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If you set up the false for the true, if you attempt to blind the eyes of a mighty nation, and to say the Senate of the United States and the House of Representatives of the United States shall put upon their journals as a perpetual memorial to all generations that which they know to be false, and command all to bow down and worship it, your edict will be vain; because history will judge and will know the truth.

—U.S. Representative George A. Jenks (D – Pennsylvania), speaking to the Electoral Commission as a Congressional objector to the Louisiana electoral vote, February 12, 1877
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They see nothing wrong in the rule that to the victor belong the spoils of the enemy.

—Senator William Learned Marcy (D—New York), in an 1832 speech to Congress, referring to his fellow Jacksonian Democrats
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PART ONE – THE FOG AFTER WAR
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Chapter One—Amid the Ruins
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BY EARLY APRIL 1865, after five years of bitter civil war, the southern United States of America lay in ruins. U.S. General Ulysses S. Grant accepted Confederate General Robert E. Lee’s surrender of the Army of Northern Virginia at Appomattox Courthouse and allowed Lee’s men to return to their homes with their side arms and pack animals. A week later, U.S. General William T. Sherman ran down General Joseph E. Johnston and the tattered remains of the Confederate Army of Tennessee, who surrendered the rest of the Confederate Armies to Sherman on a small farm in Bennett Place, North Carolina. Finally, on June 19, 1865, U.S. Major General Gordon Granger landed Federal troops on the Gulf Coast shore of Galveston Island and declared the quarter-million slaves of Texas to be free.

This end launched a new beginning in the American South – the federal military occupation of the Old Confederacy. Every former Confederate state was placed in one of five Military Districts, each under the control of a Union General and occupied by the Union Army. Union soldiers governed every city and town in each of the eleven secessionist states. The daily lives of Southerners were now brought under the control of Edwin Stanton in Washington, D.C., the Secretary of War in President Abraham Lincoln’s cabinet.

With Lincoln’s shocking assassination by rebel sympathizer John Wilkes Booth only one week after Lee’s surrender, the office of President fell on the shoulders of Vice-President Andrew Johnson, a pro-Union Democrat and former U.S. Senator from Tennessee. True to his roots if not to his oath of office, President Johnson professed sympathy for the South. It was not long before a pitched battle for control of federal reconstruction policy in that region raged between the President and acolytes of Abe Lincoln, led by Secretary Stanton.

The Nation found itself in an unanticipated quandary, almost (but not wholly) as if the South had won the Civil War. The remaining members of the U.S. Congress after the southern senators had left, comprising the so-called “Radical” wing of the Republican Party, were determined to punish all Confederates and establish civil rights for former slaves that were equal in all aspects to the rights of their former masters. President Johnson felt exactly the opposite way. He believed that Lincoln’s statement in his second inaugural address, “with malice toward none; with charity for all,” set the tone for Union policy toward the South and favored leniency for the former secessionists as well as a slower pace of liberation for African-Americans.

The Thirteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution proclaimed that “[n]either slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as a punishment for crime whereof the party shall have been duly convicted, shall exist within the United States, or any place subject to their jurisdiction.” It was passed by Congress while Lincoln was alive, and ratified by the then-admitted states of the Union in the first year of President Johnson’s term and with his support. Thereafter, Congress passed a Civil Rights bill to enforce the Amendment, but President Johnson vetoed it. The Radical Republicans in Congress overrode the veto, and the bill became law without Johnson’s signature in 1866.

The Civil Rights Act of 1866 accorded black Americans citizenship and equal protection under the law. It listed as their civil rights the same rights as white persons “to make and enforce contracts, to sue, be parties and give evidence, to inherit, purchase, lease, sell, hold, and convey real and personal property, and to full and equal benefit of all laws and proceedings for the security of person and property.” But it did not include their right to vote, which the framers of the law deemed to be a matter for the states to decide.

President Johnson and others questioned the constitutionality of the Civil Rights Act of 1866. Even with the enactment of the Thirteenth Amendment’s abolition of slavery, the Act’s conferral of citizenship and “privileges and immunities” on black persons to the same extent as white persons was considered by some to be many steps beyond merely releasing them from bondage. To eliminate this anomaly, the Radical Republican Congress passed the Fourteenth Amendment and sent it to the states for ratification. As a proposed amendment to the Constitution, President Johnson’s signature was not required. The necessary number of states ratified it by 1868. Subsequently, the Civil Rights Act was re-enacted in 1870 under the newly-established authority of this Amendment and signed into law by President Johnson’s successor, President Ulysses Grant.

