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			Introduction 

			“The Probable Truth” 

			Two years after the battle of Gettysburg, Atlantic Monthly magazine correspondent J. T. Trowbridge visited the most famous battlefield in America. He had become an expert at picking through the great and terrible aftermath of the Civil War. Trowbridge spent that summer and fall of 1865 walking through the landscape where armies had clashed, passing through towns and fields scoured and scarred by four years of war. The next year, his book, The South: A Tour of Its Battlefields and Ruined Cities, gave voice to the scores upon scores still reeling in the war’s wake.1

			That aftermath is the truest legacy of war. Tales of heroism on the battlefields are told most vividly, and most often. But what is put back together from the pieces of shattered lives, after the guns go silent, becomes the forever. 

			This book is primarily about two people, a war correspondent and his son, in the great aftermath of the greatest battle on American soil. How they arrived there at that tumultuous rendezvous, and how they got caught up in the great tributaries of suffering that flowed from it, is the story of Gettysburg that still unfurls.

			Correspondent Trowbridge was initially surprised at how quiet the town of Gettysburg was that summer of 1865, two years after the battle. He arrived on a “soft and peaceful summer day.” Only the natural symphony of locusts and the “perpetual click of the stone cutters, at work on the granite headstones of the cemetery,” interrupted the sultry summer tranquility. Yet there was an extra heaviness in the air, as if it was about to burst with “lively reminisces of those terrible times.” Townsfolk were reticent to unleash one memory, lest it turn into two and then into too many, inflicting another fresh searing of souls and senses from the rages of three days of 1863. 

			Trowbridge arrived at the cemetery that Abraham Lincoln had dedicated with his famous speech four and a half months after the battle, the speech in which Lincoln lauded brave men for consecrating the fields with that final “full measure of devotion.” The graves of more than 3,500 Union soldiers stretched out before Trowbridge on a plump knoll. They were spaced 2 feet apart sloping gently to the killing valleys around them, grave upon grave, story upon story, memory upon memory. New granite stones were still being installed to mark them, and as the monument workers dug into the rocky Pennsylvania ground to anchor fresh headstones, Trowbridge caught glimpses of coffins or remains of men buried just beneath the surface. It was as if the first layer of history was being peeled back and exposed again to the never-ending pain and loss of those three days, and to the questions the multitudes had left behind. The tranquility that Trowbridge first felt had simply masked a bottomless sense of loss. At that moment Trowbridge recognized that the aftermath of Gettysburg would last forever, and not in the way that history records winners and losers, or in the tales of old soldiers glorifying their actions. 

			“The spectacle of so large a field crowded with the graves of the slain brings home to the heart an overpowering sense of the horror and wickedness of war,” Trowbridge thought. 

			A great weight of questions burdened him. Why did these men end up here, each of whom “had his interests, his loves, his darling hopes, the same as you or I. All were laid down with his life. It was no trifle to him, it was as great a thing to him as it would be to you, thus to be cut off from all the things dear in this world, and to drop at one into a vague eternity.” 

			No trifle indeed, in these last, full measures of devotion. The toll their deaths exacted could not be counted just by the long casualty lists that ate up column after column in newspapers over the war’s four long years. How had their families persisted and coped with that vague eternity that had stolen their loved ones? Had this man or that man died alone, or amidst the great wash of humanity that descended on Gettysburg in the days after the battle? Were they touched by the unknowable heroes of that second great invasion, those rivers of mercy that flowed over Gettysburg after the armies left their grim harvest behind? Or did they die alone in their own thoughts?

			Why does war demand heroes? Is it because that believing the alternative—that people died on these fields because it was the only way to kill the arrogant and utter debasement of slavery—is unfathomable amid sacrifice and destruction on the Civil War’s scale? Why is rationalization necessary at all when civilization has been shaped by conflict since its dawn? 

			“We indulge in pious commonplaces, ‘They have gone onto a better world, they have their reward,’ and the like,” Trowbridge wrote. “No doubt this is true; if not, then life is a mockery, and hope a lie.”

			Hope a lie? Life a mockery? Questions left for the survivors. Irrelevant questions for the memory of the men lying in the ground at Trowbridge’s feet. To Trowbridge, they “confronted for their country that awful uncertainty” of death. 

			 “Did they believe in your better world?” he asked. “Whether they did or not, this world was a reality, and dear to them.” 

			Volumes have been dedicated to the first three days of July 1863, to the hand-to-hand struggles on Little Round Top and Culp’s Hill and Cemetery Ridge, to the point-blank slaughter in the peach orchard and railroad cut. They have been embedded in the history of America’s seminal conflict. This book is not just about heroes on the battlefield. It is a story about the arduous, terrifying roads to the battle; about the reporters who were following the armies and the war correspondent profession they were inventing on the run; about the suffering that flowed from the battle for days, months, and in the years afterward; and about the struggles to find loved ones and peace in the eternal aftermath. When the soldiers left, a fresh civilian army numbering in the thousands descended upon the suddenly famous village—or infamous, depending on which direction you were looking upon it from. This second great invasion of Gettysburg, these legions of the aftermath, produced heroes and villains of a different kind—but just as meaningful, often just as courageous, as any sword-wielding hero on the field of fight. 

			In this aftermath was a nineteen-year-old soldier, a boy with the ambitions of youth that seek immediate fame and righteousness. A boy who became broken in body, struggling in spirit. His father, a staunch abolitionist and fearless journalist for The New York Times, was tasked with describing the battle and its aftermath while simultaneously searching for that oldest son. Ultimately, Bayard and Sam Wilkeson were just two ripples in those great rivers of the aftermath. But many heroes crossed their paths. We know the names of some, but others were lost forever. 

			The Wilkeson story is ultimately a love story, not only that of father to son and son to father, but that of the gentle mercies of those who stepped forward into the utter depravity and loss of three days of Gettysburg’s savagery. As in battle, lives often intersected for only a few intense minutes. As in battle, those in the aftermath met challenges beyond anything they had previously thought themselves capable of doing. 

			The Civil War came amid a second American revolution. Before the guns opened on Fort Sumter in April of 1861, great currents of life-altering, age-defining changes were coursing through communications, transportation, and the social order of mid-nineteenth-century America. 

			The construction of new telegraph networks created expectations that news would be reported when it happened. In the twenty years since 1843, when Samuel Morse first transmitted “What Hath God Wrought” over the first telegraph line from the Supreme Court in Washington to a home of a friend in Baltimore, the United States had built more than 50,000 miles of telegraph lines.2 (The invention’s revolutionary impact on the news profession was foreshadowed with Morse’s next transmission to his friend, Alfred Vail, when Morse asked: “Have You Any News?”) The Union army alone built 8,000 miles of telegraph line during the war, and it transmitted 6.5 million messages over those four years, at an average cost of forty-one cents a message.3 Sam Wilkeson and his intrepid war correspondent colleagues depended on that network to get dispatches back to their newspapers in what a few years earlier would have been unfathomable speed. War correspondents called the telegraph “the lightning” for its immediacy and its power. 

