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THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED TO BRUCE TULGAN

PRAISE FOR THE MOST FAMOUS MAN IN AMERICA
“Henry Ward Beecher was a phenomenon: the scion of an amazing family, the most renowned American preacher of his day, an anti-slavery stalwart—and the main protagonist in one of the most sensational sex scandals of the Victorian era. If you thought that the personalities and machinations surrounding the Clinton impeachment scandal were interesting, you will find the Beecher exposé riveting. More important, Debby Applegate has vividly brought Beecher and his entire era to life, in all of their piety, idealism, pomposity, and pride. I recommend her book highly to lovers of imposing historical figures and their tangled stories.”
— Sean Wilentz, winner of the Bancroft Prize for The Rise of  American Democracy
“A wonderful portrait of a charismatic preacher with a deeply flawed private life, this biography vividly conveys the color and contradictions of 19th-century America. With a sure grasp of history, penetrating insights into religion, and many marvelous turns of phrase, Applegate brings to life a time that uncannily prefigures our own.”
— William Taubman, author of the Pulitzer Prize–winning biography Khrushchev
“At last, Henry Beecher receives the comprehensive treatment he is due, in this perceptive, engaging, and balanced study.”
— James MacGregor Burns, winner of the Pulitzer Prize and National Book Award for history and biography
“A lively narrative of 19th-century religion, power, passion, and politics, as well as a perceptive study of the elusive preacher who rode them to the top.”
— Joan Hedrick, author of the Pulitzer Prize–winning biography Harriet Beecher Stowe
“Historian Debby Applegate’s The Most Famous Man in America is a brilliantly written, judicious, monumental biography of Henry Ward Beecher. The amount of new research material she unearthed is stunning. Chalk it up as a classic.”
— Douglas Brinkley, presidential biographer and author of The Great Deluge
“Debby Applegate brings to life 19th-century America’s most influential preacher, who emerges in this full-blooded portrait as a fascinating tangle of all-too-human traits. Drawing off an impressive body of research, the author expertly weaves together biography and history in a riveting narrative that reads like a page-turning novel.”
— David S. Reynolds, author of John Brown, Abolitionist and Walt Whitman’s America
“The title is not misleading. Thoroughly researched, passionately written, and richly detailed, this book is the biography of America’s greatest nineteenth-century preacher, Henry Ward Beecher. Through Applegate’s discerning eye, the moral strengths and sexual vulnerabilities of the ‘most famous man in America’ come clearly into view. In the process, Applegate tells the larger story of nineteenth-century America’s religious transition from a Puritan and theocratic past to a ‘modern’ liberal orthodoxy premised on happiness, love, and the banishment of original sin. Applegate’s biography is must reading for serious nonfiction readers of American religion, politics, and culture in Victorian America.”
— Harry S. Stout, Jonathan Edwards Professor of American Religious History, Yale University, author of Upon the Altar of  the Nation: A Moral History of the Civil War
“ . . . fast-paced . . . remarkably authentic. . . . [Applegate] accomplishes what every good biographer should: present a full-blooded portrait of her character in the context of his times. A rollicking good read.”
—Ernest W. Lefever, Washington Times
“Beautifully written . . . An exceptionally thorough and thoughtful account of a spectacular career that helped shape and reflect national preoccupations before, during, and after the Civil War.”
—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)
Not only is [Applegate] intimately acquainted with a wealth of primary sources, she writes in a fluid, captivating style that allows readers to feel that they know Beecher almost as well as she does . . . [She] offers a perceptive, engaging, and beautifully written account of one of the key figures of American religious history . . . Anyone interested in 19th-century religion, the roots of the theological view dominant in mainstream Protestantism today, or the thorny question of whether and how religious figures should enter the realm of politics owes Applegate a debt of gratitude.”
—Andrew Stern, The Christian Century Magazine
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Be true! Be true! Be true! 
Show freely to the world, if not your worst, 
yet some trait whereby your worst may be inferred.

Nathaniel Hawthorne,
The Scarlet Letter
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Introduction
“HE WAS THE FAVORITE BY ALL ODDS; THE BEST LOVED MAN IN SUMTER THAT DAY”
For the first few days of the trip to Fort Sumter, the Reverend Henry Ward Beecher was in excellent spirits. Everyone aboard the ship was. They set off from New York City under a sunny April sky, sailing south past a gorgeous sunset. The moon was so entrancing that first night that most of the passengers stayed up late to enjoy it. The Arago was quite comfortable for a military steamship, more than adequate to host the Reverend Beecher and his distinguished guests. It was like staying in a 
first-class hotel, remarked one of the passengers.
When Beecher awoke the next morning the breeze was much warmer than it had been in New York, and the water unusually calm, so calm that Beecher did not complain of the chronic seasickness that plagued him on other ocean voyages he had taken. It was Sunday, so a regular religious service was scheduled. Because the passenger list was heavy with ministers, Beecher begged off delivering the sermon. He was saving himself for the main event at Fort Sumter.
They were an illustrious group, all invited guests of the federal government or of Beecher himself. Only a month earlier, in March 1865, the secretary of war, Edwin Stanton, sent an official order directing Brevet Maj. Gen. Robert Anderson and Henry Ward Beecher to choose a party of eighty people to attend a grand ceremony celebrating the Union army’s recapture of Fort Sumter, South Carolina—the very spot where the Civil War had begun in April 1861. Anderson would raise the Union flag over the ruins, and Beecher would give a speech to commemorate the occasion.
It was a bittersweet honor for General Anderson, who had surrendered the fort under Confederate fire four years earlier. But for Beecher it was an unambiguous triumph—of all the great American orators, he was the one chosen to symbolize the newly reborn nation.
