connecticut, before joining Greeley’s sheet and promptly scoring perhaps the
biggest news scoop of the war.

Approaching to within a dozen miles of Gettysburg from the east, Byington
discovered that Confederate cavalrymen had cut down a five-mile stretch of
telegraph line paralleling the train track. As the guns began to echo across the
Pennsylvania hills, Byington left the early stages of coverage to other Tribune
men on the scene and instead bent his efforts on finding the local telegraph
operator at a nearby hotel. After instructing the fellow to go home to retrieve
his battery and sounder and extracting a pledge from him for his exclusive
services for the next two days, Byington assembled a repair crew, comman-
deered giant spools of wire from a warehouse, rented a handcar from railroad
officials, and spent the first day of the battle of Gettysburg restringing the
downed telegraph line. The next day he was a reportorial whirlwind, and as dusk
fell and relays of Herald riders had to travel fifty miles to Lancaster to wire
home the news, the Tribune received the first comprehensive report on the war’s
pivotal battle over Byington’s private line.

A yet more heroic courier, whose daring finally cost him his grim scoop but
won a tall friend in the White House, was young Henry Ebenezer Wing, a
veteran of Fredericksburg, where he had lost two fingers of his left hand. The
neophyte among the Tribune team (headed by Byington) that covered the battle
of the Wilderness in March 1864, Wing showed up for duty wearing what the
snappy Tribune correspondent was expected to sport: a buckskin jacket, riding
breeches of Irish corduroy, new calfskin boots, and the finest kid gloves. Selected
to carry back to Washington a report on the first day’s terrible carnage in the
smoky forest, Wing stopped at General Grant’s headquarters to ask if there was
any message for the White House. Consumed by the fate of his army locked in
deadly embrace with an enemy that had the advantage of familiarity with the
shrouded terrain, Grant growled, “Just tell them that things are going swim-
mingly here.” The young reporter’s face registered his dismay; was this the only
word that was to be relayed to his anxious commander and the waiting North?
Grant thought the better of it and caught up with Wing in the doorway. “Well,
if you see the President,” he said, *‘tell him from me that whatever happens,
there will be no turning back.”
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Armed with directions and the names of a few sympathizers along the route,
Wing set out on horseback at 4:30 in the morning across a countryside teeming
with Confederate guerrillas and roving bands of cavalry irregulars. His first
contact urged him to shed his finery for a suit of butternut homespun, worn
brogans, and an old wool hat appropriate to a backwoodsman if he did not want
to be seized as a Union agent. And a good thing, for he was soon stopped by
a band of Mosby’s raiders who accepted his story that he was carrying word of
Lee’s great victory in the Wilderness to Confederate agents in Washington and
insisted on accompanying him part of the way north. Alas, they reined up at
an inn where Wing had stayed a few days before the battle and the secessionist
keeper now recognized him. Only a frantic breakaway prevented his capture.
He plunged into the nearby Rappahannock, missing the ford and, along with
his horse, having to swim for his life. Furious pursuit and warnings sent out in
advance of his route forced Wing to proceed on foot, following railroad tracks
where possible, dodging in and out of thickets, hiding in brush aswarm with
insects while a detachment of rebel cavalry rested only feet away. Near Manas-
sas and the sight of Union camps, he was captured and tossed into a cattle pen,
only to slip away at dusk and complete his twenty-four-mile trek at Union Mills,
twenty miles from Washington. The telegraph agent, though, said he was au-
thorized to send only military messages. Calculating quickly, Wing thought
perhaps that Charles Dana, now in the War Department, might possess enough
residual feeling for the Tribune to pass along his news. Back came a message
instead from Dana’s superior, Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton, command-
ing Wing to send his news and message from Grant at once or be arrested as
a spy. Wing declined and surrendered to the operator. A few minutes later, a
second message arrived from Washington:

This is the President. Mr. Stanton tells me you have news from the Army. Will
you give it to me? We are anxious here in Washington to learn developments at the
front. A. LINCOLN.

The cheeky young newsman replied that “my news is for the Tribune” but 1
will be glad to tell you all I know if you will see that a message goes forward
tonight to my paper.” The President agreed; Wing at once dictated the high-
lights of his report, which Lincoln sent on but got Tribune managing editor Gay
to share with the Associated Press, thereby destroying the exclusivity Wing’s
efforts had nearly won for his paper. Brought to Washington by special train,
Wing appeared like a bedraggled scarecrow before a middle-of-the-night gather-
ing of the Cabinet to present a first-person battle report. Only when the others
had retired did Wing give the President Grant’s pledge of dogged advance.
Lincoln, his long search for a resolute commander at last over, bent down and
kissed the youth on the forehead. Next time he returned to Washington with
battle news, Lincoln added, Wing should come directly to the White House.

