


AFTERLIFE


Are we fallen angels who didn’t want to believe that nothing is nothing and so were born to lose our loved ones and dear friends one by one.

—JACK KEROUAC,
THE DHARMA BUMS



THEY SAY THE THIRD TIME’S THE CHARM, AND IN THIS CASE, IT WAS A GEM. Chester A. Arthur didn’t live long enough to see his only grandchild, Chester Alan Arthur III. But if he did, it’s highly unlikely they would have been kindred spirits. Where Chester lived for anonymity, Gavin, as he liked to be called, wanted center stage.

Without one, we would likely have limited knowledge of the other. Born and bred in sooty Manhattan, Chester II (also known as Alan) suffered from asthma and relocated to a 250,000-acre ranch in Colorado Springs. The cattle, mining, and timber from his investment ensured he didn’t have to work a desk job like his father. His son Chester Alan Arthur III was born there on March 21, 1901.

While Alan’s asthma improved, his marriage didn’t. The third Chester was raised mostly by his heiress mother Myra, who was also an Eastern mystic and follower of “the Omnipotent Oom,” an early practitioner of yoga. Like his father, Chester III headed to Columbia University, but soon dropped out, got married, and was thrown in jail for his involvement with the Irish Republican Army. He also had an affair with the British poet Edward Carpenter (who had an affair with Walt Whitman); starred in a silent avant-grade movie, Borderline, with Paul Robeson; and began a utopian beach commune and a literary magazine on the dunes of San Luis Obispo, California. He changed his name to Gavin after his fraternal third great-grandfather.

During World War II, Gavin served in the US Navy.


But it wasn’t until the 1950s and’60s that his life really became interesting. Cut off from family funds, Gavin taught classes in San Quentin Prison, sold newspapers on the street, and prospected for gold. He began hanging out with the Beat Generation when he returned to New York City while attempting to write the Arthur family history. Pfaff’s of Whitman’s era was gone, but the dive bars Kettle of Fish and Caffe Reggio were there. Gavin was an early proponent of gay rights and was sought out by Alfred Kinsey for his study on gay sexuality.14

Meanwhile, in 1962, Gavin published The Circle of Sex, which melded his concepts of astrology and human relationships into a kind of Wheel of Fortune that spelled out intimate meaning to its purveyors. Gavin Arthur was now a guru, mystic, and astrologist on the circuit doing talk shows, newspaper interviews, and book signings. There was always that family history he wanted to write in the back of his mind, but he never got around to doing it. It was fairly well known in some circles that President Arthur’s papers were destroyed. Chester Arthur II led inquirers to believe that the former president didn’t write much anyway. After his father died of a heart attack at age seventy-three in 1937, Gavin found about two thousand documents and eighty bound books of press clippings belonging to President Arthur in a bank vault in Colorado.

Gavin had a bit of his grandfather in him, because he did a pretty good job of organizing the papers and having handwritten letters retyped. In the late 1930s, some of those documents went to Columbia University and others to the New-York Historical Society. According to Reeves, the rest were moved to Gavin’s apartment in Manhattan and then back to the dunes of San Luis Obispo. Short of funds, he sold off portions of the papers over the next two decades to a mix of private collectors, various libraries, and the Library of Congress.

When Gavin Arthur died on April 28, 1972, he left all his family papers to the Library of Congress. They were stored in wooden fruit boxes in his apartment. Gavin broke the mold and was the last direct descendant of the Arthur Clan in America.

Precocious Nellie Arthur, whose antics delighted the presidential press, died young as her mother did. During surgery in 1915, she received a new procedure called a blood transfusion that didn’t work. She was forty-three years old. Chester Arthur’s town house on Lexington Avenue, where he fought for the Union and lived with his Confederate wife, operates as an eatery. On foggy mornings, his statue in nearby Madison Square Park appears to shed a tear for his long-lost Nell, while across the green Roscoe Conkling’s bronze likeness glares at his protégé for eternity.

Andrew Haswell Green, the head of the Board of Education who banned Elizabeth from graduating with her teaching class because she was black, went on to become one of the most powerful men in the history of the Empire City. Known as the “Father of Greater New York,” he piloted Central Park, the Bronx Zoo, and the American Museum of Natural History, among other projects, from concepts to concrete. Near the turn of the twentieth century, he realized a decades-long dream and consolidated the towns, villages, and municipalities of the region into the five boroughs of the Greater City of New York that we know today.

On Friday the thirteenth in November 1903, Green was murdered in a love triangle case of mistaken identity. The eighty-three-year-old was returning from a morning meeting when Cornelius Williams mistook him for another man (It was discovered later that the man Williams wanted to settle his score with was John R Platt.) Andrew pleaded for his life, saying he wasn’t who Williams thought he was. The deranged man didn’t listen and gunned down Green in front of his Park Avenue home.

Despite his innocence, the scandal involving an exotic black woman followed Green to the grave. The man who once fought to keep the races separate was guilty by association and forgotten. Until recently, only a lone granite bench in Central Park acknowledged him. Today, a rehabilitated section of East River waterfront bears his name. Anonymity turned President Arthur into a kitschy cameo footnote in movies and television shows such as Bill & Ted’s Bogus Journey, Transformers, The Simpsons, and Futurama. His grandson would’ve been proud of the “old general’s” new role.

