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Introduction


Constantin Catacazy whipped up scandal
in Washington, D.C. after his appointment there as Russian
Ambassador in 1869. Within months of his arrival, Ambassador
Catacazy was offending and insulting members of the American
administration and producing gossipy political articles in the
American press. He was accused of attempting the sway the policies
of the U.S. government under President Ulysses S. Grant.
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U.S. President Grant and
Russian Ambassador Catacazy

 


By 1871, the situation
seemed completely out of control and President Grant instructed
Secretary of State Hamilton Fish to request the Government of
Russia to recall Ambassador Catacazy. The letter to the Russian
Ministry of Foreign Affairs stated: "On
his arrival at Washington, Catacazy gave the promise of being a
useful and very acceptable Minister, and made a very agreeable
impression. Soon however he began to make himself very officious,
interfering in questions not appropriately connected with his
Legation and in those pending before Congress, importuning Senators
and Representatives and resorting to personal interviews and
solicitations unusual on the part of representatives of other
powers accredited to this government, distasteful and annoying to
the legislators thus indecorously approached and tending to
embarrass the free course of legislation on the subjects with
respect to which his interference was obtruded. He did not hesitate
to use the newspapers of the country to influence public opinion on
questions pending before the Government and indulged in much
license in his denunciation of measures and individuals. In his
conversation he was even more severe and unrestrained and employed
abusive and vituperative language toward very many persons,
including several in public positions and enjoying the respect and
confidence of the community. The impropriety of a foreign Minister
thus attempting to influence and to misdirect the public opinion of
the country must be admitted as sufficient ground for his ceasing
to be a proper agent between the Government which he represents and
that to which he is accredited."

But the timing of this request
overlapped with the visit of the Russian Tsar’s 21-year-old son
(Grand Duke Alexis) to the United States -- a celebrated diplomatic
event symbolizing the friendship and good will between the two
nations.

So the man who President Grant wanted
to kick out of the United States came to the White House. Grant
gritted his teeth, refused to speak to Ambassador Catacazy, and
declined to offer a meal to the grand Duke, in what was an abrupt
departure from protocol. The royal visit to the commander in chief
lasted all of 15 minutes. Reluctantly, Ambassador Catacazy was
allowed to travel with the tsar’s son, but only as a persona non
grata. This tense resolution led many to worry about the future of
the Russian-American friendship.
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Grand Duke Alexis visits
President and Mrs. Grant at the White House

 


In the last quarter of the nineteenth
century, Russia and the United States had a very different
relationship from the one that we know today. Despite their
dissimilar political systems and historical development, the two
nations were on friendly terms. Russia had been counted among the
staunchest friends of the United States. The empire of the tsar was
the only major European nation that openly backed the Union during
the Civil War. Americans had sold gunpowder and rifles to the
Russians when they fought the British, French and Turks in the
Crimean War of 1853-56 -- except that, actually, wasn’t quite the
way it went.

An American named Benjamin W. Perkins
had arranged the sale, and delivered the munitions, but after the
Crimean War the Russian government claimed he didn’t have a valid
written contract and refused to pay. Perkins took his case to
Washington, D.C. and, when the United States bought Alaska from
Russia for $7.2 million in 1867, Perkins’ widow (Anna) argued she
should take what he was owed out of the sale price. That didn’t
work and, by 1871, the debt (with interest) amounted to $1
million.
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Political cartoon making
fun of Seward’s purchase of Alaska from Russia in 1867

 


You can imagine how annoying the
Perkins case must have been to officials in Washington, D.C.: an
irritant in relations with Russia, an amount of money that, even
all those years ago, wasn’t that much, compared, for instance, to
the $3 billion cost of the Civil War that had recently ended. Yet
it wouldn’t go away, and the Perkins family hired lobbyists and
found backers in the press who kept the complaint alive for 16
years. The most important part of this story, and the reason the
claim never succeeded, is that Perkins never agreed to a written
contract with his agents. Everything Perkins did was agreed upon in
an oral fashion. Perkins claimed that he had a verbal contract with
Baron Eduard de Stoeckl, Russian minister to the United States.
Perkin’s lawyer was Joseph B. Steward, aided by two of President
Grant’s brothers-in-law. They got Lewis Cass to seek arbitration in
the case. Russia indignantly declined. According to William H.
Seward, the secretary of state who advocated the Perkins claims
after the war, a verbal contract held the same weight in the United
States as a written contract. Even through this interpretation of
U.S. law, ultimately no court found enough weight to ever truly
battle Russia in court in the Perkins case.