The occasion came just three weeks later when Wing brought back grave
word from Cold Harbor. This time the reporter confided in Lincoln how ap-
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palled he was by the mayhem, by the jealousies of squabbling commanders, by
the pain of wandering the battlefield after the guns had ceased and looking for
dead and dying men he knew. from his native Connecticut so he might send
messages back to their families. He badly wanted to quit and go home; Lincoln
told Wing that he shared his sentiments to the full yet he supposed both of them
had their duty to do until the end was at hand. And so Wing stayed on the
Tribune throughout the final year of the war, and it was he who, having
arranged with one of Grant’s subordinates to signal him on the favorable out-
come of the private surrender talks with Lee by mopping his forehead three
times as the generals emerged, flashed the world its first word of the peace
reached at Appomattox Court House.

No Tribune men, and few on any other paper, paid a dearer or more
protracted price for their devotion to duty than Albert Deane Richardson, a
highly skilled reporter who had smuggled coded dispatches out of New Orleans
in the months just preceding the war, and an associate named Junius Henri
Browne, who joined him north of Vicksburg at the beginning of May 1863 as
reporters scrambled to catch up with Grant’s sudden move against the rebel
stronghold that blocked passage up or down the Mississippi.

Richardson, a thirty-year-old native of Massachusetts with a wife and three
daughters, had learned they could reach Grant’s camp without resort to a
three-day, seventy-five-mile ride through swampy bayous by instead hopping a
steam-powered Union supply tug camouflaged with hay barges lashed to the
side. The only problem was that the nine-hour voyage downriver would take
them directly under rebel guns twice where the river S-turned at Vicksburg.
Sipping Catawba wine while sprawled on a couch of hay bales, the two Tribune
men and a third reporter from the New York World enjoyed the spring fra-
grances from the moss-draped shoreline until a bright moon rose into a cloudless
night sky and left their craft an easy target for Confederate gunners as it
chuff-chuffed lazily downstream. The tug was just a few minutes short of suc-
cessfully running the gauntlet of fire when a shell found the boiler, killed the
captain, and showered sparks onto the hay bales. Richardson was the first one
over the side of the floating inferno. A Confederate yawl retrieved the three
newsmen, who spent two days in the Vicksburg city jail while waiting to be
exchanged and file the ripping yarn with their papers. But Grant’s operations
in the vicinity, they were advised, had curtailed normal exchange procedures;
they would have to be sent to Richmond, where they could no doubt expect
passage home on the first truce boat.

A two-week trip on rickety trains across the South landed them in a con-
verted tobacco warehouse known as Libby Prison, reserved for Union officers
and civilians, in the Confederate capital. They were able to supplement their diet
of bread and salt pork with fresh produce bought for them by their guards;
newspapers and pipe tobacco were also available, so the hardship of their
internment was bearable during the ten-day wait for the first truce ship to sail
up the James. But when it came, only the World reporter was on the list of those
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authorized for release. Back in New York, he went at once to the Tribune to
advise Sidney Gay of his correspondents’ plight. Gay promptly wrote the White
House, and the War Department exerted effort to obtain Richardson’s and
Browne’s freedom, but the Confederate Commissioner of Exchange was ada-
mant, at first charging that the reporters were particularly obnoxious non-
combatants and later confiding that it was the Tribune itself, that virulent
antislavery scourge, that was the target of Confederate vengeance.

Their confinement grew more oppressive with the summer heat, and Browne
was riven with fever as their strength and hope waned. In September the two
men were transferred to nearby Castle Thunder, a holding pen for common
prisoners who, lowlife though they were, joined the Tribune men in an elaborate
escape plan involving bribed guards, smuggled Confederate uniforms, forged
identification papers, and tunneling under the prison walls from a subterranean
storage room. Last-minute confusion over a bribe payment thwarted the plan
and did their case no good when the reporters hired a Richmond attorney to
petition the Confederate Secretary of War for their release. Instead, they won
an unappealable sentence of confinement until the war’s end and transfer in
January 1864 to a prison in Salisbury, North Carolina.