With the election of President Grant in 1868, Radical Republicans in Congress saw the need to incorporate African-Americans into the voting electorate in order to insure their continuing power. The Fifteenth Amendment passed Congress in 1869 and was ratified by the states by 1870, prohibiting the denial or abridgment of the right of any citizen to vote “on account of race, color, or previous condition of servitude.” Congress accorded itself the power “to enforce this article by appropriate legislation,” which entitled (but did not require) the Federal Government to override state efforts to deprive blacks of the franchise.

Upon this new legal landscape, much transpired in the ruined South. “Reconstruction” began in earnest under the supervision and protection of the Union Army. The Census of 1870 now counted each African-American citizen as a “whole person” for the purpose of Congressional apportionment, not as merely “three-fifths of a person” as was the case under slavery. This change enlarged the Congressional representation of former slave states of the South in relation to the non-slave Northern states – again, another sign that maybe the South had won the War after all. Now, the millions of newly-enfranchised black citizens in the South began forming state and local governments of their own under the auspices and protection of the officers of the Military Districts. Newly-elected black Republicans became Governors of southern states and members of southern state legislatures. They also appeared in Washington as members of the U.S. House of Representatives.

Radical Republicans were delighted with these developments, but former Confederate whites were appalled and repelled. To them, the Union was imposing a military dictatorship on the South that upended their way of life. Soon, the South plunged into mayhem as white gangs battled blacks in the streets of Southern cities and towns. By 1898, race rioting had resulted in horrendous massacres. In Wilmington, North Carolina, a mob of two thousand white vigilantes murdered supporters of the biracial city government and succeeded in overthrowing it. Upwards of 300 black people were killed (the number is uncertain), about 50 were run out of town, and scores of black businesses and the city’s black newspaper building were set on fire. The same occurred in Atlanta in 1906. Eventually, the carnage organized itself with the rise of the Ku Klux Klan.

[image: image]

​​​Figure 1: “The Lynchings in the United States: Massacre of Negroes in Atlanta.” Cover of "Le Petit Journal", 7 October 1906, by unknown author – Bibliothèque Nationale de France (PD)

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two – The Politics of Collapse
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SUCH WAS THE STATE OF HUMANITY in the United States within the first decade after the end of the Civil War. The Confederacy was dead; the Armies had left the fields; but the War dragged on in the People’s hearts and minds. The struggles moved from the battlefields to the South’s city and village streets, and to the smoke-filled meeting rooms of its political cabals.

At first, under military occupation, Southern life almost returned to its pre-war norms. African-Americans remained repressed and white plantation owners got former slaves to work at their plantations for little or no wages. Military enforcement of the Thirteenth Amendment was spotty; each governing general of a Military District would create his own rules for the governance of society, and the “Black Codes” that had restricted the rights and privileges of both free and enslaved African-Americans before the War’s end remained and were even expanded.

Andrew Johnson had no problem with this situation. The Radical Republicans in Congress, however, objected strenuously to the Southerners’ failure to enfranchise Blacks, the return of Confederates to local government, and the return of rebel senators and congressmen to Washington to reclaim their seats in the U.S. Capitol. So the Radical Republicans passed four “Reconstruction Acts” over President Johnson’s veto with the objective of reorienting the trajectory of the Southern society.

The Reconstruction Acts set preconditions for the re-admission of each rebel state into the Union. They established the five Military Districts under the command of Union generals. They required each former Confederate state to call a constitutional convention and draft a new state constitution, which was to be forwarded to Congress for approval. They obligated each rebel state to ratify the Fourteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, abolish the Black Codes, and bestow the vote upon every male African-American citizen.

Louisiana, substantially under Union occupation by 1862, was far enough along in its reform to rejoin the Union in that year. After ratifying the Fourteenth Amendment, President Johnson’s home state of Tennessee rejoined in 1866, before the Reconstruction Acts were passed. The remaining rebel states followed rapidly: Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, North Carolina, and South Carolina in 1868; Georgia in 1869; Mississippi, Texas, and Virginia in 1870.

Most of the Union occupiers left after the states were re-admitted, and the Military Districts were disbanded. However, mayhem in politics and race relations persisted in some areas, and the troops remained where local Reconstructionist Republican leaders, attempting to form bi-racial governing structures in the face of virulent white opposition, asked them to stay. The white opposition coalesced under the banner of the Democratic Party, and the battles continued in the streets, in the town councils and state legislatures, and at the ballot box.

*  *  *
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Two former rebel states – Florida and Louisiana – posed particular problems. 

Florida was one of the least populous states in the Union before the Civil War started. Most of the settled population lived along the northern border with Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana, whereas Seminole Indians maintained control over the Everglades of the southern peninsula. Plantations covered that northern end, taking advantage of the warm, humid climate that favored cotton fields and orange groves. 