When news of the excursion leaked out, Beecher was besieged by both friends and strangers for a place on the Arago. Of course his wife, Eunice, would come, along with their young sons, Willie and Bertie, and their daughter and son-in-law, Harriet and Samuel Scoville. Then their close friends and Brooklyn Heights neighbors, John and Susan Howard, Chloe Beach, wife of the owner of the New York Sun, Theodore Tilton, Henry’s old right-hand man at the New York Independent, and several of the wealthiest members of Beecher’s Plymouth Church.
Besides Beecher’s personal friends and patrons, the approved passenger list included a motley assortment of folks: military officers, politicians, wealthy merchants, intellectuals, and radical antislavery activists, including the renowned abolitionists William Lloyd Garrison and his English predecessor George Thompson. Reporters from many of the major New York newspapers claimed several more berths.
Space on the Arago filled up quickly, leaving hundreds of Beecher’s parishioners still clamoring to witness their beloved pastor preside over this momentous occasion. Finally Henry Bowen, Beecher’s ex-boss at the Independent and the biggest of bigwigs in Plymouth Church, took matters into his own hands, chartering a second private ship, the Oceanus, to carry those who could not be accommodated on the Arago. Half of Brooklyn and most of Plymouth Church seemed to be heading for South Carolina.
The lucky passengers of the Arago luxuriated in the balmy southern weather, treating the trip as if it were a tropical holiday. No one knew how long they would be gone, but no one seemed to care. Everyone was eager to mix and mingle, to put aside the stiff formality of everyday etiquette. They strolled the decks, played parlor games, and put on amateur theatricals and talent shows. Theodore Tilton, who fancied himself half poet, half radical agitator, recited verse, while others sang songs, acted in skits, or arranged themselves into dramatic tableaux. The more worldly folks could be found playing cards in the parlors.
Henry Ward Beecher was right in the middle of it all, a heavyset man with a wide smile, huge gray-blue eyes, and long graying brown hair tucked behind his ears. He was not handsome in any conventional sense, but he radiated youthful vigor. He moved with the freedom and energy of a big boy, perpetually joking, laughing, singing, and making introductions—he was the only one aboard who seemed to know everyone, and certainly the only one whom everyone aboard knew.
He talked constantly with everyone, joshing with the lowest cabin boy, flirting with the ladies, discussing matters of state with the generals and politicians. He was so full of fun that as they got closer to South Carolina, his friends on board began to wonder when he would have time to write his speech. After all, this was no average Sunday-morning sermon. The entire nation would be watching.
But Beecher showed no nervousness or concern. This wasn’t procrastination. It was his habit to wait until the last minute so his ideas would be fresh for the audience. “Some men like their bread cold,” as he liked to say. “I like mine hot.”1
Finally Sam Scoville, Beecher’s kindhearted son-in-law, became so anxious on his father-in-law’s behalf that he felt forced to say something. With all due respect, shouldn’t Mr. Beecher take some time to prepare his oration? After all, Sam reminded him, Beecher had many vicious enemies—in both the South and the North—who would rejoice if his speech was unequal to the magnificent occasion.
“What do you mean by coming around trying to scare a man to death?” demanded Beecher jovially. “I’ll have something to say when the time comes.”2
IN FACT BEECHER WAS NERVOUS, much more so than he let on. He hadn’t felt this way for many years. Not since he was a shy, chubby little boy with a speech defect, teased for talking, as he put it, as if he “had pudding in my mouth.”3 Not since, as an immature fourteen-year-old, he froze with stage fright when asked to say a prayer at a school meeting.
Since that humiliating moment in high school, Beecher had more than mastered the art of public oratory. By now, at the age of fifty-one, he had given thousands upon thousands of speeches—from entertaining his school chums by standing on a haystack and imitating his father’s preaching to leading rowdy open-air camp meetings on the western frontier to delivering high-priced orations in the most luxurious halls of New York, Boston, Philadelphia, and London. In this era before movies or television, when the theater was scorned by many respectable people, he was one of the best-paid entertainers in the country. He commanded the princely sum of $125 for an hour-and-a-half lecture, giving well over fifty lectures a year on subjects like “Patriotism” or “The Beautiful in Nature and Art.”
In addition to his public lectures, Beecher preached twice on most Sundays at his own Plymouth Church in Brooklyn, a cavernous building that could hold a standing-room-only crowd of three thousand people—which it did whenever he was slated to give the sermon. His congregation was among the largest in the nation, with approximately two thousand members. His volcanic preaching was so widely celebrated that tourists by the hundreds took the Sunday ferries, nicknamed “Beecher Boats,” from Manhattan to Brooklyn to hear the flamboyant preaching at “Beecher’s Theater.” His exuberant knack for controversy made him the darling of the popular press, and his every word was printed and reprinted in even the most remote corners of the country.
Anyone would have thought that by now Henry Ward Beecher would have been so jaded by the attention of strangers that he would have grown past the eager desire to please that drives most public performers. But Beecher’s need for an adoring audience seemed insatiable.
Even now, in the spring of 1865, his wife, Eunice, was begging him to turn down the invitations to lecture that poured through their mail slot. He’d just been offered a book contract to write his first novel for the unheard-of sum of twenty-four thousand dollars, more than three times what he could make on the road that season. If he would refuse the constant deluge of lecture engagements and stay in Brooklyn, she reminded him, he could write the book and stay with her and the children. “Come home and let me shut you up in the study two weeks, ’til you write that story,” she beseeched him. “And then we’ll burn all the lecture letters, snap our fingers at all the committees—pay off all debts and be a happy darling home all the rest of our days.”4
Eunice had common sense on her side, as she usually did, but her husband was not tempted by visions of hearth and home. The silence of the writer’s study was terrifying compared to the glory of a standing ovation. He was addicted to the adulation, to the testimony of being wanted, to the love that overwhelms the man standing alone onstage, surrounded by laughing, weeping, cheering crowds who want nothing but more of him. Beecher had sought this adulation his whole life, and he found it. Yet still he was not sated.