A four-story brick cotton factory with six outbuildings on a four-acre plot,
their new jail resembled a small New England college. Holding only six hundred
prisoners, it offered a courtyard where fresh air and well water were available,
as well as eggs and fresh vegetables from the countryside and access to a
2,000-volume library owned by a compassionate townsman. Imprisonment once
more seemed tolerable until shattering word came that Richardson’s wife had
died of measles and that one of his daughters had followed her to the grave a
week later. By that fall, in the wake of Stanton’s ruling against continued
exchange of prisoners in order further to drain the South’s depleted manpower
resources, Salisbury prison’s population had increased more than tenfold. Men
had to burrow under the foundations and into the courtyard earth to keep warm,;
malnutrition and disease were rampant, and the death rate ran at 13 percent. The
Tribune men were placed in charge of the medical arrangements, allowing them
considerable freedom of movement among the prison buildings, and, under
increasingly desperate circumstances, were able in December 1864—twenty
months after they had been fished out of the Mississippi—to walk nonchalantly
past the night shift of guards in one of the buildings used as a Confederate
hospital and reach freedom.

To reach safety entailed a further twenty-seven-day ordeal that surpassed
anything they had yet endured. Weak, scantily clad against the midwinter
weather, ever wary of search parties, often not knowing whom to trust or where
to turn, they rode when they could and hobbled when they could not up and
over the Blue Ridge into Tennessee—a total of some 340 miles—until they at
last reached the Union lines near Knoxville. Richardson wired the paper: **Out
of the jaws of Death; out of the gates of Hell.” From Cincinnati they sent back
a full account of their extraordinary travail. On the way home, they stopped off
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in Washington to plead with Stanton that his draconian policy against exchang-
ing prisoners was dooming thousands of captured Union soldiers to certain
death. They carried their plea to the public, and in a few weeks the policy was
reversed.

Richardson remained on the Tribune staff for four years after the war until
he was shot while in the paper’s counting room by a man who accused him of
sexual intimacy with his former wife. The fatally wounded reporter was
removed to the Astor House, where, thanks in part to Greeley’s intercession,
the Reverend Henry Ward Beecher performed a deathbed marriage ceremony
for Richardson and his assailant’s former wife. His intention, Greeley explained
to a Herald reporter, was to assure that Richardson’s orphaned daughters
would have a mother; his reward was to be accused of fostering free love—than
which, by the lights of the Tribune’s founder, there was no more shameful sin.

AY

The singular goal of Horace Greeley’s last years was to bind up the deep wounds
of war so that the reunited American nation might begin to realize the full
measure of its grand destiny. Toward that end he projected himself onto the
public stage on two prominent occasions as a performer rather than a commen-
tator. The first incident, occurring in the summer of 1864, revealed that even at
his most clumsily duplicitous, Greeley was well-intentioned; the second, two
years after the war had closed, demonstrated that even at his most disinterest-
edly magnanimous, he was likely to be vilified as misguided and self-seeking.

Continued Union misfortune on the battlefield had induced a fresh and
deepening depression in Greeley as the presidential election year of 1864 length-
ened. He had largely written off Lincoln as a mediocrity; the war had become
a bloodbath, and there was no end of it in sight. The Republicans seemed likely,
in his view, to lose in the fall election, and the Democrats likely to negotiate
a peace that would mean the Union dead had died in vain. Any terms that
could be obtained in advance of such an eventuality were therefore likely to be
preferable.

In such a frame of mind, Greeley received word in July that a three-man
Confederate mission was standing by in Canada fully empowered to talk peace
with Union officials. Subsequent evidence has indicated that the Confederate
ambassadors had actually been dispatched to undermine the Union war effort
by encouraging elements in both parties who were most eager to end the fighting
—especially the so-called Peace Democrats. To the impetuous Greeley, consid-
eration of such Southern motives was beside the point, which was, as Greeley
wrote to Lincoln upon learning of this reported Confederate initiative, that “our
bleeding, bankrupt, almost dying country . . . longs for peace.” He said he feared
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that Lincoln did not realize how greatly the people wanted the war to be over
and that a frank statement of acceptable settlement terms might stave off insur-
rection in the North. His own list of acceptable terms, Greeley added, consisted
of restoration of the Union, abolition of slavery, unqualified amnesty for the
secessionists, and a federal payment of s4oo million to former slaveholders for
the confiscation of their property. Lincoln wrote back not only indicating full
openness to peace overtures but also instructing Greeley himself to proceed to
Niagara Falls, where the Confederate delegation was lodged on the Canadian
side, and to determine if their emissaries were empowered to offer a peace that
included an end to the secession and the abandonment of slavery, “whatever else
it embraces”; if so, Greeley should bring them directly to the White House.
When Greeley answered that he had not intended to seek a negotiator’s role for
himself, Lincoln told his captious critic, *“I not only intend a sincere effort for
peace, [blut I intend that you shall be a personal witness that it is made.”