			The impact of the lightning on journalism and on all communications was every bit as revolutionary in the mid-nineteenth century as the Internet was on citizens in the early twenty-first century. The embedded correspondents of twentieth- and twenty-first-century wars were merely following paths blazed by Sam Wilkeson, Lorenzo Crounse, Whitelaw Reid, Charlie Coffin, Francis Lawley, and a few score others who traveled with the armies of the Civil War. 

			By the Civil War, Americans were becoming more mobile, bursting the bubble of physical isolation that had defined the nation’s first half century. Train trackage nationally had increased from 2,818 miles in 1840 to 33,170 by 1863.4 It had more than doubled in the decade before the war, with roughly two-thirds of the track located in the more industrialized Northern states, factors in the North’s eventual victory. Even during the first two years of the war, with governments North and South transfixed on building armies, roughly 2,000 new miles of railroad track still were built.5 During the Civil War, a Congress devoid of Southern members passed laws establishing land-grant universities, transcontinental railroads, and the Homestead Act, all of which would feed one of the most significant migrations in the history of the world over the last third of the nineteenth century. It was on this expanding transportation grid that armies moved men and the material of war. But it was also on this grid upon which family members, friends, and fiancées of soldiers, along with aid givers and looters, descended upon Gettysburg from great distances and all points of the compass, even as the battle raged on. 

			In the lead-up to the Civil War, abolition and women’s rights movements had exposed the false promises of a Constitution that was guaranteeing equality and freedom for less than half the population. Freedom of the mind and freedom of movement were simultaneously expanding. Just as the social movements of the mid-nineteenth century foreshadowed those of a century later, the great armies traversing the landscape foreshadowed the great westward migration that would follow.

			“The war begot a spirit of independence and enterprise,” Ulysses S. Grant wrote in his memoirs. “The feeling is that a youth must cut loose from his old surroundings to enable him to get up in the world.”6

			The American press was embedded in all these movements. Journalism was evolving, too, into an essential, flawed, pioneering, democratizing institution. Partisan and mistake-ridden, sometimes prone to comical oversubscription of hyperbole, and too frequently engaging in pure propaganda, it also time and again produced some of the most remarkable accounts of war ever written. War correspondents were adjusting to the pressures of daily deadlines in this new lightning communications age. Despite the flaws and growing pains, newspapers had become essential to the growth of the nation. In 1863, the year of Gettysburg, U.S. Census Bureau superintendent Joseph G. C. Kennedy wrote that newspapers had played an integral role in spreading literacy and expanding the American middle class. The United States, Kennedy wrote, was “peculiarly a newspaper-reading nation.”7 The great debates that had once been the province of royal courts or elite societies were now taking place on the pages of newspapers that any American could pick up for a couple of pennies. As the stakes rose in the issues involved—slavery, equality, freedom, the eventual cleavage of two vastly different cultures and economies—newspaper consumption soared. There were 1,404 newspapers in the United States in 1840, when the population was just over 17 million. By 1860, with the total population around 31.4 million, the nation had 3,725.8 

			 “The last decade in our civil history has been one of extraordinary political agitation,” wrote the Census director Kennedy in classic bureaucratic understatement, given that he wrote it in the third year of the Civil War. “Accordingly we find that there has been a very large increase in the number of political papers and periodicals.” 

			Once staid and aimed at the literary elite, Kennedy observed, newspapers had become “popular educators.

			 “Instead of mere chronicles of formal proceedings or passing events they are vast depositories of discussion and information on all topics which engage the thoughts or enlist the activity of men in the figure of society,” he wrote. “A free press has thus become the representative and, for the masses, the organ of that free speech, which is found indispensable to the development of truth, either in the religions, the political, the literary, or the scientific world. In each and all these domains the newspaper and the periodical have accordingly become most efficient agents.

			“And in no country has their influence been more sensibly witnessed, or more widely extended, than in the United States. The universal diffusion of education, combining with the moderate prices which the daily visits of the public press may be secured, has given newspapers a very great currency among us.”9 

			Amid this, a new breed of journalist, the war correspondent, was ascending. Some of the most famous, like Coffin, Reid, Crounse, and Sam Wilkeson stood behind the ragged ribbons of waiting blue on Cemetery Ridge, took notes and dodged cannonballs, as George Pickett’s Virginians charged into history on July 3, 1863. These war correspondents blazed journalistic trails through literal valleys of death. 

			By July of 1863, the correspondents had fully grasped the importance of their roles as recorders of the toll. Political intrigue in Richmond and the District of Columbia was widely covered and dispersed. The formation of the Associated Press cooperative in 1846 had opened the widespread sharing of stories over the telegraph. Home-front readers by the war’s third summer had developed insatiable appetites for news from the actual battlefields. The war had touched virtually every American household. Roughly 10 percent of the American population served in the two armies, and 2.5 percent of all Americans died as a result of the war. Thousands of men, women, and children—spouses, escaped slaves, contractors, prostitutes, and preachers—followed them around the landscape. As a superb 1862 Atlantic Monthly piece by the father of a future Supreme Court justice would illustrate, hasty post-battle journeys of loved ones to the battlefields had become commonplace as the war dragged on. The whole country seemed to be on the move, and in distress, by the time of those three fateful days at Gettysburg.

			Civil War journalists were trying to make sense of it all. They all had their shortcomings. But in their best hours they were ingenious, creative, courageous, and indispensable.

			After the Battle of Antietam in the fall of 1862, the bloodiest single day of the war, the Boston Journal’s Charlie Coffin explained the war correspondent’s challenge this way: 

			“When the soldiers are seeking rest, the work of the army correspondent begins. All through the day eyes and ears have been open. The note-book is scrawled with characters intelligible to him if read at once, but wholly meaningless a few hours later. He must grope his way along the lines in the darkness, visit the hospitals, hear the narratives of all, eliminate error, get at the probable truth, keeping ever in mind that each general thinks his brigade, each colonel thinks his regiment, every captain his company, did most of the fighting.” 