The small population of Florida’s northern end was about evenly divided between white plantation owners, ranchers, farmers, and tradesmen on the one hand, and black slaves on the other. Florida had been admitted to the Union in 1845 as a slave state, and fifteen years later joined the Confederacy. There were very few military actions in Florida during the Civil War.

Throughout the War, the Confederate government of Florida was led by Governor John Milton. At the end of the war he committed suicide, leaving as his last message to his people that the leaders of the Union Army “have developed a character so odious that death would be preferable to reunion with them.”​[1] He was succeeded by another Confederate for a month and a half.​[2] Then, following the onset of occupation by Union forces, President Johnson appointed a provisional governor for the rest of the year 1865.​[3] Thereafter, the newly-formed Military District permitted an election for a governor. But blacks could not vote in that election. 

The elected governor served for two and one-half years until Florida was readmitted to the Union in 1868.​[4] By then Blacks could vote, and they ensured the next election for governor to Harrison Reed, a Republican, by an overwhelming majority.​[5]

[image: image]

​​​Figure 2: Governor Harrison Reed of Florida (PD)

But Governor Reed’s single term from mid-1868 until January 1873 was not a peaceful one. His Democratic opponent in the election did not concede for a month, until the Military District commander recognized the new state constitution and the state was re-admitted to the Union. Republicans in the state legislature harassed Governor Reed as much as Democrats. They impeached him twice. 

Given his tenuous political position, Governor Reed asked the Union forces to remain in Florida after the date of the state’s re-admission to the Union, even though they were supposed to leave by that date. They remained in Florida for eight more years.​[6]The entire period was one of political chaos and tumult between the races. Civil control had not yet been re-established.

In 1868, Florida did not conduct a popular vote for President because of its unsettled civil condition. Instead, the Reconstructionist State Legislature, then under Republican control that included black freedmen as delegates, awarded Florida’s three electoral votes to General Ulysses S. Grant, the Republican candidate.​[7] In 1872, the 33,190 voters of the state overwhelmingly chose President Grant over Horace Greeley by an eight-point margin. Black freedmen voted in overwhelming numbers for Grant, who won what had become all four of the state’s electoral votes.​[8]

*  *  *
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In contrast to sparsely-populated, rural Florida, the State of Louisiana had a population of 113,418 voters in 1868. New Orleans was the most important port city in the South.​[9] Like Florida, however, nearly half of Louisiana’s total population of over 700,000 had formerly been enslaved. 

[image: image]

​​​Figure 3: Stereotype of Downtown New Orleans, Louisiana, in the 1880s (PD)

Louisiana differed from the rest of the South in that it had a large mixed-race population of gens de couleur libre, or “free people of color” in the French language spoken by most persons of that state. It also gained the dubious distinction in 1862 of being the first major Southern city to be conquered by the U.S. Navy and succumbing to Union occupation early in the Civil War.​[10] Once occupied, the portion of Louisiana under federal control was admitted to the Union as a state and sent a delegation to Congress.​[11]

The Reconstruction Acts combined Louisiana with Texas into the Fifth Military District. In 1868, the Union forces required Louisiana to adopt a new constitution, ratify the Fourteenth Amendment, abolish the Black Codes, and enfranchise freedmen. African-Americans and free people of color began to prosper and become educated in that state.

In the Presidential election of 1868, black people and free people of color could not yet vote. The white voters of Louisiana overwhelmingly chose Democrat Horatio Seymour over Ulysses Grant.​[12]By the election of 1872, once the Fourteenth Amendment was in place and blacks and free people of color were enfranchised, the state reversed itself and voted for Grant by an overwhelming margin.​[13] 

*  *  *
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The neighboring states of Florida and Louisiana, with their large formerly-enslaved populations that nearly equaled the populations of whites, were the epicenter of the post-war turmoil that engulfed the South. Where Reconstructionist Republicans held power, they would pass “loyalty oaths” that required people to swear that they had never aided or even supported the Confederacy; if they did not so swear, they were barred from practicing as lawyers, clergymen or teachers. Where Southern Democrats held power, they would pass laws that segregated railway cars and white vigilantes formed Ku Klux Klan rings to terrorize black citizens. It was in this atmosphere of recrimination and terror that the United States, on the 100th anniversary of its founding, held the Presidential election of 1876 between Republican Rutherford Birchard Hayes and Democrat Samuel Jones Tilden.
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Chapter Three – Two State Governors 
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GOVERNOR RUTHERFORD BIRCHARD HAYES AND GOVERNOR SAMUEL JONES TILDEN were equally distinguished men. Both were governors of populous, industrialized Northern states, Ohio and New York. Both were successful lawyers and strongly supported the abolition of slavery before and during the Civil War. “Rud” Hayes (his childhood nickname rhymed with “mud”) was married to Lucy Webb; they lived in Cincinnati and had three children.​[14] 

[image: image]

​​​Figure 4: Governor Rutherford B. Hayes circa 1870-1880 (PD)

Tilden was eight years older than Hayes. He lived in New York City and was a lifelong bachelor.​[15] By the outbreak of the Civil War, Tilden was already forty-seven years old; Hayes was only thirty-eight. Tilden played no military role in the war. 