No doubt mindful of the appealing role of peace instigator that history might
assign him, Greeley went to Niagara Falls. But apparently so anxious was he
to place no impediment in the way of negotiations that Greeley made no men-
tion to the Confederate agents of the two indispensable conditions of a settle-
ment that Lincoln had put down. The door to the White House that Greeley
held open to them dismayed rather than pleased the Southerners, whose true
purpose had been to fuel anti-war sympathies among Union voters, and so they
said they lacked credentials to carry on formal negotiations—only an informal
exchange between civilians had been anticipated—but such could be obtained
if they were granted safe passage to Richmond. Lincoln thereupon sent John
Hay, one of his personal secretaries, to Niagara Falls with a “To Whom It May
Concern” letter granting the Confederates safe passage and reiterating his recep-
tivity to peace terms so long as they included the two essential ones he had
instructed Greeley to convey. Seeing their opportunity, the rebel agents issued
a flamboyant statement accusing Lincoln of going back on his word—Greeley
had mentioned no preconditions—and of a wish to continue inflicting undue
misery on the peoples of both North and South. So ended the last fleeting hope
for a peace won at the bargaining table.

But the recriminations were bitter and lasting. Greeley, stung by charges by
Raymond of the Times and Bryant of the Post that he had been used as a
cat’s-paw in Southern treachery that undermined Lincoln, and by Bennett, who
branded his pet target in the trade a ‘“nincompoop,” defended himself in a
fashion that essentially reinforced the Southern charges. The President should
have dispensed with preliminary conditions to peace talks, he insisted, thereby
tacitly conceding his own bad faith in transmitting Lincoln’s offer to negotiate.
When the Times called for public disclosure of the original exchange of letters
between Greeley and Lincoln to reveal where the fault lay, the President agreed
provided only that several of Greeley’s defeatist passages, sure to demoralize the
public in view of the editor’s stature, be deleted; Greeley said the texts had to
be disclosed in their entirety or not at all. Lincoln then invited him to the White
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House to thrash out the matter, but Greeley feared he would be stepping into
an enemy camp and declined. Before long the Tribune was lashing Lincoln over
the alleged lost opportunity for peacemaking and urging him to invite a fresh
one—or, if none were forthcoming, to agree to a one-year armistice during
which a full-dress peace conference could be undertaken. Such a step would
have been tantamount, of course, to a reprieve to the South’s diminishing
capacity to wage war. Lincoln, who had once prized the support of the Tribune
editor so highly, had had enough of him. ‘‘He is not truthful,” the President now
said of him within the Cabinet room but refrained from public repudiation.

Although he had favored Chase or Frémont for the Republican nomination,
Greeley bowed to the inevitable and supported Lincoln’s re-election drive
wholeheartedly; the alternative—George McClellan in the White House—was
unthinkable to him. And he fully endorsed the tenor of Lincoln’s second inaugu-
ral address—*‘with malice toward none” in a Confederacy now on its knees and
awaiting Grant’s coup de grace. When surrender came within a month, Greeley
editorialized at once for blanket clemency. In an editorial titled ‘“Magnanimity
in Triumph,” he wrote:

We plead against passions certain at this moment to be fierce and intolerant; but
on our side are the Ages and the voice of History. We plead for the restoration of
the Union, against a policy which would afford a momentary gratification at the cost
of years of perilous hate and bitterness.

He cried out against the 7imes’s proposal to hang Jefferson Davis, president of
the fallen Confederacy, and spare all other rebels, because “‘a single Confederate
led out to execution would be evermore enshrined in a million hearts as a
conspicuous hero and martyr.” As to the blacks, *“‘so lately the slaves, destined
still to be the neighbors, and we trust at no distant day the fellow-citizens of the
Southern Whites,” Greeley was sure they, too, would call out now, could their
voice be heard, “‘on the side of Clemency—of Humanity” toward their former
masters.