			Some of America’s best writers and poets—Walt Whitman, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Harriet Beecher Stowe among them—wrote about the war. Emerson saw the Civil War as the ultimate definer of the nation and the character of its people. “Bad times have a scientific value,” he wrote, and “civil war, national bankruptcy, or revolution, (are) more rich in the central tones than languid years of prosperity.”10

			Yet it was everyday Americans—the homesick nineteen-year-old in the ranks, or the young woman watching thousands like him march by her front door—that produced some of the Civil War’s most powerful prose. They often wrote with bad grammar and sometimes could not spell a lick. But they exerted an innate honesty, a level of detail and description, often with endearingly noble guilelessness, that is too-often bleached from everyday communications in the ubiquity of the twenty-first century. The Civil War came at the dawn of visual mass communications, before words became throwaway objects. People in the mid-nineteenth century were forced to be more observant, perceptive, creative, and meaningful in their writing because the written word was still the primary canvass of communications, the most enduring record of memory. Everyday Americans were also essential chroniclers of the war’s great aftermath. 

			Mary Bedinger Mitchell was eleven years old at the time of the battle of Antietam. She lived in Sharpsburg, the cloistered Maryland village 43 miles southwest of Gettysburg, where the battle of Antietam took place. Mary helped nurse wounded soldiers after the September 17, 1862 catastrophe. It was ten months before Gettysburg, and the struggles after the battle foreshadowed what would happen after Gettysburg. As an adult just after the war, Mary described her isolated town as “just nine miles from everywhere.” She remembered her amazement at seeing the Town Hall turned into a hospital even as cannonballs arced over roofs and church steeples. “Somebody threw a few rough boards across the beams, placed piles of straw over them, laid down single planks to walk upon, and lo, it was a hospital at once,” she observed a few years after the war. She described the suffering of the wounded, some of whom lingered for weeks on those rough planks, this way: “We were fond of calling them Spartans, and they were but too truly called upon to endure a Spartan system of neglect and privation.”11

			Charlie Coffin was right. Only the “probable truth” is possible in the first drafts. The war he and Sam Wilkeson reported on was so epic, with so many people on the move and so many political and social cross-currents flowing beneath them, that we will always be caught in its aftermath, always in search of its truth.

			I became acutely aware of this reality on a visit to the battlefield at Gettysburg in 2013, just before the 150th anniversary. The Clark family from Addison, Vermont, had driven to the national monument to retrace the steps of an ancestor who had died there at the age of twenty-one, in the carnage at Culp’s Hill, not far from where Bayard Wilkeson fought.

			Pvt. Myron Clark, a beloved company clerk, kept a wartime diary that had been passed through generations of his descendants, from one coast of America to the other, through one century to the next, and then to another. The precious words were still held in reverence by the Clark family so many scores of years later, testament to the eternal stamp of Gettysburg on individuals and families. When I ran into the retired dairy farmers Erwin and Janet Clark, and their adult son, Bradley, they were using the diary to trace their relative’s last hours in this world. Pvt. Myron Clark was killed, his head blown off by a cannonball, in a pre-dawn fight on July 3, 1863, on Culp’s Hill. 

			Bradley Clark told me his family had always treated the diary as a what-if relic of life’s great imponderables. They are the eternal unknowns that Trowbridge had raised in that peaceful visit two years after the battle. The Clark family thinks their ancestor is buried in one of the mass graves at Gettysburg, his body never identified or returned home, his remains literally now part of the soil of these historic fields. Myron’s descendants often speculated about how different the family would have been had this promising young man survived the war. Myron’s thoughts, so vivid on the pages of his diary, were so full of life and the wonderment of a young soul that his death, even after all these years, seems particularly cruel and sad.12

			Myron’s last diary entry was on July 1, when he wrote of changing to a clean shirt as his brigade of Vermonters double-timed to the battlefield. He threw away the old, dirty shirt he had been wearing to lighten his load. All around him, men were jogging in the morning’s steamy heat to the rising sound of guns in the near distance. Lt. Bayard Wilkeson and the 120 or so men in his command would have been nearby. They, too, were throwing off the unnecessary, stripping down to battle weight, steeling nerves and mining memories for a comforting thought. 

			The final lines in Myron Clark’s diary were written by a commanding officer. Private Clark “was a good boy and a good soldier,” the captain wrote. “The whole Co. mourn his loss & Especially his Capt.” Then, writing for Myron, his family, and for the ages, he declared: “Such are the fortunes of war. And they are deplorable.”13 

			And so the aftermath continues.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			“Deathlike Stillness”

			In the gathering heat of late morning, a solitary bird chirped in a peach tree.1 Sam Wilkeson fixated on it, as if it was a plea for normality. The battlefield south of Gettysburg this July 3, 1863, littered with the waste of three days of savage inhumanity, had gone ominously silent. Only an occasional zip of a stray shot, or the nearby clanging of metal equipment, or the low voices of soldiers along the ridgeline 300 yards up a slight slope to the west, competed with the bird’s lonely call. 

			Its melody would only be a temporary respite. An unnatural fury was building. Everyone along the forebodingly named Cemetery Ridge and down its eastern, leeward slopes could feel it. One of Wilkeson’s newspaper colleagues remembered it as an “ominous silence.”2 Across the divide, where thousands of men were also lying in wait, the sense of foreboding was just as strong. A. L. Long, a top aide to Confederate general Robert E. Lee, said it was as if a “deathlike stillness” had descended on the field.3 

			It was, Sam Wilkeson thought, a “silence as of deep sleep.”4

			Wilkeson, a veteran correspondent who had just joined The New York Times three months earlier from the rival New York Tribune, had sought shade along a whitewashed, 16-by-20-foot house, about 300 yards east of Cemetery Ridge, where thousands of blue-clad Union troops had held on for two blistering days. The tiny farmhouse, owned by the widow Lydia Leister, was the battlefield headquarters of George Gordon Meade’s Army of the Potomac. As aides and orderlies swarmed about in the midday heat, Wilkeson had found relief in the shade with a cluster of war correspondents, some of them among the most well known of the great American newspapers. A few of Meade’s staff officers sat down with them. Veterans all, many carrying the psychological and physical wounds of previous battles, they intuitively knew by this third summer of the war that one took rest whenever, and wherever, possible.5

			The house sat on the southern outskirts of the town, just a few yards from the rutted, muddy road connecting Taneytown to Gettysburg. About 300 yards to the northeast sprawled a cemetery occupied by Union troops and cannons, including artillery remnants of Maj. Gen. Oliver Otis Howard’s crippled 11th Corps that had been pushed back to the cemetery and the ridge on the first day of the battle. The 11th was Lt. Bayard Wilkeson’s corps, but he was not with it on this day. 

			Less than a mile to the west, tens of thousands of Rebel troops were shielded by trees along Seminary Ridge. Some were preparing, at this moment, for the climactic charge of the war.

			Two days earlier, Meade had made this modest farmhouse the nerve center of an army of 93,000 men, of which thousands had already been killed or wounded or captured in two days of uncommonly brutal and efficient killing. The fighting had raged most furiously on the wings of the Union army’s line, which was spread out over 3 miles of ridges east and south of Gettysburg. This center, behind which Wilkeson and his colleagues had situated themselves for the day, had not been as savagely hit. But that was about to change, and men in both armies could sense it. In the noontime pall, it was as if the two battered foes were taking one last breath before resuming the grim business that no one had been able to stop for more than two years. 