Now the invitation of a lifetime had arrived. Surely this would ensure his place in the history books: the first official speech by a Union man on Southern soil, marking the approaching end of four bloody years of civil war. As newspapers as far away as the London Times noted, choosing Beecher as the national orator would show the world that the United States had waged war on its own people not merely in defense of what may “be called Union, or Empire, or integrity of territory” but in defense of liberty and morality.5 Beecher’s presence would prove that this was a war for the emancipation of the slaves, not merely the subjugation of the South.
It was impossible to turn down this opportunity. Still, there was good reason for Beecher to feel nervous. “To be called to be the orator of a nation upon such a day was an honor which might have oppressed any man,” observed the editors of Harper’s Weekly magazine, but for Beecher the stakes were even higher.6 To put it bluntly, Henry Ward Beecher was one of the most hated men in the Confederacy. Many Rebels loathed him almost as much as they did Abraham Lincoln, the Great Tyrant himself.
Over the last fifteen years Beecher had built a national reputation by attacking the “peculiar institution” of slavery, calling for its abolition in the pulpit, on the public platform, and in newspaper columns. At a time when many churches were silent on the subject, and prominent ministers cited Scripture as evidence that God approved of slave owning, Henry Ward Beecher convinced many thousands of Americans that slavery was ungodly and unchristian. The nation’s soul, he warned, would be destroyed if it did not purge itself of this monstrous sin.
Beecher was not among the most radical of the abolitionists—he left that to men like William Lloyd Garrison and George Thompson— but he was their equal in audacity. Radical abolitionists like Garrison denounced the founding fathers for legalizing human bondage, and condemned the United States Constitution as a “covenant with death and an agreement with hell.”7 They excoriated the mainstream churches for betraying humanity, calling for a revolt against any form of Christianity that did not condemn slavery as a sin.
In contrast, Beecher took a more moderate tack. He insisted that it was possible to respect the founding fathers while admitting that they had made a terrible mistake. He maintained that the Christian Church need not be rejected wholesale, it merely needed to be reformed. Beecher’s determination to negotiate his way to liberty for all Americans without ripping apart the bonds of loyalty to the past appealed to a generation of Americans searching for a resolution that would not destroy their cherished but 
flawed founding myth.
But if Beecher was more of a reformer than a revolutionary in substance, his methods of persuasion were considered radical. It might be better to describe them as pyrotechnical. He had a talent for dazzling imagery and oversize emotional gestures. “I never hear, of the experience of others who are troubled, or struggling, or groping their way, that their condition does not instantly present itself as a drama before my eyes and I do not think of it but see it,” he often observed. With his vivid visions and “flaming enthusiasm,” Beecher “stirs you up in all sorts of queer intentions utterly contrary to those of your whole life; he exhorts sympathy and emotion and tears from his bitterest opponents,” observed the essayist Adam Badeau.8
Beecher leveraged his personal charisma for the cause, turning his massive church into a powerful antislavery institution, reputed to be a stopping place for runaway slaves on the Underground Railroad. He held infamous mock “slave auctions,” imitating the call of an auctioneer as he raised the money to free beautiful women from bondage. He publicly promoted plans to send boxes of Bibles and rifles—“Beecher’s Bibles,” they were nicknamed—to the settlers fighting the proslavery forces in Kansas. In 1863, when it seemed as if Great Britain might ally with the Confederates, Beecher delivered a course of speeches in England that helped turn international sympathy against the Rebels.
As the most famous preacher in the land, he made the antislavery 
movement respectable to mainstream Americans. Lincoln himself personally chose 
Beecher to speak at Fort Sumter, saying, “We had better send Beecher down to 
deliver the address on the occasion of the raising of the flag because if it had 
not been for Beecher there would have been no flag to raise.”9
But with this international fame came an ugly backlash. Beecher became a pariah in the South, in danger of being lynched if he set foot below the Mason-Dixon line. Even his huge popularity in the North was marred by deep pockets of revulsion. Most Northerners did not care much about the plight of the slaves, and they blamed him and people like him for inciting the Rebellion. Indeed, it was a toss-up whom they blamed more: Henry Ward Beecher or his meddling sister, Harriet Beecher Stowe, whose blockbuster novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin swept a tidal wave of public opinion into the antislavery camp.
Both proslavery Southerners and their Northern sympathizers (nicknamed Copperheads, evoking the venomous southern snake) lashed out at him for polluting the church with politics, for stirring up a peaceful people to bloody internecine conflict. Beecher was the target of a constant smear campaign. He was regularly denounced as a “nigger-lover ” or “nigger-worshipper,” as a warmonger and a charlatan who was exploiting the race issue to gain attention and political power. The New York Herald regularly called for Beecher to be hanged for treason, a sentiment echoed by many of its readers.
The mudslinging climaxed in the fall of 1864, during the campaign to reelect President Lincoln. A deluge of obscene cartoons, broadsides, and articles poured from Copperhead printing presses, claiming that he advocated “the amalgamation of the races” through black and white intermarriage. Other threats were more violent. Plymouth Church was threatened several times by local hooligans, and Beecher’s house in upscale Brooklyn Heights was vandalized with black paint.