Lincoln’s murder several days later released a tidal wave of abuse against
Greeley and his pleas for forgiveness of an enemy that displayed its lack of
contrition by slaying the President. But he would not waver before hostility as
he had in storms just past. Proclaiming a policy of “Universal Amnesty and
Impartial Suffrage”-—meaning Southern whites should be fully exonerated for
their rebellion provided they granted the ballot and rights that flowed from it
to their former bondsmen—Greeley seemed almost to have taken for himself the
role of spiritual successor to the fallen Lincoln, whom he proclaimed in death,
as he had not in life, a figure of towering patience, compassion, and humantty.
Behind the words he bannered were, as so often, political considerations. As-
sured of a monolothic black vote in the South, the Republicans could retain
national power; without it, they were likely to yield to resurgent Democrats
whose ranks would be swollen by the return to citizenship in good standing of
Southern whites. But Greeley’s powers as a psychologist of the South had not




118 THE PAPER

improved. The pacified rebels would not further humiliate themselves by volun-
tarily extending their hands to the people they had so long brutalized; oppressive
black codes and Southern rejection of the Fourteenth Amendment brought on
a radical reconstruction that was to perpetuate the nation’s emotional schism
for generations. Still Greeley would not abandon his effort at reconciliation.

He thought he saw an opportunity to dramatize his plea when Jefferson
Davis’s wife turned to him, as she had to others, to ease the plight of her
husband, who had been languishing in jail for two years awaiting a trial for
treason that could never be conducted impartially. Davis had been a reluctant
secessionist, in Greeley’s view, and it was unfair to keep him in judicial limbo
simply because he was, with Robert E. Lee, the most prominent embodiment
of the late rebellion. After satisfying himself that Davis had not been involved
in the plot that took Lincoln’s life or in prisoner-of-war atrocities, Greeley
enlisted a New York attorney to obtain the captive’s release on bail and offered
his name, if needed, as an endorser of the bail bond. The offer was accepted—
the other signers were a representative of Commodore Cornelius Vanderbilt,
perhaps the North’s most prominent industrialist, and Gerrit Smith, a veteran
leader of the antislavery movement and ally of John Brown—and Greeley
appeared at the federal district courthouse in Richmond on May 13, 1867, to affix
his name to the humane document. Asked if he had any objection to being
introduced to the object of his charity, Greeley said no and, wearing an expres-
sion at first somewhat startled and then revealing a measure of satisfaction at
having been able to perform the symbolic good deed, extended his hand. After-
ward he went to address an appreciative and racially mixed audience, whites in
the center section and blacks in the side aisles, at a large African church in the
former Confederate capital. He regretted the South’s enactment of its black
codes, which he said had had the appearance to the North of an effort to revive
the war. And he said that the ignorant and degraded condition of Southern
blacks was no reason to deprive them of equal rights and liberties “'so long as
ignorance or degradation is no bar to citizenship as to white men.” At the
conclusion, in words that perfectly reflected his life’s remaining mission, he
called on Americans of all parties, races, and factions “to bury the dead past
in mutual and hearty good will . . . and exalt the glory of our long-distracted
and bleeding, but henceforth reunited, magnificent country.”

For his troubles, massive obloquy once more descended on the editor of the
Tribune. Reports were widespread that he had exhibited warmth toward Davis
at their meeting. The gesture was widely characterized as an attention-seeking
stunt. The Nation, the most influential political periodical in the country, called
the act *simply detestable.” The Tribune’s circulation and advertising fell off
markedly. Sales of the recently issued second volume of Greeley’s hasty history
of the Civil War, The American Conflict, plummeted. And the Union League
Club, of which Greeley was a member, scheduled a meeting to discuss the
propriety of his bonding Davis and invited the editor to attend. He replied to
the club’s committee in a letter he published in the paper:
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I do not recognize you as capable of judging, or even fully comprehending me.
You evidently regard me as a weak sentimentalist, misled by maudlin philosophy.
I arraign you as narrow-minded blockheads, who would like to be useful to a great
and good cause, but don’t know how. . ..

... So long as any man was seeking to overthrow our Government, he was my
enemy; from the hour in which he laid down his arms, he was my formerly erring
countryman. . . .

On reflection, the Union League decided to drop the matter.