			Sam Wilkeson had slept on the grounds near these headquarters the night before with a fresh and heavy burden on his heart. He had been told that his son, Bayard Wilkeson, had been wounded and left behind by his 11th Corps companions on the battle’s first day, and no one at headquarters or among the survivors in the cemetery knew his fate. Sam had arrived that first night of the battle, exhausted and mad at himself, to learn from one of Bayard’s subordinates that his boy had been taken to a poorhouse basement on the north edge of Gettysburg minutes before it was overrun by thousands of Confederates. That was barely 2 miles from where Sam Wilkeson sat this morning, but a hostile Confederate army was not about to let him cross through, especially a war correspondent for a New York newspaper.

			Sam had been awakened before dawn on this third day of the battle to the staccato sounds of rifles a few hundred yards to the northeast of Meade’s headquarters. The smoke of that nasty fight on Culp’s Hill, which had gone on for some time, had created a dreamy, gauzy haze over a rising sun. Some of that acrid battle smoke still hung in the sultry air as noon approached.6 Rough-sounding action earlier in the morning had also been heard on the left flank of the Union lines less than a mile to the south, where a day earlier, gritty Mainers had beaten back Texans and Alabamians on Little Round Top. The whole expanse of the fields was littered with bodies and war detritus, and the air was ripe with the stench of dead flesh, human and animal. 

			That solitary bird soon got company. Unusually large flocks of pigeons and swallows flew overhead as the lull continued.7 Could they sense the gathering, man-made storm? Still, that single bird kept warbling in the nearby peach tree. Wilkeson jotted the images in his notebook. A reporter never knew which normal-life detail would come in handy while trying to explain the unspeakable things that men were doing to one another to a reading public that could never fully grasp it. 

			The lean, long-faced Wilkeson had a brown, gray-streaked beard that flowed to his chest, a sharp nose, deep-set eyes, and angular features that conspired to make him look older than his forty-six years. He was a dean of the Civil War correspondents, older than almost all of the roughly four dozen reporters who had followed the two armies to Gettysburg. Given his age and reputation, most of his fellow correspondents, some of whom were barely into their twenties, naturally deferred to him. But there was greater deference than normal this morning. His colleagues could see that Wilkeson was weighted down by worries that would consume even the sturdiest war correspondent, or the heartiest man. 

			On top of that, Wilkeson knew he was behind in his reporting on the pivotal battle of the war. Some of his competitors had already filled their notebooks, and some had already headed out to file on the first two days of the fighting at this suddenly famous crossroads town. The fighting at Gettysburg was being described in blaring headlines, north and south. Wilkeson took consolation in knowing that while those competitors were away in search of telegraph lines to file their stories, he was still on the field in anticipation of a climactic final eruption. There was plenty of correspondent work to be done. The first two days of battle had been a hellish draw, an orgy of killing so grandiose, yet so intimate and personal, that it defied description. And it was not over. More killing was necessary to render a final blood verdict on the field, and on history. Everybody could sense it.

			Sam Wilkeson had taken a circuitous, frustrating journey to Gettysburg, fully anticipating the history that was about to be made somewhere in Pennsylvania, with the army of Robert E. Lee making its first full-on thrust into a Northern state. Like any war correspondent worth his words and witness, Wilkeson had desperately not wanted to miss any of it. But on battle’s eve, he had taken a bad gamble on where he thought the Army of Northern Virginia and the Army of the Potomac would eventually clash, and he had headed in the wrong direction. He had arrived at Meade’s headquarters in the overnight hours after the battle’s first day, having missed the heavy fighting on the northern and western outskirts of the town. In that fighting, two corps of the Union army, around 20,000 men, had fought under the command of Maj. Gen. Oliver Otis Howard, a one-armed veteran of unquestioned bravery but dubious command authority. Howard’s two corps had barely hung on, barely staved off another humiliating defeat to Lee’s grizzled veterans, had barely held the high ground now occupied by the Union army. With the outcome of the battle still very much unresolved, Wilkeson had buttonholed every officer, soldier, and civilian who would talk to him to draw as accurate a portrait as he could of the history they were all caught up in.

			Yet that far, far greater worry at times overwhelmed him. His flesh and blood was out there someplace on this ghastly, bloody landscape. All Sam knew was that Bayard’s battery had been caught in a pincer of Rebel columns, that he and his men had fought heroically, but that Bayard had been badly wounded and taken by his men to a temporary medical aid station in the Adams County Almshouse. Sam did not even know if doctors, North or South, had reached his boy, who was one of several thousand men wounded on the first day of the fighting at Gettysburg, and still unaccounted for.

			Was Bayard even alive? Was he headed for a Confederate prison or had he been spirited into a Gettysburg home to hide from the Rebels, as scores of Union troops were doing at that very moment? There was no way to know. He tried to push those thoughts out of his mind. The outcome of the battle of Gettysburg, and all that it portended for the future of the United States of America, would have to play out first. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			“A Changed Man Was He!” 

			Wilkeson’s reporting out of the trip west, despite being unfairly hijacked by Villard, enhanced the Tribune correspondent’s image as a dogged insider. And he kept getting scoops that not only beat the competition, but would within months be proven prophetic. 

			Two days before the Tribune printed the Thomas report on the state of affairs in the West, Wilkeson had come up with another impressive scoop that said that any major offensive by the Army of the Potomac under McClellan would not take place until the following spring of 1862. There were doubters, but his reporting was spot on. It was accurate, insightful, and informed reporting, and it flew directly in the face of the “On to Richmond” jingoism that many newspapers, especially Greeley’s, had engaged in early in the war.