[image: image]

​​​Figure 5: Governor Samuel J. Tilden, circa 1860-1886 (PD)

Hayes enlisted in the Union Army, took part in many battles, was wounded in action several times, and rose through the ranks of the 23rd Ohio Infantry, Kanawha Division, to brevet brigadier general.​[16] Of his bravery in battle, Grant later wrote of Hayes that “[h]is conduct on the field was marked by conspicuous gallantry as well as the display of qualities of a higher order than that of mere personal daring.”​[17]

Tilden grew rich as a railroad lawyer. He got involved in New York state politics, becoming a State Assemblyman in 1845. He became part of the political faction known as the “Barnburners,” who sought to preclude slavery from entering the territories won from the war with Mexico in 1848. In that year Tilden helped organize the “Free Soil” Convention, which nominated Martin Van Buren for President. Van Buren lost the election to the Whig candidate, Zachary Taylor. 

Tilden opposed the election of Abraham Lincoln in 1860, fearful that his ascent to the Presidency would precipitate a Civil War. He proved to be correct. During the war, Tilden worked for the Democratic nomination and election of Horatio Seymour as governor of New York in 1862, and for the Democratic nomination of General George B. McClellan to run for the Presidency against Lincoln in 1864. 

After the Civil War, Tilden broke with William Marcy Tweed of the Tammany Hall machine that controlled Democratic Party politics in New York City. In 1871, he ran for State Assemblyman from New York City’s 18th District on a ticket of anti-Tammany Democrats and won election. Immediately thereafter, Tweed was indicted on 120 counts of fraud and other crimes. He left New York, but was found abroad and returned to the state for trial, where he died in prison in 1878.

Assemblyman Tilden’s victory against “Boss” Tweed propelled him into the governorship of New York in 1874. He continued to fight corruption, breaking up the “Canal Ring” of politicians who had profited illegally from contracts for the maintenance of the Erie Canal. Tilden’s role as a corruption fighter garnered national attention at a time when President Grant’s administration was beset by it.

As the Presidential election of 1876 approached, neither Hayes nor Tilden won the nomination of his party on the first ballot. Hayes was chosen by the Republicans on the seventh ballot, overcoming the powerful Senator James G. Blaine of the State of Maine. Tilden won a majority of delegates on the first ballot of the Democratic convention, but fell short of the two-thirds of all delegates required to win the nomination. He won on the second ballot. 

So the stage was set for the Presidential election of 1876, the centennial year of the United States, to be a contest between a Civil War hero and a crusading corruption fighter. The Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments to the Constitution were now the supreme law of the land, according universal suffrage to all adult males of all races and creeds. But the South remained wracked by violence between whites and blacks and occupation by federal troops. The electoral process across the country was not, charitably speaking, a model of honesty and propriety. If the election results turned out to be close, the aftermath would be fraught with denial and controversy.

And so it was.
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PART TWO – THE STAGE IS SET
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​Chapter Four – Boys Become Men
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I AM ABRAM STEVENS HEWITT. I was born in 1822 in Haverstraw, a town in upstate New York just north of New York City.​​[18] I attended Columbia College on a scholarship and graduated from there in 1842.​[19] People tell me that I am a real “go-getter.”

[image: image]

​​​Figure 6: Abram S. Hewitt, circa 1888 (PD)

After I graduated from Columbia, I studied for and passed the New York Bar exam and became a lawyer.​[20] After graduation, though, the grammar school of Columbia College offered me a teaching position. I was made the principal of the mathematics department.​[21] I also tutored students and gained a good reputation in that vocation. 

One of my tutoring students was a young man named Edward Cooper, who had been one of my classmates at Columbia.​[22] Edward is the son of Peter Cooper, the world-famous, wealthy industrialist who founded and built Cooper Union, the free university in the City of New York.​[23] I tutored Edward at the Coopers’ family home.​[24] Edward and I became good friends. 