Beecher felt the tide of public opinion beginning to turn as the 
Union army kicked off a string of victories in early 1865. Charleston fell to 
Federal troops at the end of February, Union forces then retook Fort Sumter, and 
Sherman began steamrolling across the South in his historic march to the sea. By 
the end of March it was clear that the Confederate army was running out of 
steam. Then came the telegram from Secretary Stanton asking Beecher to preside 
over the flag raising.
This would be his very first speech on Southern soil. For Beecher this trip to Fort Sumter was more than an act of patriotism; it was a matter of personal pride. For years jeering enemies had called him a hypocrite and a coward for not daring to take his message directly to the Southern slave owners. Now he would show them all. He was heading to the heart of the Confederacy, to South Carolina, where the anti-Union forces were so fierce they were dubbed “the Fire-eaters.” Here in the very birthplace of secession, Beecher would show himself not as a warmonger but as a man of peace. He would make them love him.
AS THE ACTUAL DEPARTURE from New York loomed closer, Beecher expressed unusual anxiety about the task ahead. When the invitation 
first arrived, he’d been exhilarated. But “as the thing itself draws near, it comes with a solemn shadow to me,” he confided to his congregation the Sunday before he left; “the greatness of the mission seems to me such that, though I am unaccustomed to tremor, my soul trembles within me.”10
He was under enormous pressure politically to sound just the right note between celebrating the Union triumph and promoting the national reconciliation that President Lincoln had called for only a month before, in his second inaugural address: “With malice toward none, with charity for all, with firmness in the right as God gives us to see the right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in, to bind up the nation’s wounds.” Beecher knew that his critics, both South and North, would pick apart his words, some searching for signs that he was abandoning the cause, others looking for veiled insults, treachery, or evidence of a hidden political agenda.
As the ship rounded Cape Hatteras and approached the archipelago of islands that surround Charleston Bay, his nervousness grew. It had been years since he’d written out an entire speech. He usually spoke extemporaneously, limiting his preparation to brainstorming the topic an hour or so before he was scheduled to go on, and scrawling a few notes to remind himself of his key points as he spoke. This spontaneity was the source of some of his most electrifying performances. But it also made it easy for him to get carried away by the moment, throwing caution to the wind and saying things that seemed injudicious or openly inflammatory when they appeared in print.
This time he was determined to deliver an oration that would stand close scrutiny on paper as well as thrill a live audience, a speech that would please everyone and offend no one, and that would begin the process of healing the wounds of war. He maintained his breezy, devil-may-care air, but when the revelers on the Arago stopped in Hilton Head to do some sightseeing, he sneaked away by himself. Finally he sat down and in his long, loose handwriting wrote out the whole speech word for word.
The night before the ceremonies the Arago set sail from Hilton Head for Charleston, anchoring just before dawn at the bar of the harbor. The bay was too shallow for the ship to navigate, and so General Quincy A. Gillmore, the chief officer in charge of this captured district, was sending a special craft to ferry them to the fort.
The next morning, Good Friday, April 14, the passengers awoke to a hot sun and a strong northeasterly breeze. By the time General Gillmore’s transport, a low, long converted blockade runner commandeered from the Confederates, hove into view, the decks of the Arago were packed with people taking the warm morning air. As the blockade runner pulled up alongside, the passengers were surprised to see the sailors dancing on the deck of the transport, waving their arms and shouting the stunning news: “Lee has surrendered!”
They could hardly believe their ears—but it was true! The Confederate commander, Robert E. Lee, had surrendered to General Ulysses S. Grant at a courthouse in Appomattox, Virginia. The Rebellion was crushed! The decks of the Arago exploded with joy. In that glorious moment, “Every man was my brother, and every woman my sister,” as Beecher recalled. The omens could hardly have been better for this historic day.
After a hasty breakfast Beecher’s party boarded the transport for the fort, wending their way through the same waterways where Rebel torpedoes had sunk Union ships only a short time before. Now the harbor was swarming with Union sea craft commandeered from the conquered South Carolinians—ferryboats, steamships, fishing rigs, submersibles, skiffs—every one of them covered from stem to stern in a rainbow of flags and banners. It was a remarkable scene. Every boat he’d ever seen before “looked stark naked compared with these,” Beecher remarked.
As the steamer surged forward, Fort Sumter rose up out of the water before them. Gazing on it, Beecher said he was beset by a “strange trembling.” He had, he said, that “sense of being almost petrified, with which one looks upon a long desired sight, and, from very excess of feeling, has no feeling.”11
They pulled up to a makeshift dock clinging to the edge of the battered island. After years of bombardment Fort Sumter was in ruins. It looked, Beecher thought, like a huge brick kiln tumbled over on its side. The base was littered with cannonballs, rusted and cankered by the salt seawater, and surrounded by huge mounds of rubble and broken brick. The parapets along the top of the one wall left standing were ragged as a saw edge.
They disembarked and entered the demolished fortress by a flight of wooden steps, which led over the brick walls and down through the debris into the central parade ground. In the well of the fort almost four thousand people stood waiting in the sun. On one side were marines, sailors, and infantrymen, some serving as an honor guard. On the other were several brigades of African American soldiers, including one commanded by Henry’s brother Colonel James Beecher, who had led his troops into Charleston under a banner designed by Harriet Beecher Stowe, consisting of a rising sun framed by the word “Liberty” in huge crimson and black letters and the inscription “The Lord is our Sun and Shield.” Milling around were clusters of Brooklynites from the Oceanus, as well as a contingent of freed slaves come over from the mainland.