			Wilkeson’s Tribune report in late October 1861 concluded that the Northern armies were too undisciplined and too disorganized to carry any major offensive. The report echoed Sherman’s central observation that the rag-tag short-timers called up by the various Northern states to put down the rebellion could not come close to doing the job. The war, scarcely six months old, would go on for “several years under the most favorable circumstances,” Wilkeson predicted in his scoop.1 

			It was an about face from an “On to Richmond” crusade that had gotten Greeley’s Tribune into big trouble in the spring of 1861, a few months before Greeley brought Wilkeson to Washington to anchor his war coverage. Some were still blaming the disastrous loss at the First Battle of Manassas on Greeley’s newspaper. Wilkeson’s predecessor Fitz Henry Warren, had written a dispatch in late May exhorting the Union army to “unloose your chivalry” and “pierce the vitals of Virginia, and scourge the serpent seed of her rebellion on the crowning heights of Richmond.”2 A month later, as the new Confederate Congress prepared to gather in Richmond, Greeley’s subordinate Charles Dana pushed headlines like: “THE NATION’s WAR-CRY. Forward to Richmond! . . . The Rebel Congress must not be allowed to meet there on the 20th of July.”3 

			After the disaster at Bull Run on July 21, other newspapers pushed back on the Tribune. Henry Raymond’s New York Times decried the “insane clamor” of “certain reckless journalists” who had called for the movement on Richmond.4 

			This was the anti-Tribune atmosphere that greeted Sam Wilkeson when he took over Greeley’s bureau in August. In the longer view of history, Wilkeson’s cautionary report that followed six months later appears to be penance for that jingoism. But Wilkeson was reporting the truth: The Lincoln Administration was digging in for a long war. Phrases in the lengthy article betrayed Wilkeson’s sources as either Cameron himself, or those very close to the secretary of war, or both. 

			“It is universally believed by well-informed men,” Wilkeson wrote, “that the enemy is in larger force on the Potomac than we are,” and that it had “better generalship” and better “rearward communications.” 

			The only advantage the Union had at that point, Wilkeson wrote, was “the justness of our cause” and the “superior equipment” the North could bring to the fight. George McClellan, he wrote, was a “promising young general” who had simply not had the time to put an effective army in the field. 

			“There is not really one well-disciplined regiment in the country,” Wilkeson went on, adding that “the whole army of the Potomac is yet much a mere mob than it is an army of soldiers.”5

			To illustrate, Wilkeson described in comedic detail a military funeral of an officer that he had just witnessed. The procession to the cemetery started an hour late because honor guards straggled in piecemeal. Men in dirty uniforms stood lackadaisically or squatted, “not a dignified attitude for a guard of honor,” Wilkeson wrote. The soldiers wore “all sorts of irregularities of dress,” Sam wrote, and “there was no evidence that any one had ever been properly cleansed since they were first worn.” 

			 Once the military procession finally started, it collided with a boisterous Irish funeral parade. Any remaining sense of military discipline dissipated. Part of the honor guard fell behind and got separated, and “recruits in dirty gray jackets and trowsers, and without a really clean-looking thing on them,” got mixed up with the Irish funeral mourners.6

			It took some courage to print it. Wilkeson’s scathing dispatch appeared in the Tribune at a time when newspaper critics of the administration’s prosecution of the war were being threatened by mobs or threatened with sedition, occasionally thrown into jail for months without charges. But Wilkeson held nothing back; his connections with Cameron at that moment made him untouchable. And in the piece, he made a broader assertion about the war preparedness of a civil society that had kept only a small peacetime army.

			“It is impossible to state too strongly the unfitness and inadaptation to the business of a soldier which seventy years of peace have wrought in the habit of the people,” Wilkeson wrote in the Tribune. “Neither among officers nor men do you yet see anything of the air and carriage which, when a traveler sees in Europe, he learns to say, ‘there is a soldier.’”7 

			The rival press was unimpressed with Wilkeson’s scoop about the offensive being put off until 1862, but it gave begrudging praise to his access. Henry Raymond’s New York Times pointed out that “there might be something” to the claim that Union armies were woefully unprepared, but that the Confederates were in no better shape than the Northern armies. Therefore, better to fight now than wait for the Rebels to get stronger, too, the rival Republican paper claimed. “As they have to encounter soldiers no more used to war than they are themselves, the reasons urged for delay seem to us utterly inconclusive,” the Times reported.8 

			But the Times also conceded it did not doubt that Wilkeson had reported the thoughts of Cameron himself. “The confidential relations which the Tribune’s Washington correspondent is understood to sustain to the Secretary of War give this letter more importance than it would otherwise possess,” the Times wrote.9 This, of course, was a reference to Wilkeson, fresh off his visit to Cameron’s farm and his front-row seat during Cameron’s western meetings with Fremont and Sherman.

			Still, the rival press was not convinced that public opinion would allow the Union armies to stay mostly idle until the spring. “The loyal people of this country will receive with ‘astonishment and indignation,’ any authentic announcement that this is to be the policy of the Administration,” the Times went on, suggesting that Cameron did not speak for Lincoln. “For our own part, we do not give it a moment’s credence.”10 

			In retrospect, Wilkeson’s piece, which he attributed to the beliefs of “well-informed men,” has all the trappings of a Lincoln Administration trial balloon, as a way to prepare the public for the realities of what the president and his cabinet were confronting in the enormous task of putting the North on an all-out war footing. The stress and strain of building an army, navy, and a logistical infrastructure to fight and to win a war that had already gone on longer than the naïve expectations of spring would have tried any leader. And the “insane” prediction of a long and bloody conflict that Cameron had heard from Sherman may have begun looking more like reality as the first winter of the war arrived. 

			Wilkeson followed this story with other impressive scoops over that first winter of the war. He soon caught wind of big changes in Lincoln’s cabinet. 

			The strain and stress were showing on Cameron, the secretary of war. Wilkeson observed it firsthand over dinner at a Washington restaurant with Cameron on a cold night in December of 1861. Also at the table were the British correspondent William Howard Russell, and John W. Forney, the editor of the rabidly pro-Lincoln Philadelphia Press. Forney had been awarded for his loyalty with an appointment as Secretary of the Senate, a lucrative job that helped augment his income at the newspaper and also gave him official access to Lincoln’s allies and foes in the Senate. Vice President Hannibal Hamlin later dropped by Wilkeson’s table, as did Owen Lovejoy, an Illinois abolitionist and minister who would be elected to Congress in 1863.11

			Cameron, under increasing pressure as allegations of War Department profiteering continued to pile up, seemed to sense that he was nearing the end of his tenure in Lincoln’s cabinet. Despite Wilkeson’s favorable coverage, and the trial balloons that he had floated through the Tribune, Cameron was feeling the power of this new, immediate, competitive, ubiquitous newspaper industry. 

			“The press rules America,” Cameron, a one-time printer who had gotten rich on railroad and canal construction and banking, told his dinner mates. “No one can face it and live.”12 

			Later, Wilkeson, Russell, Cameron, and Hamlin dropped by a grand ball put on by the 5th U.S. Cavalry in their encampment in the city. If not impressed by their fighting prowess, the erudite Russell was taken by the pomp and celebration. The horse soldiers were living in wooden huts, but they’d set up a huge bonfire in the middle of the camp and had put “exceedingly pretty” decorations on the huts. The fire, “surrounded by soldiers, by the carriage drivers and by negro servants, afforded the most striking play of color and variety of light and shade I ever beheld,” Russell wrote in his diary that night.13 

			A month later, at the start of 1862, Cameron was sacked for Stanton. Weeks after that, Wilkeson again observed the effects of the stress and strain on the faces of war planners. This time it was the face of McClellan. The pompous “Little Mac,” revered by his troops but the source of eternal frustration to his superiors, had just turned thirty-six years old. But on one night in January of 1862, he looked much older. 