[image: image]

​​​Figure 7: Edward Cooper, date unknown (PD)

After pursuing all of my rigorous work and study in the fall and winter of 1842, I felt utterly worn out. In the spring my eyesight failed from the constant strain of studying and tutoring by candlelight. My doctor suggested that I needed a good rest from all of this activity. Edward offered to take a vacation to Europe with me which he thought would do me a lot of good.​[25] I had about one thousand dollars saved up by that time, so we arranged to take a ten-month trip to the Continent.​[26]

Being the financial worrier that I am, I didn’t trust my finances to be sufficient to carry me through a ten-month trip to Europe. So, to aid me financially in making the trip, I traveled down to Washington City from New York to see if I could land a job with the State Department taking diplomatic dispatches abroad. I arranged lots of letters of recommendation for the purpose. A professor friend of mine recommended me to President John Tyler, and an Episcopal minister I knew, who had officiated at the wedding of Daniel Webster, agreed to write to the President about me.​[27] Another acquaintance of mine, a young New York lawyer by the name of Samuel J. Tilden, wrote a letter of recommendation for me to Senator Silas Wright.​[28] 

Alas, all these efforts were in vain. Getting a job in Washington is not an easy task, even with impeccable recommendations and demonstrated abilities. Nevertheless, I managed to land work as a European correspondent for a New York newspaper, the New York Democrat.​[29] With gainful employment thus firmly in hand, Edward and I set sail on March 6, 1844.​[30]

We had a delightful voyage to Liverpool, England. After landing, Edward and I visited my ancestral home of Penkridge in the midlands of Staffordshire.​[31] I looked up some relatives at my father’s request. Thereafter, Edward and I traveled to London.​[32] 

London fascinated me. Edward and I were well-entertained by hosts who had received our letters of introduction. We toured the famous edifices, sat in on the debates in Parliament, and scored occasional sightings of the Queen as we roamed the streets. Unfortunately, however, both Edward and I were struck by the abject squalor of the poor in that city.​[33]

In late April 1844, Edward and I departed England for Paris.​[34] We viewed the palaces, shops, cafes and museums. At this juncture I paused to write an article for the Democrat on “English affairs,” which was well-received.​[35] We traveled on to Germany, but our funds started to run low despite my savings and correspondent’s fee. But we were favored there with good fortune – at the casino of the spa of Baden-Baden, Edward and I enjoyed winning streaks gambling with what meager resources we had left. They extended our journey handsomely.​[36]

When summer came, we topped off our trip with a tour of Italy. We visited Venice, Florence, and Rome.​[37] From there we booked passage for home on the four-masted schooner Alabaman, a ship bound for New York carrying a load of Tuscan marble and other goods.​[38] Once on board for home, however, Edward and I nearly met a tragic end.

By October 29, 1844, the Alabaman had sailed past Gibraltar on its way from the Mediterranean to the Atlantic. Near the Azores, the ship sailed into a terrible storm. It survived the two-day gale thanks to the excellent seamanship of our captain, but the ship was badly damaged and started taking on water.​[39] We barely made it across the ocean almost to the Delaware Bay, but hit another frightening storm just to the east of it. The Captain ordered crew and passengers to man the life-boats and abandon the slowly sinking ship. He joined us in our life-boat and managed to steer it safely through the storm and into the Bay.​[40]The other life-boat carrying passengers and crew from the Alabaman made it to the Bay as well, and all of us were rescued by a passing ship.​[41] The foundering Alabaman, along with its cargo and our baggage, was never seen again.

On our trans-Atlantic journey, Edward I saw much and experienced everything – the glories of Europe, the destitution of its poverty, our great good luck at gambling, and our near-disaster at sea. We arrived back in America nearly penniless, but that trip transformed us from boys into men. I had gained new survival skills and a respect for life. Since then, I have often told acquaintances of the faith that I gained on that voyage that my life had been given to me by God in trust and that it was to be employed not for my own pleasure or gain, but for the good of others.​[42]

*  *  *
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Thus imbued with a new sense of purpose, the “go-getter” in me dove into new pursuits. I am not one to spend my time idly. Through Edward, who now felt like a brother to me, I grew close to his family, that of the wealthy and famous industrialist and educator, Peter Cooper.