One by one the distinguished politicians, generals, and dignitaries made their way up the stairs to the crest of the wall and descended onto the parade ground, accompanied by the sound of the drum and fife. Each was met with huge cheers as they made their way to a rough platform, decorated with bunting, boughs of myrtle, and wreaths of flowers, standing next to a barren flagpole. The ceremonies were running late, of course. As the crowd waited there were impatient murmurs from the black sections of the crowd: “Where’s Beecher? Where’s Beecher?” Finally someone shouted: “There he is, in the white hat.”12
Everyone looked up, and there he was, as one observer put it, “the great expected,” his white felt hat looming over the top of a parapet, and then bobbing down the stairway into the center of the fort. Both black and white erupted into wild cheers, far surpassing the reception greeting those who had come before—“a fitting welcome for the great champion of the rights of man,” as the New York Times reporter wrote.13  “He was the favorite by all odds; the best loved man in Sumter that day,” remarked his friend and comrade in arms Theodore Tilton.14
Now the ceremonies could begin. The army chaplain read some verses from the Bible, and Beecher’s colleague from Brooklyn, the Reverend Richard Salter Storrs, Jr., gave the prayer. There was a huge burst of applause when the tattered flag came out of the leather bag in which it had been kept since the surrender of the Union garrison at Sumter four years earlier. General Anderson made a few brief remarks, then began to hoist it slowly up the pole. “I dissolved,” Henry said as he watched it climb, “and cried like a child, like a woman, or rather like a man. I had company, for tears were falling on every side.”15 Soldiers saluted, men clasped each other in emotion, several women fainted, and many people prayed.
When the Stars and Stripes reached the tip-top of the pole, a one-hundred-gun salute let loose. In return cannons boomed from every ship and every barricade in the harbor, including those that had fired on the Union forces four years earlier. The bay thundered as if the battle for Charleston were on again, and clouds of smoke enveloped the fort until the sky was black.
An hour of joyous clamor passed before the crowed calmed down. Finally Beecher walked to the front of the platform, taking off his hat and pulling out his carefully worded manuscript. A cold wind caught up the pages, flapping them madly and drowning out his strong voice. His long hair flew into his eyes and whipped around his head. A cry rose up from the crowd: “Put on your hat, Mr. Beecher.”16 He plunked his hat firmly back on his head, took hold of his manuscript with both hands, and began to read his speech word for word.
His speech was a stirring history of the long buildup and great conflagration of the Rebellion, but after all the fiery rhetoric it ended on a surprisingly generous note: “I charge the whole guilt of this war upon the ambitious, educated, plotting political leaders of the South,” he shouted. “But for the people misled, for the multitudes drafted and driven into this civil war, let not a trace of animosity remain. The moment their willing hand drops the musket and they return to their allegiance, then stretch out your own honest right hand to greet them.”17 With liberty secure, now mercy and love could reign.
For more than an hour Beecher struggled with the wind, the papers, and his own overwhelming sense of the occasion. The conditions were not the best. The audience was tired of standing for so long and unable to hear well in the wind, so their attention wandered. Whether out of concern for the audience or for his strained voice, he was forced to stop in the middle to rest, letting the band recapture the audience’s attention by playing a patriotic tune—something he never did.
Moreover, Beecher’s unusual caution stripped the speech of his typical pyrotechnics. “Mr. Beecher’s speech reads well,” wrote one Brooklynite, but “In its delivery it lacked the electricity of an off-hand effort. It was received tamely[.]”18 Another listener noted that “it lacked the peculiar magnetism of his less studied efforts,” and that he seemed intimidated by “the consciousness that he was speaking, at least, semiofficially, and that his utterances would be regarded, not only as the voice of the authorities at the Capital, and of all the nation, but would pass from that hour into history.”19 Indeed Beecher was so eager to take the role of national healer that he seemed rather too magnanimous toward the Rebels, leaving the audience hungry for the feeling of partisan triumph they felt due them after four years of pain and sacrifice.
Although it was not his most brilliant performance, the effect would be the same as if it were: The newspapers would report it and the history books would record it. The Union soldiers could write home to parents, wives, and sweethearts, telling how they’d heard the famous Mr. Beecher speak. The newly freed slaves could say they had seen the great defender of liberty in the flesh. Of course many folks, given their druthers, might have preferred to see his sister, the great authoress Harriet Beecher Stowe, up on stage—but this was more than good enough.
HENRY WARD BEECHER acquired the mantle, and onus, of Christian leadership from his father—the Reverend Lyman Beecher, the last great Puritan minister in America. In the early decades of the nineteenth century, Lyman Beecher’s skill as a preacher and reformer made him one of the most famous, and most controversial, men in the nation.
Lyman Beecher possessed a passion for saving souls and saving the nation, which he passed down to every one of his twelve children. He adored his children, insisting that they were special, that they were endowed with great gifts of intelligence, compassion, and self-discipline. He instilled in them his sense of divine mission—and, many critics would add, his hubris. They were his own personal band of apostles.
Even more than his sermons and reform projects, which were influential enough to secure his place in history, Lyman Beecher’s greatest claim to fame was his children. He was renowned, even by his foes, as “the father of more brains than anyone in America.” Under Lyman’s influence, the Beecher children yoked the Puritan legacy of a strong social conscience to a modern mastery of persuasion and public opinion. For nearly a century they defined morality in America, keeping their fellow citizens riled up, inspired, and entertained. Each new controversy seemed only to enhance their unique reputation. As one family friend famously phrased it: “This country is inhabited by saints, sinners, and Beechers.”20
Lyman Beecher insisted that all seven of his sons become ministers, and each brought his own idiosyncrasies to the calling. Edward was a highly respected scholar and editor, Thomas was an innovator in the field of social services, and James went to China as a missionary and commanded an African American army regiment. Lyman’s daughters were even more remarkable. Catharine Beecher was a pioneering educator of women and author of more than a dozen books. Isabella Beecher Hooker was a women’s rights activist. But the celebrity of his daughter Harriet outstripped them all. Harriet Beecher Stowe was the most famous woman in the English-speaking world, having sold millions of copies of her novels in dozens of languages.