			It happened at one of those Washington dinner parties that Wilkeson had told his editor, Gay, that he rarely attended. In truth, Wilkeson had learned that such social gatherings often produced news and always built relationships. He also had learned that body language was a great tell of people in high places. Wilkeson’s read of McClellan’s body language at that party immediately led him down a reporting path toward another important scoop. 

			On Friday night, January 31, 1862, Sam, Cate, and their twenty-year-old daughter Maggie attended a party at the home of Secretary of State Seward, the man for whom Wilkeson had ghost-written speeches before the war.

			It was a week after Wilkeson had testified against press censorship under Cameron’s successor before the House Judiciary Committee, in which he had complained of heavy-handed censorship. “I am not allowed to send anything over the wires which, in the estimation of the censor, the Secretary of State, or the Assistant Secretary of State, shall be damaging to the character of the administration, or any individual member of the Cabinet,” he had complained. He vowed to keep fighting it. 

			“Unless they go to the mails and search out my letters they cannot prevent the publication of what they suppress by telegraph,” he told the congressional committee.14

			With Cameron just dispatched from the cabinet, Wilkeson knew he would have increasing trouble getting his dispatches through censors. It could not hurt to make personal pleas, face-to-face, to the highest administration officials, to lay off his copy. 

			Some of the city’s biggest political luminaries were at Seward’s soiree. At 11:30 p.m., they all took note of McClellan’s arrival. The days were long for “Little Mac,” who, unbeknownst to many in the room, was embroiled in a fierce argument with Lincoln and the new war secretary, Stanton, over planning for the upcoming Peninsula campaign. If all went well, that campaign under McClellan’s generalship would climax in the capture of Richmond and the crushing of the Southern rebellion. But McClellan believed he was not ready. He may have had an ally in Cameron, but no longer in Stanton. 

			Wilkeson cornered McClellan shortly after the general arrived. Six weeks earlier, McClellan had contracted typhoid fever while visiting Fitz John Porter’s division at Hall’s Hill in Virginia. By the time Wilkeson saw him at Seward’s the next month, he looked to be physically on the mend. Emotionally, however, McClellan’s body language said something different.15 

			“A changed man was he!” Wilkeson wrote Greeley the next day. “While he looked well, and while he told me he was stronger and more elastic than ever,” McClellan also emanated “a mute appeal for empathy and forbearance that was too plainly legible.

			“Any man with eye to note the contrast between the Commander in January and in December could see that he felt that his fame and his power had culminated . . . that he was standing on a slippery place,” Wilkeson continued. “It’s said that Stanton and he are already in a deadlock. If they are not, they inevitably will be. It is only a matter of time.”16 

			Wilkeson’s observations were dead on, a detection of a falling out between McClellan and Stanton that would have serious consequences for the Union military and practically end any prospect of a quick end to the war. 

			Just hours before Wilkeson ran into McClellan at Seward’s party, Lincoln had issued “President’s Special War Order Number One,” directing McClellan to put “all the disposable forces of the Army of the Potomac, after providing safely for the defense of Washington,” on the move within three weeks, with the “immediate object of seizing and occupying” rail line and territory south of Manassas, Virginia, near the site of the Union disaster the previous summer.17 

			It was a strategy Lincoln thought would both spur the Army of the Potomac into a decisive offensive that could perhaps just win the war, but at the least simultaneously strengthen the defenses of Washington by forcing Confederate armies threatening the capital to defend their own seat of government in Richmond. Days later, a furious McClellan wrote Stanton that he objected to Lincoln’s plan, and McClellan laid out a far more ambitious course to move his army to the lower Chesapeake Bay, from there on to Richmond. It was a Hail Mary response to rising criticism of McClellan’s unwillingness to move. McClellan blamed Lincoln for not supplying him sufficient numbers of troops to carry out a more ambitious plan. “I have not the force I asked for,” he wrote.18 

			McClellan said he could not launch the Peninsula campaign until six weeks after Lincoln’s February 22 deadline. And on February 3, he wrote Stanton a blistering letter, filled with self-pity and accusations. When he took control of the army the previous July, McClellan wrote, it was “a mere collection of regiments, cowering on the banks of the Potomac, some perfectly raw, others dispirited by the recent defeat” at Bull Run. Washington, DC, was so exposed when he took command, McClellan said, that “the city was almost in a condition to have been taken by a dash of a regiment of cavalry.”19

			He had begun whipping the army into shape, McClellan said, and the capital was now safe. But, he complained, “there is a vast difference between that and the efficiency required to enable troops to attack successfully and army elated by victory and intrenched in position long since selected, studied and fortified.”20 

			Wilkeson pounced. Stanton was taking a firmer hold over Union war planning, and Wilkeson noted this shift in a Tribune dispatch less than a week after he ran into McClellan at Seward’s party. 

			“Rumor grows into belief that Secretary of War Stanton will resume in fact, as he has commenced to do in form, the conduct of the war which usage and department law give him the right to do,” Wilkeson’s Tribune dispatch said. In later generations, “rumor grows into belief” would be simply, “sources said.”

			Wilkeson may not have gotten the scoop had he not run into McClellan at Seward’s soiree. The cues from his observation of McClellan’s body language, which he noted to Greeley the day after the party, sparked a more intense inquiry as to the relationship between Stanton and McClellan. His “hook” into the story was a subtle, but substantial, change in War Department official correspondence. Noting that the War Department had started issuing proclamations in Lincoln’s name, where they had previously been issued in McClellan’s, Wilkeson wrote: “The President is Commander-in-Chief of the Army and he, with his able and prodigiously magnetic War Secretary, will now lift this war out of mud and delay, and carry it to victory. General McClellan will be placed in command of the Army of the Potomac.”21 

			Less than a week later, Wilkeson followed with another Tribune scoop that said that generals that heretofore reported directly to McClellan were now reporting to the War Department, leading to “communication and cooperation with one another, which Gen. McClellan had constantly refused or neglected to do.” Stanton was exerting more power as war secretary, Wilkeson’s Tribune reported, and “Gen. McClellan’s changed and changing relations to the war will be developed to the whole country and made complete within two weeks.”22 It was the beginning of the end of McClellan’s first tenure as Lincoln’s top general.

			McClellan never carried out Lincoln’s plan to move on Manassas, but the Peninsula campaign he eventually embarked upon that spring and summer turned into a disaster that Sam Wilkeson chronicled in grim detail as an embedded correspondent in McClellan’s army. In a campaign that stretched from March to July of 1862, Richmond was left intact, Washington was undisturbed, and the armies fought into a series of bloody stalemates or Union defeats. Union troops advanced close enough to Richmond to hear its church bells, but the war was not close to being over. 