Peter Cooper was an inventor almost from his birth in 1791. He had no formal education; all of his prodigious knowledge of mechanics was self-taught.​[43] From a small factory in Hempstead, Long Island, where he made machines for shearing off the rough surface, or “nap,” of woolen cloth in order to create a smooth surface on the fabric,​[44] Peter made good money from the boom in textile manufacturing that arose in New York and New England during the War of 1812 as a result of the embargo of foreign materials.​[45]He married Sarah Bedell of Hempstead in 1813, bought a home there, and patented numerous inventions, including a self-rocking cradle for his first son that even played lullaby music.​[46]
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​​​Figure 8: Peter Cooper, date unknown (PD)

After the end of the War of 1812 dashed the textile businesses of Cooper and others, he moved his family to New York City, which at the time was growing inexorably northward up Manhattan Island.​[47] There he established a grocery store with his father-in-law, but shortly afterward acquired a failing glue factory at Fourth Avenue and Thirty-third Street for a small sum. Through tireless effort, he upgraded the factory’s manufacturing process and acquired patents for his glue-making improvements. Cooper then developed a method for making isinglass (a collagenous substance from fish swim bladders that is used in the cooking of gelatins). Now firmly established in the lucrative glue-making and gelatin trade, Peter Cooper became wealthy.​[48]

Cooper became even wealthier when he next entered the emerging business of railroading. He built a steam locomotive, the Tom Thumb, and demonstrated it to the builders of the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad at a time when they purchased only British locomotives.​[49] Although he failed to convince the railroad owners to buy his steam engine, Cooper went on to build an iron foundry in Manhattan for the manufacture of iron rails and wire.​[50]

By the 1840s, when I became his son Edward’s tutor and friend, Cooper was wealthy, famous, and endlessly busy.​[51] Once Edward and I arrived back in New York from our voyage to Europe, Cooper insisted that his son become engaged in his business and proposed transferring his iron mill in Trenton, New Jersey to Edward. Edward insisted to his father that I be made his partner in the enterprise.​[52] Thus began my lucrative career in the iron business.
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​​​Figure 9: Typical Iron Foundry, circa 1885 (PD-1996)

It was not long after that I fell in love with Edward’s beautiful young sister, Amelia. She attracted many suitors, but warmed most to me as a near member of her family. After a long courtship, we married on April 6, 1855.​[53] 

By this time, Edward and I had become wealthy men in the iron business. In 1863, Edward married Cornelia Redmond and raised two children.​[54] They, being Coopers, mingled with high society in New York, known to all as “The Four Hundred.”​[55] Amelia and I raised six children and our family lived both in the Cooper home on Lexington Avenue as well as the summer mansion that we built in Ringwood, New Jersey.​[56] Both families were happy and prosperous.
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Chapter Five – Men Become Statesmen
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EDWARD AND I, “GO-GETTERS” THAT WE WERE, soon became engrossed in politics. As our iron business grew, public policy intruded upon it.

Both of us were Democrats, almost by default.​[57] The Democratic Party, founded by Thomas Jefferson and named originally the “Democratic-Republican Party,” was the party of most young men of the Jacksonian age.​[58] Edward and I favored westward expansion, and we were friendly with prominent New York Democrats like Samuel Tilden.​[59] As iron businessmen, we favored our country’s “Manifest Destiny” – to settle the West – because it meant more railroads, hence more rails and more business for us.

Nonetheless, I voted for the Whig candidate, Zachary Taylor, in the 1848 Presidential election because the Democrats had passed the Walker Tariff two years earlier. That bill lowered from 100 percent to 30 percent the tariff on imported rolled bar-iron that had been paid by our mainly-British competitors.​[60] This was a Congressional sop to the railroad interests who bankrolled Democratic politicians, at an enormous cost to our fledgling American iron industry.
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​​​Figure 10: Whig Candidates Zachary Taylor and Millard Fillmore, circa 1848 (PD)

One day in the late fall of 1850, Edward and I placed our lunch boxes on a table in our office in the mill and took our lunch break. While we ate, I said to Edward, “We must do whatever we can to restore the iron tariff! The British are killing us in the sale of iron rails to the railroads.”

“They are,” Edward agreed with me as he munched on his sandwich. “We are creating an essential industry in this country that allows America to sustain itself without needing help from any other country in the world,” he added.

I railed on as we spooned our bowls of soup. “That’s absolutely right! We create jobs for Americans! We feed, clothe, and house our people! And yet here is our own Congress, taking all that away from their own voters and giving it to the British for almost nothing!

“It is depressing how crassly the Democrats cave in to the bankers of Wall Street and their railroad clients!” I went on. “Not only do their British manipulators monopolize the sale of locomotives, like your father found out to his detriment, but they monopolize trade in the very rails that make up the roads themselves! That is why I voted for Zach Taylor and Millard Fillmore instead of Pierce and all the Democrats who were cheering for him.”

“I heartily agree with you about the British and the way that the Democrats coddle them, Abram,” Edward replied after taking another bite of his sandwich. “But I’m afraid that your lobbying for the Whigs will not bear you much fruit. Your champions, Zach Taylor and Millard Fillmore, have done absolutely nothing to stop the Democrats from holding down tariffs. 