Gold is lost but never forgotten Using Bayesian search theory along with robotic equipment, a group of Ohio treasure hunters found Captain Herndon’s SS Central America on September 11, 1988. The total value of the recovered gold was estimated to be more than fifty million dollars. However, thirty-nine insurance companies laid claim to the profits, stating they paid for the damages more than a hundred years ago. In 1996, 92 percent of the profits were awarded to the treasure hunters. Rather than pay his investors, the team leader took off with the dough He was extradited to Ohio in 2015. To date, only 5 percent of the shipwreck site has been explored.

On August 18, 2017, the statue of US Supreme Court Chief Justice Roger Taney, the man who wrote the Dred Scott decision in 1857, had its own day of reckoning in the wake of public pressure to remove Confederate memorials. Under an almost moonless night, much like the one that began the Abolitionist Riots near Elizabeth’s home more than 180 years ago, Taney’s robed statue was separated from its granite pedestal on the grounds of the Maryland State House in Annapolis. The massive bronze figurine twirled as if it were grabbed by a claw crane used to pull toys from an arcade game.

Taney didn’t join the Confederacy during the Civil War. In 1820, he freed the slaves he inherited from family. However, Dred Scott is considered the most erroneous and egregious decision the Supreme Court ever made.

According to the Southern Poverty Law Center, there are at least 1,728 Confederate-related emblems on public land across the country. Among the most popular memorials are Robert E. Lee, Stonewall Jackson, and Nathan Bedford Forrest, the first Grand Wizard of the Ku Klux Klan. Only twenty-seven of the thirty-six US states ratified the Thirteenth Amendment in 1865. Two states held out against abolishing slavery until recently. Kentucky finally ratified the amendment in 1976. Mississippi waited another twenty years. However, the resolution didn’t take effect until 2013.

In 2009, Elizabeth Jennings Graham was included in the Topps American Heritage Card series as Topps No. 60. Her card was available on eBay for 99 cents. On March 12, 2014, Congressman Hakeem Jeffries from the Eighth District of New York (Brooklyn) proposed H. Res. 514—honoring Thomas Jennings as the first African American to receive a patent from the US government.

Despite eighteen cosponsors for the resolution, it wasn’t enacted by the 113th Congress.(The 113th Congress is considered one of the most ineffective of all time, passing only twenty-two laws in seven months.) However, in 2014 that Congress did pass a law (H.R. 1071) that specified the size of precious-metal blanks used in the production of the National Baseball Hall of Fame commemorative coins The following year, the National Inventors Hall of Fame in Alexandria, Virginia, inducted Thomas L. Jennings into its honored ranks for his “Dry Scouring” patent.

Recently found buried in New York City’s Probate Court archives was a document entitled “In the matter of proving the Last Will and Testament of Elizabeth J. Graham Deceased.” The handwritten document was dated July 12, 1901, five weeks after she died. Elizabeth signed her will nearly a decade earlier, on January 22, 1891. Of the will’s three witnesses, there was one of note: T. McCants Stewart. In 1891, McCants Stewart, a well-known and successful civil rights attorney, was representing Thomas Fortune in his discrimination case against a hotel bar.

Elizabeth left all her “household goods and personal effects” to an Elizabeth Smith and a Maria Simpson, along with sums of money for each. She left an additional amount to Smith and her husband William, who was one of the will’s executors. There was also a trust that she divided in half, one part going to a nephew, Frederick D. Stewart, and the other half to the four Wright children who were her wards.

The American Heroes Channel program What History Forgot also produced a segment on Elizabeth Jennings’s trial in 2015. Katherine Perrotta completed her dissertation, “The Elizabeth Jennings Project,” in 2016. Perrotta cited Elizabeth as “an example of an underrepresented historical figure.” Her study showed that Jennings’s story helped pupils relate better to historical events and raised their awareness of the problems marginalized groups faced.

In 2018, the Museum of the City of New York opened an exhibit called “Rebel Women, Defying Victorianism.” It celebrated four New York women who broke the mold in the nineteenth century and had an impact on our lives today. Along with Hetty Green, Helen Jewett, and Adah Isaacs Menken, Elizabeth Jennings Graham was included in the display for her activism and defiance. The exhibit made good use of her only surviving photo. Standing behind a chair, hands folded on its back, Elizabeth stares with placid anticipation as if waiting for the future to arrive, wondering perhaps if a not-yet-born generation won’t have to fight to get on the bus.

In early 2019, the “She Built NYC” initiative named five new monuments, one to be placed in each of the city’s boroughs to honor trailblazing women who helped shape New York City’s history. The statues will honor Shirley Chisholm (Brooklyn), Billie Holiday (Queens), Dr. Helen Rodríguez Trías (Bronx), and Katherine Walker (Staten Island).

In Manhattan, about a half mile from her last home, a statue of Elizabeth Jennings Graham will rise in the Vanderbilt Avenue corridor by Grand Central Station. The monuments are expected to be designed and dedicated by 2022.

Taller, newer buildings now cast shadows across Elizabeth Jennings Place and upon the museums and those who honor her. Although many people passing under her street sign don’t know who she was, or what she stood for, they benefit from her sacrifices. The city that never sleeps is a better place to live today because she and her family battled oppression there.

They fought, and every American won.
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