			And in the midst of that Peninsula campaign, the Wilkeson family suffered a grievous personal loss, the death of John Wilkes Wilkeson at Seven Pines. A war that Sam Wilkeson had started to describe as a heavenly mission was about to become very personal for the entire Wilkeson family. 

		

	
		
			 Chapter 12 

			“The Yeast Which Overflows in Many Columns”

			The deplorable condition of the Union army in that first winter of the war was a constant buzz among the press corps flocking to the capital, which the Times of London correspondent Russell described in his diary as “all suburb and no city.”1 Russell, accustomed to the pomp and discipline of the permanent European armies that had protected barons and lords for centuries, was appalled at the condition of the citizen army now assembling in the North. He had spent much of that spring in the South, where he had been more impressed with the preparations there.

			Washington itself had the feeling of starting over, of growth and danger and a future that the politicians were investing in, but no one was sure of. Rumors of threats and plots abounded, and the thought of a capture by columns of Confederates was never too far out of mind. It was an exciting and scary time to be a correspondent in the capital. The metaphors of a nation still under construction ran through it all. 

			The Capitol’s dome was under construction, and the Treasury Department was also being built, both buildings “surrounded by materials for their future and final development,” Russell observed. The Washington Monument would not be finished for a quarter century. The “rather fantastic” red brick Smithsonian Institution’s castle, open only six years, was surrounded by “squalid little cottages,” and muddy streets and alleyways. The White House had seen better days, and with Lincoln now living there, it was daily overrun with the calling and pleading of the privileged, the profiteers, and the down-and-out.

			Henry Villard, Wilkeson’s eventual colleague, described Washington during the war as “like a large village, with its preponderance of plain, low brick or wooden structures, wide, mostly unpaved streets, small shops, general lack of business activity, and a distinctly Southern air of insolence and sloth. 

			“Of its numerous hotels,” he said, “some were spacious but all were poorly kept. It could not boast a single decent restaurant, but had no end of bar-rooms.”2 The Capitol itself was being used as barracks for soldiers. 

			Russell was put off by the boosterism of the early American war correspondents. A month before Wilkeson arrived, he lamented the “swarm of newspaper correspondents” that “has settled upon Washington, and great are the glorifications of the hightoned paymasters, gallant doctors, and subalterns accomplished in the art of war, who furnish minute items to my American brethren, and provide the yeast which overflows in many columns.” The reporting by these rookie war correspondents, Russell harrumphed, primarily served as intelligence for the assembling Confederates across the river in Virginia.

			But Russell took a liking to Sam Wilkeson, probably because the new Tribune correspondent seemed unafraid of telling the truth even if it ran counter to the Northern cause he knew Wilkeson favored. Throughout the war, Wilkeson would make no bones about which side he was on, and as the war progressed, he would become increasingly sold on the idea that only a total Union victory, no matter the cost, would truly end slavery and save the Union. Russell also respected that Sam Wilkeson could see what he could see: The Union army was not ready to win the war. 

			The correspondents “are grossly and utterly ignorant of what an army is or should be in the first place,” Russell complained. That July of 1861, shortly before the first Manassas battle, he observed that “their artillery is miserably deficient” and made up of “different calibres, badly horsed, miserably equipped, and provided with the worst set of gunners and drivers which I, who have seen the Turkish field-guns, ever beheld.

			“They have no cavalry, only a few scarecrow men, who would dissolve partnerships with their steeds at the first serious combined movement,” Russell observed. The infantry, he thought, consisted of “some few regulars from the frontiers, who may be good for Indians, but who would go over like ninepins at a charge from Punjaubee irregulars.”3 

			Sam Wilkeson was hearing the same from within his own family. One of his prime sources was his nephew, Samuel H. Wilkeson, John’s oldest son, and Lt. John Wilkes Wilkeson’s brother. A few months after his New York regiment’s happy march to Washington, as it came to the end of its ninety-day enlistment, Samuel H. complained in a letter home that the 21st New York was “in a condition bordering on disorganization,” and that within the regiment there was, “unanimously, almost, a desire to return home at the expiration of the three months.” There were “so many hours idled away in camp life it is no wonder men become restless,” he said.4 

			It was this military that Samuel H. Wilkeson’s cousin, Bayard, joined two months later, and the one about which Sam Wilkeson so boldly reported that they would not be prepared for war at least until the spring of 1862. 

			 As soon as he arrived as bureau chief for the Tribune, Sam Wilkeson had spent long days visiting the forts and the troops billeted around Washington. One was the 21st New York, in which Sam’s nephew had enlisted. It had been a summer of dashed dreams and false pomp for Samuel H. Wilkeson. In June, John Wilkeson’s oldest son had written home of a dreamy, parade-like journey his regiment had taken from New York to Washington. In town after town and at country crossroads along the way, appreciative elders and pretty girls had handed out fruit and drink and hosted picnics.

			The early Wilkeson enlistees epitomized the cavalier attitude that spring and summer of 1861. Shortly after Samuel H. and John Wilkes Wilkeson had joined up in the spring of 1861, Samuel H. wrote their father that “I feel more than ever, when I am in a contemplative state, what a glorious contest this I have gone into is.”5

			The 21st New York was treated like a band of heroes in waiting as it marched southward through New York, Pennsylvania, and Maryland. 

			“Not only was the weather agreeable, but the hospitable manner in which the inhabitants all along the railroad in Pennsylvania greeted the regiment combined to give a holiday aspect to things,” Samuel H. wrote. “Highly gratifying.”6

			In Williamsport, Pennsylvania, “the whole population turned out and conducted the different companies of the regiment to tables decked with beautiful bouquets and groaning under the choicest provender,” he continued in the June 19, 1861, letter. “I shall never forget the scene presented as our men ranged themselves along the beautiful boards, surrounded as they were by fair women and smiling children.”7 

			The correspondent Sam Wilkeson tried to look out for his nephew when the 21st New York encamped at Fort Runyon, one of the largest of the hastily built forts ringing Washington, DC. It was located across the Potomac in Virginia, a few miles west of what would in a later war become the Pentagon. “Uncle thought our location very unhealthy,” Samuel H. Wilkeson wrote his father later that summer, “and told me he would try to get the regiment removed to a better place.”8

			His Uncle Sam could not move units, but he did have enough influence to try to move men. He told Samuel H. that he would try to get him transferred to the artillery “as he thinks that branch of the service will have the best chance to distinguish itself in the war, and will be more likely retained after the war than the infantry.”9 Sam’s help led to an even better promotion. Samuel H. eventually got transferred to the “Scott’s 900,” an elite New York cavalry unit. By war’s end, he would be promoted to major, assigning the cavalry escorts that went with Abraham Lincoln on his daily rides.10 

			Within weeks, Sam would pull the same strings for Bayard. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			“I Am Seventeen Years and Six Months of Age” 

			The penmanship is flowing but deliberate, the prose direct and respectful, the lines straight, the date on the letter noteworthy. It was written October 22, 1861, the day after the Union army’s humiliating defeat at Ball’s Bluff on the Potomac River scarcely 40 miles from Washington, DC. A seventeen-year-old was coming to join the Union army.