“The Democrats use an argument against your Whigs that wins every time,” Edward continued. “When we raise iron tariffs on the British, we slow their imports down, but American ironworks then raise their prices to match the British price plus the tariff. We ironworkers just take home as profit what the British pay our government. The only loser is the American consumer.

“The banks and the railroad men have the Whigs in thrall even more than the Democrats,” Edward went on. “They want to build railroads as cheaply as possible. What’s more, the British can sell their iron below our cost at the drop of a hat. The cotton men in the South, who want to please their British customers as well, are only too happy to support the Democrats in this scheme. 

“Look, Abram, it’s the Democrats who control the House, and it’s highly likely that a Democrat will win the White House in ’52,” said Edward. “Why, with this gold rush going on in California, the country is desperate to build railroads across the continent and it’s begging for England’s help. The rich bankers on Wall Street don’t give a damn about the ordinary working man.”

Edward leaned forward toward me on the table. “You have to look at this thing pragmatically, Abram. Whatever you think of the tariff, come back to the Democrats. Fight the fight from the inside, not the outside. If we side with the Democrats, if we offer them our money and the votes of our workers, they will listen to us eventually. The Whigs are weakening and collapsing anyway. No one knows what they even stand for anymore, except to say ‘No!’ to every good idea.”

“I suppose you’re right, Edward,” I sighed. “I will think about that.”

*  *  *
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Not long after our talk, I had a change of heart and returned to the Democratic fold. I thereafter did my utmost in the Party to organize leaders in the iron industry to lobby Congress to raise the tariff.​[61] We banded together, hired a lobbyist, and sent him to Washington. I visited Washington many times myself to talk to political leaders. 

They leveled with me, just as Edward had done. They told me that we needed more money, more lobbyists, and newspaper pressure to bring political strength to our cause and influence the politicians to help us.

I implored my fellow ironmasters to contribute funds to the effort. “The politicians must be paid,” I exhorted them. “Then they will listen to us.”

But by 1852, we had lost the fight. The railroad men and the banks maintained a firm chokehold on the Democrats. In that year, they paid what it took to elect a new Democratic President, Franklin Pierce.

I had all but lost confidence in the direction of the greedy Democratic Party. The Whigs were a washout. I toyed with the idea of joining up with the new Republican Party in 1856. It favored higher tariffs and was more business-oriented. However, its stand on preventing slavery from entering the western territories frightened me and many other Northern industrialists. They were concerned for the destruction of the great slave asset that financially bolstered Southern plantations.
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​​​Figure 11: Franklin Pierce, circa 1852 (PD)

John C. Frémont, the Republican candidate for President in 1856, was quite an abolitionist extremist. I was convinced that if he became President, the South would secede from the Union. Despite my compunctions about my own party, I was relieved when James Buchanan emerged victorious and led the Democrats once more to the White House in that election year, forestalling a national catastrophe.​[62] 

*  *  *
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What followed was a brief but intense burst of business activity that was unparalleled in my young career up to that time.

It was not long before I decided to join the railroad interests rather than beat them over tariffs. I decided to merge the fortunes of my ironworks with those of the railroads. For that purpose, my failed experiences with lobbying in Washington proved to be a valuable lesson in how to go about things properly.

Through my connections with Peter Cooper, I grew close to William H. Osborn, who in 1855 had become President of the Illinois Central Railroad.​[63] My ironworks began selling iron rails to the Illinois Central in exchange for its construction bonds. I sold the bonds on the European markets for a tidy profit.​[64] Soon I was all-in on the financing of the Dubuque & Pacific Railroad, crossing the huge new state of Iowa as an extension of the Illinois Central.​[65]

Politicians now smiled on me in my new capacity as a railroad capitalist. I plunged into letter-writing and visitations to influential men in Congress. They favored my colleagues and me with land grants of over one million acres for the completion of the Dubuque & Pacific line across Iowa. In addition to that, my letters convinced the Illinois and Iowa legislatures to authorize the construction of a bridge over the Mississippi River at Dubuque for the road.​[66] Millions in stocks and bonds for construction were readied for flotation on the London markets.​[67] 

All this railroad activity was matched by even more effort on behalf of my father-in-law for his role in that great international enterprise, the Atlantic Telegraph Cable. Peter Cooper was one of the principal American capitalists supporting the project, which was undertaken by Cyrus W. Field and his brother, lawyer David Dudley Field, with the aid of the great electrician and inventor, Samuel F.B. Morse. A consortium with British financiers also funded the enterprise, which at great cost laid an undersea cable beneath an ocean two miles deep from Ireland to Newfoundland. 