Of all the Beecher children, Henry’s success was the most surprising. He was a classic middle child, surrounded by siblings who seemed brighter, more ambitious, and more disciplined than he. Frankly, no one expected much from him as a boy. He was bashful and garbled his words when he spoke. He skipped school and spent much of his time looking for fun and finding trouble. Even when he entered college he could not be bothered to study subjects that didn’t interest him; his grades were so poor that he was one of the few students in his class at Amherst College not invited to speak at graduation.
The great scourge of Henry’s childhood was religion—his father’s religion. Like many Yankee children of that age, he was brought up to believe that the devil roamed the earth, and that wicked little boys would burn forever in the fires of hell. “I do not recollect,” Beecher later said, that “one word had been said to me, or one syllable had been uttered in the pulpit, that led me to think there was any mercy in the heart of God for a sinner like me.”21
Many Americans would be scarred by such teachings, but for Henry and his siblings the psychological effects were especially harsh. These fiery visions came from their very own father, who was so loving in deed and so ferocious in doctrine. Lyman left his children a complex legacy. They basked in his extraordinary love even as they quailed under his terrible theology. Some of his children thrived in this polarized environment, but others were irreparably damaged by it. Two of his children would climb the highest peaks of fame and accomplishment. Two of his children would commit suicide.
Henry’s career was shaped by the conflict between his powerful longing for Lyman’s love and his instinctive rebellion against his father’s unforgiving religious dogma. The high expectations Lyman expressed for his children added to the fearsome pressure. God and his father stood shoulder to shoulder in Henry’s young mind, and their approval seemed equally unattainable.
It was only when he began to liberate himself from his childhood fears and depressions, and to reject his father’s insistence on religious conformity, that Henry’s career began to take off. As he broke free of these childhood bonds, he made a remarkable discovery. The less he preached of God’s wrath, and the more he emphasized the pleasures of God’s love, the more people came to listen.
Instead of the Rule of Law touted by Lyman, by midcentury Henry was offering the Gospel of Love. “It is Love the world wants,” he thundered from his pulpit in the 1850s. “Higher than morality, higher than philanthropy, higher than worship, comes the love of God. That is the chiefest thing.”22 God, he insisted, was not an exacting judge but a loving parent. Do as Lyman did, not as he preached, was Henry’s new message. In essence he transformed the Puritan God into an omnipotent version of his own affectionate father.
Henry embraced the new with all the enthusiasm that his father had employed in defending the old. He knocked down the stifling solemnity endemic to churches in that era, adding lively music, flowers, and jokes. He criticized some of the most established institutions as hypocritical and backward, with a cheerful irreverence that sent shock waves through America. “What is Orthodoxy?” Beecher asked his followers. “I will tell you. Orthodoxy is my doxy, and Heterodoxy is your doxy, that is if your doxy is not like my doxy.”23
His iconoclasm blew through the stuffy Victorian culture like a tempest. Soon people were flocking to hear this remarkable man. He was like no minister anyone had ever seen. Young Beecher was bold and funny, a natural actor who made his ideas come alive. He behaved more like a jovial farmer than the somber, starchy clergymen of the day. “Did I, when I became a minister, cease to be a man or a citizen? No! A thousand times no!” he insisted. “Out upon this idea that a minister must  dress minister, walk minister, talk minister, eat minister and wear his ministerial badge as a convict wears his stripes.”24
There was not a trace of “holier than thou” about him. He spoke plainly and with an air of candid personal confession that made him seem at once endearingly sensitive, admirably virile, and completely trustworthy. “It is important to have this fact, of the native and habitual outspeaking sincerity of the man, thoroughly stated; for on it stands his life,” wrote one friend; “he was always natural, always himself, always giving forth his own interior condition, honestly and frankly[.]”25
In contrast to the staid leading men of the day, Beecher’s sermons, speeches, and newspaper columns were filled with funny, poignant stories about his personal fortunes and foibles, inviting even those readers who would never set eyes on him to feel a sense of identification with this poor soul of a preacher. As the great Oliver Wendell Holmes wrote, “Wherever Mr. Beecher goes, everybody feels, after he has addressed them once or twice, that they know him well, almost as if they had always known him; and there is not a man in the land who has such a multitude that look upon him as if he were their brother.”26
Henry Ward Beecher promised a generation scarred by the hellfire and damnation of the old orthodoxy that it was possible to have happiness here on earth as well as after death. “Abraham Lincoln emancipated men’s bodies; Henry Ward Beecher emancipated their minds,” as one admirer wrote. “The one delivered them from injustice; the other, from superstition.”27 If he could find happiness so could they, he assured his audiences, for he was just like them. “I always feel most for those who are farthest from grace,” he confessed, “perhaps because I see in them some likeness to myself.”28
Yet stories of generational backlash, of sons finding success by rejecting the ways of their fathers, are never quite so simple. Every son—from angry rebel to devoted mama’s boy—shapes his life based on how he first saw himself mirrored in the eyes of the adults who raised him. Henry’s balancing act—striving to win the love and respect of his father while simultaneously seeking his own happiness, even when it meant rejecting Lyman’s most cherished values—was projected onto the culture, larger than life. As people followed Henry’s success story, they worked through their own generational conflicts.
Henry’s approach to religion was the same as his approach to slavery. He insisted that he was not rejecting his father or his father’s faith; instead he was simply clarifying and improving the old-time religion for a fresh era. Henry Ward Beecher had a genius for putting “new wine in an old bottle,” as one journalist wrote after visiting Plymouth Church.29
This technique worked as well spiritually as it did politically, reassuring Americans that they could embrace healthy change without burning their bridges to the past. “He was one of those men,” as the writer Edward Eggleston noted, “who connect the past with the future, and make of themselves a bridge for the passage of multitudes.”