His conduct at Niagara Falls and its aftermath had been Greeley at his most
execrable: dogmatic, petulant, vituperative; his behavior in connection with
Davis was Greeley at his most admirable: staunch, candid, chivalrous, dreaming
of a world that never was but might yet be.

v

A strange device appeared as the centerpiece of the logotype at the top of the
first page of the New York Tribune on April 10, 1866, the twenty-fifth anniver-
sary of the paper’s founding, and remained there ever after—a banner unique
among the newspapers of the world. It is there still atop the International Herald
Tribune. Staff members over the years came to call the odd little drawing *‘the
dingbat,” which Webster’s defines as meaning, among other choices, *thing,
object, or contrivance.” A contrivance it surely was: in the middle of the crudely
drawn tableau is a clock reading twelve minutes past six—no one knows why
(conceivably it was the moment of Horace Greeley’s birth); to the left, Father
Time sits in brooding contemplation of antiquity, represented by the ruin of a
Greek temple, a man and his ox plowing, a caravan of six camels passing before
two pyramids, and an hourglass; to the right, a sort of Americanized Joan of
Arc, arms outstretched beneath a backwards-billowing Old Glory, welcomes
modernity in the form of a chugging railroad train, factories with smoking
chimneys, an updated plow, and an industrial cogwheel (over which the incau-
tious heroine is about to trip); atop the clock, ready to take off into the boundless
American future, is an eagle—all for no extra cost. It was a baroque snapshot
of time arrested, an allegorical hieroglyph of the newspaper’s function to render
history on the run.

The installation of the dingbat was a signpost that a new era had begun. The
Tribune was no longer Greeley’s personal instrument. After a quarter of a
century, he felt as much imprisoned as enlarged by it. He devoted more time
now to writing books, including his memoirs, and pursuing the chimera of
elective office. He ran for Congress in 1866 and lost, sought the gubernatorial
nomination in 1868 and did not get it, ran for state comptroller in 1869 and lost.
He seemed an increasingly lonely figure, a man who had outlived his time; at
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fifty-five he was not precisely ancient, but he had pursued his ends with such
unremitting intensity that a weariness of body and mind had set in. With his
grandfatherly spectacles and corona of white hair and whiskers that surrounded
his cherubic features like an untidy halo, he had become almost an icon of
homespun virtue, whose likeness now adorned the steel engravings and fob
watches that the Tribune gave away as premiums to new subscribers.

The time had come to pour new wine into an aging bottle. Sidney Gay,
second-in-command, was in declining health at fifty; never a robust figure,
especially in comparison with his predecessor, Dana, he left now, and a fresh
generation of talent began to flow through the door. Of these newcomers, the
youngest, most gifted, and most flawed in character was John Russell Young,
who, his slight, boyish figure notwithstanding, was given the managing editor’s
reins, amid wide astonishment, at the age of twenty-six.

Starting in the proofroom at the Philadelphia Press when he was fifteen,
Young learned his trade so well that he rose to managing editor by the time he
was twenty-two. Associated during the war with Philadelphia banker Jay
Cooke, he came to New York to assist that financier’s effort to sell half a million
dollars in bonds to pay for the Union military machine. During that time, he
submitted a number of editorials to the Tribune phrased with a sort of incisive
truculence not unlike Greeley’s; the editor took note, and a friendship ensued.
The opportunistic Young ingratiated himself, and perhaps seeing in the gifted
young man the son that heaven had denied him, Greeley brought him onto the
paper and gave him license to clean house.