I again bombarded politicians in Washington with letters and visits for the funding of a U.S. Navy ship to aid the Atlantic crossing, together with a British Naval vessel.The project was completed in 1858 with an exchange of telegraph messages across the Atlantic between President Buchanan and Queen Victoria.​[68] 

Alas, after only two months in operation, the telegraph line at the bottom of the ocean went dead. Even before that, my ambitious railroad plans came crashing to an end in the Panic of 1857. And thereafter, our nation plunged headlong into a bloody and devastating Civil War.​
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Chapter Six – Into the Crucible
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TRENTON IRON COMPANY BARELY SURVIVED the brief but terrifying Panic of 1857, but many of our vendors and customers did not. There was simply no money to be had at a reasonable rate of interest from any bank. We paired our workforce to the bone, but managed to hold on to most of our married workmen with wives and children, albeit at reduced wages in order to spread funds more broadly. Pennsylvania iron mills were particularly hard hit.​[69]

Mercifully, by the spring of 1858, the Panic was over. Money began to flow again and construction revived. Our capital was depleted but intact. We had a year without profits, but we managed to pay every bill.​[70] The Company’s reputation was greater and the loyalty of our workmen was stronger for the harrowing experience.

Throughout the financial crisis, I maintained my interest in politics. By the advent of the Democratic National Convention of 1856 that took place in Cincinnati, I had become a close advisor to the winning Democratic candidate for President, James Buchanan. He consulted with me on Cabinet picks. One of my recommendations, Howell Cobb, became Buchanan’s Secretary of the Treasury. Subsequently, Cobb graciously consigned government contracts for structural iron to my ironworks.​[71]

Alas, in the election of 1860, the Democratic Party was rent between North and South. The Republican Party was ascending and Abraham Lincoln was elected President. South Carolina seceded from the Union and other Southern States quickly followed. The “Confederate States of America” were formed. 

I pleaded with Southern customers and vendors to forestall secession. “Secession” was a fantasy, I told them. Our Constitution does not provide for such a thing. Failing that, I advocated for a peaceful separation, or for maintaining the Union and negotiating our differences. 

It was no use. The Southerners were adamant that the country must be split in two. Business came to a halt. Debts went unpaid; contracts were broken. Then the Confederates fired on Fort Sumter in Charleston harbor, and the War came.

To my managers at the Trenton ironworks, I wrote the following in a letter:


If you have a flag, hoist it over the works, and let it fly there until this contest is ended. If you have no flag, get one, and let it float in the breeze as soon as you can. If you cannot fly a flag ready-made, you can do as some of my people are doing, make one.​[72]


*  *  *
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On January 23, 1862, I received an urgent telegram from General J.W. Ripley of the U.S. Army Ordinance Bureau. “Need thirty mortar-beds to be delivered as quickly as possible to General Grant at Cairo, Illinois. Necessary for imminent movement on Confederate forts.”

A telegram from President Lincoln followed quickly thereafter:


I am told that you can do things which other men declare to be impossible. General Grant is at Cairo, ready to start on his movement to capture Fort Henry and Fort Donelson. He has the necessary troops and equipment, including thirty mortars, but the mortar-beds are lacking. The Chief of Ordinance informs me that nine months will be required to build the mortar-beds, which must be very heavy in order to carry 13-inch mortars now used for the first time. I appeal to you to have these mortar-beds built within thirty days, because otherwise the waters will fall and the expedition cannot proceed. Telegraph what you can do.


A. Lincoln​[73]

Mortar-beds are gun carriages for mortars, short wide-mouthed cannons that are useful in fortress sieges for their delivery of large, heavy projectiles to great heights, often up to 45 degrees, at close range. Cannon are poor substitutes for mortars in this situation because they only fire directly ahead.

Mortars were essential for General Grant to take Fort Henry on the Tennessee River and Fort Donelson on the Cumberland River. The two rivers at this point were only eleven miles apart. If the fortresses were taken, the two rivers would serve as water highways into the heart of the Confederacy. General Albert Sidney Johnston’s Confederate troops held the forts and were prepared to defend them to the last man.​[74]
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​​​Figure 12: 13-inch Mortar Mounted on Typical Mortar-bed, circa 1864 (PD)

Mortar-beds are difficult to build. The recoil from a 13-inch mortar at a high angle has a devastating effect – it can shatter ordinary earthworks and concrete foundations, break through the deck of an ordinary vessel, or even sink a ship.​[75] The mortar-bed has to be made of several tons of interlacing iron and wood, with roller-rings, recoil-buffers, and slide-frames capable
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