			“I hereby accept the appointment of 2nd Lieutenant in the Fourth Regiment of Artillery made this day by the President of the United States,” the young man wrote to Lorenzo Thomas, the adjutant general of the Union army, the same Lorenzo Thomas whose report Sam Wilkeson would days later use to scoop the world on Fremont’s problems and Sherman’s warnings.1

			On the day Bayard joined, the Northern public was reading the first drafts of the Union army’s humiliating defeat at Ball’s Bluff, a battle in which some soldiers drowned after jumping off or being shot off the cliffs overlooking the Potomac River a scant 40 miles northwest of Washington. For weeks, bodies washed ashore as far south as occupied Alexandria, Virginia, a maudlin foreshadowing of how this war’s rivers of suffering after battles would flow on and on. 

			Bayard Wilkeson betrayed none of his emotions in his letter to Thomas. He was matter-of-fact, straight to the point, and ready to serve.

			“I was born in Albany in the State of New York,” he wrote, continuing in neat, straight-lined penmanship.

			“I am seventeen years and six months of age.”

			The soon-to-be commissioned lieutenant signed his letter, “Respectfully yours, Bayard Wilkeson.” 

			It is the writing of a young man of privilege and education in 1861 America. Bayard was the kind of young man who—even though still a teenager—was filling the officer ranks of a rapidly growing and green Union army. The fiasco at Ball’s Bluff led to a congressional committee on the conduct of the war, and further forced the Southern and Northern public to realize that this war had turned a corner to something much deadlier and costlier than the festive marches through the countryside that Bayard’s cousin, Samuel H., had described just three months earlier.

			Bayard Wilkeson had been itching to enlist even though his father still thought of him as a child, an “infant in the language of the law”2 that Bayard was studying. He consented to the enlistment, but Sam Wilkeson’s fatherly instincts occasionally interfered after Bayard put on the uniform. When the boy’s 4th Artillery battery was detailed to southern Virginia during the Peninsula campaign the next spring, Bayard became so ill in camp that Sam thought he was going to die. Sam pleaded with Bayard’s superiors for a short leave, most likely saving his life. Sam always carried a father’s worry on his journalistic travels, an angst that intensified into personal loss after Bayard’s cousin, John Wilkes Wilkeson, was killed at Seven Pines in the spring of 1862. Union officers said later that Sam carried John’s death at Seven Pines as if it were his own son. 

			Cate Cady Wilkeson had no illusions about the dangers her oldest son faced when he enlisted. Writing to her sister-in-law, Mary, just eleven days after John Wilkes Wilkeson was killed the following spring, Cate confessed that the day Bayard left for the army that previous fall that she had made peace with the possibility that she would never see him again. “When my boy left me I gave him up to death,” she wrote Mary, “and hope if a soldier he will prove a brave one, better to die than live a coward.”3

			Like his father, Bayard was lean and strapping, and he exhibited strains of discipline and industriousness not common in all teenagers. He was trusted with chores at an early age at the Wilkeson family farm near Canaan. Sam admired “his sturdiness and the skill with which he turned a furrow. He plowed all the day long, handsomely and thoroughly. That boy’s future is assured.”4 

			That, of course, was by design. Educated at a boarding school in Connecticut, grandson of a founder of Buffalo, New York, and nephew of the abolitionist and suffragette Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Bayard Wilkeson inherited an activist, educated pedigree. His maternal grandfather, Daniel Cady, the well-known lawyer and judge, was elected associate justice of the New York Supreme Court three years after Bayard was born. 

			There were clear expectations of responsibility, formality, and civic duty during his childhood. Writing in 1853 to his nephew John Wilkes Wilkeson when John was away at boarding school, his uncle Sam (and Bayard’s father) referred to reports that had filtered back to the family that young John Wilkes, then eighteen, had been scolded for having dirty nails and a bad attitude. Sam opened his letter with stern admonitions on personal hygiene, then quickly segued into career advice, which, of course, meant journalism. Sam told John Wilkes Wilkeson, who would eventually become a lawyer before the Civil War, that the days of kings had passed, and that revolutions in literacy expression and in the pace of communications was forcing the change. An educated, civic- and fair-minded man who could communicate well would go far in this new world, Sam lectured John Wilkes. 

			“Bear in mind my recommendation to you to cultivate Composition,” Sam wrote. “The time is gone by for the Orator to move masses of men. His day was in the infancy of Society, when the Press was feeble and immature. Hereafter the Writer is going to be the strong man. He will make opinion and lead the Social Movement. Write therefore—write clearly, simply, strongly. Give great attention to this art.”5 

			In one final admonition, Sam Wilkeson closed by warning young John Wilkes Wilkeson to stay away from tobacco.

			Sam Wilkeson was describing his own life’s ambitions in that letter to nephew John. “Write clearly, simply, strongly. Give great attention to this art.” 

			Two years earlier, Sam had written his nephew, Samuel H. Wilkeson, after worrying that he’d fallen in with a bad crowd, and had been “running around a village at night” near his boarding school. The next generation of Wilkesons, Sam wrote to his nephew-namesake, must remember that there were certain responsibilities of being “born of a gentleman,” and that “our associations make our characters.” He warned against associating with “common, vulgar boys—with boys of low or vicious tastes.”

			Sam lectured on. “Acquire knowledge, get the materials in your head to talk well with & to write well with—and train yourself to think. The man that thinks correctly is the successful man.”6 

			It was a lesson that had been drilled into Bayard, too. The evangelism about being able to write and communicate freely and directly had surrounded Bayard and his cousins throughout their childhoods. It was a strict upbringing, with one grandfather, in particular, an influence. Daniel Cady, the patriarch in Bayard’s childhood, was the only grandfather present for much of it after the senior Samuel Wilkeson’s death when Bayard was barely five. Daniel Cady was taciturn, proper, and a teetotaler. The first time he ran for a New York judgeship, he sat down at a campaign dinner in which champagne was served. When another guest noticed water in Cady’s glass he asked why the candidate was not drinking. Daniel Cady responded that abstaining was the “best security for health.” When another dinner companion opined that drink in moderation was
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