Despite his youth, or possibly because of it, he ran the office like a strict
military commander. Deadwood was disposed of along with those who did not
suit his style, like Amos Cummings, the knowledgeable, high-strung city editor,
dismissed for use of profanity; in their place he did not hesitate to install friends
and acquaintances, many from Philadelphia, among them his brother, whom he
made head of the Tribune’s Washington bureau. The paper itself became, if
anything, more austere in appearance; its veteran mechanical superintendent,
Thomas N. Rooker, prided himself on the neatness of its typography and the
efficiency of its production staff. The multiple-deck headlines that adorned the
front page during the war were gone, replaced by sedate label headings never
more than a single column wide. But the writing in the paper took on a new
verve and energy. The basic reporting, reflecting less of Greeley’s reformist zeal
in its choice of subject and prominence of play, grew more fact-laden and less
elaborate—what one of the Tribune’s more illustrious postwar recruits, Lin-
coln’s former secretary John Hay, tagged “‘the Grocer’s Bill style.” But wide
stylistic latitude was granted to feature writers and correspondents like George
Smalley, established in London as chief of European correspondence; William
Winter, beginning a career that would last into the twentieth century as the first
real drama critic on an American paper; and Mark Twain, contributing pieces
that would become famous when bound up with others under his name and
issued as Innocents Abroad. But it was the editorial page that especially sparkled
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with eloquence and humor in the hands of Young and such new arrivals as John
R. G. Hassard, one of the wittiest stylists ever to write for the paper. Greeley’s
touch was still in evidence, of course, as he moved somewhat to the left politi-
cally in his ultimate endorsement of a radical reconstruction of the South and
to the right economically, calling for harder money and less government spend-
ing than favored by the administrations of Andrew Johnson and U. S. Grant.
He continued to flay the special objects of his scorn, like William Seward, whose
proposal to buy Alaska from Russia he condemned as extravagant nonsense and
an affront to Britain and its dominion over adjacent Canada. Young’s own
stylistic elegance and strong-willed judgments, though, more and more came to
dominate the page. He was a master at barbed characterizations of public figures
—his Grant, for example, was *‘that sashed and girded sphinx”—and lucid if
slightly sardonic summaries of views other than his own, as in noting of Greeley,
... [hlis dislike of slavery, when you sifted it down, was rather an earnest of
sympathy with the white man who was undersold in his labor than sentiment
for the negro.” He took the paper, in Greeley's absence but with the long leash
the editor had awarded him, into steadily more extravagant positions, growing
intemperate finally in his calls for Johnson’s impeachment—a stand Greeley
had resisted on the ground that the President would do himself in—and urging
on Grant a frankly imperialist policy with regard to the Caribbean and even
Canada.

The net effect of this precocious leadership was tonic for the Tribune. Its
gross revenues in 1868 passed the million-dollar mark for the first time, the paper
was more talked about in positive ways than previously in the postwar period,
and the bonding of Jefferson Davis receded from memory. But John Russell
Young, for all his virtues and energy, was something of an intriguer and too
ambitious for his own and the Tribune’s good.

Not content with the power he exercised as helmsman of one of the nation’s
most influential papers, he became a secret backer of and prime fund-raiser for
two new Philadelphia papers, the Star and the Post. The latter he made his
special clandestine project, arranging for it to receive copies of the Tribune’s
Associated Press dispatches when the fledgling Philadelphia paper was denied
membership in the wire service—in blatant circumvention of the AP rules.
Young’s maneuvers were disclosed in April 1869 when the New York Sun, taken
over the year before by Charles Dana, who apparently was eager to snipe at his
former employer, ran a four-column, front-page exposé based on a batch of
purloined personal letters of Young. His bitterness not well disguised, Dana
opened by describing how Young had arrived at the Tribune with a small
carpetbag, a straw hat, a large nose, “‘two restless eyes, and a head phrenologi-
cally well developed in the region of secretiveness and rather low in the vicinity
of cautiousness.” The rascal crept up the stairs and soon *‘dug himself a rifle-pit
in the affections of Mr. G.” But it was Young’s own words that did him in.
Possibly obtained through the intercession of Amos Cummings, the resourceful
city editor whom Young had fired from the Tribune and who now worked for
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Dana, Young’s letters told a tawdry tale of his efforts to raise money for his
struggling Philadelphia papers by such means as peddling the Tribune’s influ-
ence to ambitious Pennsylvania politicians whose national careers could be
advanced by a powerful word from New York. Young’s contempt for a number
of Tribune veterans whom he called ‘“‘old fogies,” like Samuel Sinclair, McEI-
rath’s successor as publisher, and mechanical chief Rooker, whom he called “an
eye-sore,” was amply drawn along with self-indicting remarks about his part in
smuggling Associated Press material to Philadelphia. Young, badly shaken,
called the disclosure “a dastardly assault” and blustered about filing a massive
libel suit against the Sun; he did not deny authorship of the letters but claimed
their content had been criminally distorted. His abuse of the authority Greeley
had handed him was undeniable, however, and when he gave his resignation in
to the founder, who was a model of kindness throughout his protégé’s public
discomfiture, it was accepted. Young’s meteoric career, while not entirely
snuffed out, had reached its premature zenith before he was thirty.

Power at the Tribune passed almost at once to a tall, slender figure whom
Greeley had hired six months earlier and installed as chief editorial writer and
a counterweight to Young, whose posi