Unfortunately Henry’s slippery path between old and new only inflamed the ire of his conservative critics. To his enemies he seemed all the more dangerous because, as a Beecher and a Christian minister, his corrupting influence came from within the very heart of orthodoxy. Yet even many of his staunchest foes found him so goodhearted and sincere, so warm and intelligent, that they couldn’t help liking him personally. “He was phenomenal in his ability to make people love him,” as one observer put it.30
AFTER THE CEREMONIES AT FORT SUMTER, Henry went ashore to visit his brother James’s headquarters, and then he joined the rest of the  Arago passengers at the Charleston Hotel for a grand congratulatory dinner, followed by a ball in one of the old Charleston mansions commandeered by General Gillmore. After supper, around eight o’clock, everyone gathered to watch the harbor as the flagship, and every man-of-war, transport, and underwater monitor became “a skeleton pyramid of flame.”31 Lanterns were strung along the rigging to the top of the mainmasts, the reflection from the water doubling the brilliant lights of red, white, blue, green, pink, purple, and gold and the long columns of smoke. Rockets screamed from every deck, bursting into fantastic tints, then splashing into the sea. The boom of a single gun from the flagship capped off the show, leaving the harbor suddenly dark and silent.
After the fireworks and the final speeches of the dinner, the ball commenced. Some of the Plymouth Church people were likely a little scandalized by the very idea of a ball; many respectable Christians in their circle did not hold with dancing. Some went home early, perhaps out of discomfort. But when asked why they left the ball so soon, they replied that their hearts weren’t in it—that they had been disturbed by strange feelings of foreboding.
Just as the fireworks began, five hundred miles away in Washington, D.C., President Abraham Lincoln and his wife, Mary, were settling into a private box at Ford’s Theater to watch a production of Our AmericanCousin. As the last lights were burning in Charleston Bay, a shot rang out in Ford’s. Chaos erupted as an actor named John Wilkes Booth jumped from the balcony onto the stage and dashed out the door. Suddenly Mrs. Lincoln screamed. The president had been shot in the back of the head. By the next morning “Father Abraham,” as the newly freed slaves dubbed him, was dead.
In Charleston, though, they danced through the night and went to bed without an inkling. The next morning reports of Lincoln’s assassination raced across the country via telegraph, newspapers, and word of mouth. It was said that no news had ever moved so fast before in American history. But down south, where the railroads and telegraph lines were cut, only Union officers had access to the outside world, and they were keeping a tight lid on it. No one knew if this was the first step in a coup d’état or the signal for a new Rebel revolt.
The next day Beecher and his family and friends went sightseeing among the ruins of the burned-out city, buying worthless Confederate money as keepsakes and picking up souvenirs from the junk lying in the streets: papers, books, statuary, manacles, plants, whatever they could carry. It was quite a sight to see, some of the greatest reformers of the last twenty years—Beecher, Garrison, George Thompson, Massachusetts senators Charles Sumner and Henry Wilson—jolting along the rutted roads in donkey carts because all other vehicles had been commandeered by the Union army. After this Beecher and his party intended to head south to tour Savannah, Georgia, and then Florida.
The morning they were scheduled to leave Charleston, a crowd of 
former slaves followed them to the wharf to see them off. They surged around 
Beecher, Garrison, and the other abolitionists, pressing on them whatever gifts 
they had been able to find or make—flowers, wreaths, small cakes, and treats 
scrimped from their scant food rations. One black man stood waving the flag with 
one hand and holding two children with his other arm, saying, “O men of the 
North, now you see why I love this flag: because it makes my children mine, who never were mine before!”32 His arms loaded down with flowers and gifts, Beecher staggered up the gangway. As the boat pulled out, the black man knelt at the wharf’s edge holding the Stars and Stripes in one hand and silently pointing at it with the other. It was their last vision of the ruined city.
Their first stop was back at Hilton Head, to visit the wealthy resort of Beaufort. As they waited to go ashore, Beecher was hanging around on deck, joking and talking of their holiday plans, when a boy passed by with a telegram from General Gillmore for Senator Wilson. Ever the wiseacre, Henry teased the messenger, asking him what was in the telegram, what could be so very important? After a long moment Senator Wilson came out of his cabin, his face dark with agitation. “Good God!” he cried. “The president is killed!” As Wilson read the dispatch aloud, Beecher remembered, “It was not grief, it was sickness that I felt.”
They stood there for a moment silent and dazed. “It’s time all good men were at home,” Beecher finally said quietly. The ship spun 180 degrees and sailed back to Hilton Head, where they boarded a steamer for New York. All the way home they were drenched by a cold unpleasant rain, as if the God who made the weather shared their grief. “But, oh, the sadness of that company, and our nights’ and days’ voyaging back!” Beecher recalled. “We knew nothing but this: that the President had been assassinated. All the rest was reserved for our coming into the harbor.” There were no amateur theatricals, no poetry readings, no sunlit strolls on the return voyage. They filled the time talking anxiously among themselves, fearing the worst: an uprising of traitors in New York, a coup d’état in Washington, D.C.
As they approached the bay of New York, the suspense grew excruciating as dense fog and stormy weather delayed their docking. Onshore all of New York was shuttered and draped in black bunting, consumed by grief and uncertainty. A few newspapers had printed brief, complimentary accounts of Beecher’s speech at Sumter, but his great historical moment was swallowed up by the coverage of Booth’s treason and Lincoln’s long funeral procession back to Illinois.