Benjamin Perkins was not the only
person on record to be duped into great losses. A much more
high-profile man by the name of Samuel Colt was also allegedly
misled by Russian agents. The Russians sent Captain Otto Lilienfeld
to America at the start of the Crimean War to seek sources for
arms, and Lilienfeld sought out the most famous American arms maker
of the time, Samuel Colt. What Colt proposed to provide (and
Lilienfeld agreed to purchase on behalf of the Russian government)
were percussion altered, rifled & sighted US M-1816/22 .69
caliber muskets that Colt purchased on the surplus arms
market.
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Colt Russian Contract
Rifled Musket

 


With the end of the Crimean War, the
Russian’s no longer needed the guns, and as Samuel Colt had not
delivered the arms in a timely manner, the contract was officially
cancelled by the Russians, who claimed that Colt had breached the
contract by failing to deliver the guns on time. Colt was then left
with the completed, altered muskets, no payment from the Russians,
and a peaceful world where these obsolete, converted arms were of
little use and found little market.

As one scholar points out, the
relationship between Russia and the U.S. seemed friendly from the
outside, but it was more self-serving (on both sides), profit
chasing, and built around an overall distrust of
England.
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CSS Alabama
built in British shipyard

 


By the spring of 1871 the
United States had begun talks with Great Britain to settle claims
arising from the Civil War, when a British shipyard built a raider
for the Confederates called the CSS
Alabama. During her two-year reign of
terror (1862-1864), the CSS Alabama
boarded nearly 450 vessels, captured or burned 68
Union merchant ships, and took more than 2,000 prisoners without a
single loss of life from either prisoners or her own crew. U.S.
Senator Charles Sumner initially considered asking for damages of
$2 billion, or the annexing of Canada to the United States, as
payment for the CSS Alabama
claims. Americans’ hostility to Britain was a
fact of life through much of the 19th century, but especially so in
the years following the war.

But here came Russian Ambassador
Catacazy. He feared the talks would lead to an improvement in
relations between the United States and Britain. Russia’s interest,
he believed, was in stoking bad feelings between the two, setting
each against the other. Ambassador Catacazy set out to torpedo the
negotiations.

He wasn’t very subtle about it. His
previous diplomatic experience had been in the Balkans, where
Russian interference in internal affairs went without saying. Now,
in Washington, D.C., he launched a campaign in the press and,
shockingly for the time, began harassing members of Congress.
Secretary of State Hamilton Fish complained about his “abusive and
vituperative language toward very many persons.”

The New York Sun enthusiastically took
up Catacazy’s cause, running a long front page story accusing
Assistant Secretary of State Bancroft Davis of taking money from
the British to settle the American claim in their favor. In those
days, newspapers typically used honorifics with names, like Mr.
Fish or Mrs. Grant. The Sun awarded the assistant secretary what
might be called a dishonorific: He was frequently styled
“Bribe-Taker Davis.” The paper alleged further that Davis stood to
gain personally if the Perkins claim was allowed. It called Davis a
“cunning and coldblooded … scamp.”
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Hamilton Fish and Bancroft
Davis

 


The State Department was
not pleased, and that wasn’t the worst of it. A letter from
Catacazy to his superiors in Russia, about Perkins’ claim, alluded
to Fish “in the most insulting manner,” according to the
Chicago Tribune. Somehow
the letter found its way into the hands of President
Grant.
















tmp_0041487-12c3e45a-8be2-48b5-9b5e-52837af19f9f_xu9O_Y_html_3abe4726.png





tmp_0041487-12c3e45a-8be2-48b5-9b5e-52837af19f9f_xu9O_Y_html_m5eff19cb.png





tmp_0041487-12c3e45a-8be2-48b5-9b5e-52837af19f9f_xu9O_Y_html_m5f32509.jpg





tmp_0041487-12c3e45a-8be2-48b5-9b5e-52837af19f9f_xu9O_Y_html_m4c23811b.jpg





tmp_0041487-12c3e45a-8be2-48b5-9b5e-52837af19f9f_xu9O_Y_html_53e7a00.jpg





tmp_0041487-12c3e45a-8be2-48b5-9b5e-52837af19f9f_xu9O_Y_html_m58f89856.jpg
N

@





tmp_0041487-12c3e45a-8be2-48b5-9b5e-52837af19f9f_xu9O_Y_html_7b5e263e.jpg





cover.jpg
GEORGE ARMSTRONG CUSTER
AND THE
ROYAL BUFFALO HUNT OF 1872

WRITTEN BY

RAYMOND C. WILSON