Finally the Arago docked. Henry had hoped for a huge gala reception at the pier to celebrate their triumphant return. But, he said, “instead of that, on a dreary morning, drenched, chilled, and seasick, we came creeping up the bay under a cloudy sky, a fit symbol of our nation’s loss, and betook ourselves to our several homes.”33

Chapter 1
“DAMNED IF YOU DO, AND DAMNED IF YOU DON’T”
One evening in late December, sometime around 1820, Henry Ward Beecher trudged through the snow, returning home from running an errand for his parents. Exactly how old he was he couldn’t say, but he was still a chubby little boy, with wide gray eyes set above apple red cheeks. As he passed up the long town common in the center of the village, he was surprised to see Litchfield’s little brown Episcopalian church lit up like a beacon in the early darkness.
Henry was far too young to follow the fine theological distinctions his father used to separate the good Protestants from the bad Protestants, but of this he was sure: The Episcopalians were on the bad side. He needed no other proof than the fact that they didn’t attend the white-steepled church where his father, the Reverend Lyman Beecher, preached every Sunday. In truth, God and Lyman Beecher were so intertwined in the little boy’s mind that he did not quite grasp that Episcopalianism was a rival religion, he later recalled, “for I supposed there was no other religion except that which my father looked after.”
Henry was irresistibly drawn to the open door of the church, and as he peered in he was shocked to find candles blazing at every window; boughs of spruce, pine, and arborvitae twined around the pews; and a choir singing blissfully about the birth of Christ. He had never seen such a spectacle, certainly not in his father’s austere meetinghouse, and he could not imagine what it meant.
Although he did not know it then, this dazzling vision would be Henry’s only taste of Christmas as a child. Christmas “was not known in the house of my father, for he was a Puritan of the Puritans,” Henry said years later. “I never heard of Santa Claus when I was a boy. I never hung up a stocking. I feel bad about it to this day.”1
When Henry was a boy, his faith in his father was so deeply ingrained that it never occurred to him to ask why they did not celebrate Christmas. If he had, Lyman’s answer would have been unequivocal. As an orthodox Calvinist, Lyman Beecher interpreted the Bible literally, as solid fact, and there was nothing in the Scriptures to suggest that Christ was born on December 25. And even if there were, the day would be an occasion for solemn prayer, not sensual frivolity. Why, the Beechers didn’t even celebrate their own birthdays.
If the Episcopalians chose to delude themselves about Christ’s birth that was one thing, as far as Lyman was concerned, but this business of filling the church with decadent appeals to the senses—with music, gaudy decorations, and gifts—was a sneaky attempt to lure the good Christians of Connecticut from the true faith of the Puritan fathers. Lyman had no patience for newfangled notions of religious tolerance or the separation of church and state. Episcopalians, Unitarians, Catholics—Lyman lumped them together with atheists, drunkards, thieves, and Jeffersonian Democrats, declaring each one a force of deviltry to be fought tooth and nail.
Despite his harsh dogma, Henry’s father was not a cruel man. Those who knew the famous Reverend Beecher only by rumor or from reading his sensational fire-and-brimstone sermons were often surprised to find that in person he was warm and witty, fiercely intelligent, and deeply compassionate. When he invoked the terrors of the devil and the terrible judgment of God’s law, it was not out of perversity but because he was truly heartbroken that, as he saw it, so many “immortal souls are sleeping on the brink of hell.”2
Lyman’s devotion to God was rivaled only by his devotion to his children, and like any good parent, he wanted them to be happy. But in this age before modern medicine, when many families in New England lost at least one child to the grave, he was tortured by the fear that his children would be suddenly swept away by death before he could bring them to God. If they felt deprived by missing such pleasures as Christmas, Lyman was more than willing to trade their happiness on earth to secure their eternal happiness in heaven.
That cold Christmas Eve, Henry’s small heart swelled with conflicting emotions as he “stood wistful, and with a vague curiosity, looking in, and wondering what sort of folks these Episcopal Church people were.” He would have liked nothing better than to be in the middle of such gaiety and excitement. Yet even at this young age, he found it impossible to shake his father’s teachings. He turned away from the church and headed home, with a “feeling of mixed wonder and pity” for those people who dwelled so far outside his father’s sphere.3
This complex constellation of feelings colored every corner of Henry’s childhood. He idolized his father and yearned desperately for Lyman’s love and approval, yet every natural impulse in him craved forbidden pleasures. He longed to be like his older brothers and sisters, who seemed so easily to meet the high standards of Lyman and his fearsome God. But no matter how afraid he was of hell and how hard he tried to get into heaven, his desire for earthly happiness kept getting in the way.
Twenty-five years would pass before Henry would begin to question seriously his father’s opinion on this or any other matter. When he did, however, he quickly made up for lost time, tossing out his father’s beliefs by the bushel. By then Henry was becoming a wealthy, worldly man who shamelessly indulged his newly acquired tastes for European travel, velvet jackets, sumptuous rugs, and expensive art, spending enormous sums of money on gifts for his family and friends. Before long he would even give up his belief in hell itself.
But even when he succumbed to the Victorian craze for Christmas, celebrating it at home and in his church with all the merry trimmings, the holiday never really took hold in him. What he had yearned for all those years ago was not toys or Santa Claus, he recalled in old age—“A  little love was what I wanted[.]”4
LYMAN BEECHER HAD GOOD REASON to fear for his son’s soul. Henry Ward Beecher was born in the summer of 1813, in the midst of one of the most terrifying, tumultuous periods in American history. From the distance of two centuries, we have mythologized the decades after the War for Independence as an Arcadian idyll of happy farmers and wise founding fathers. But the American Revolution was a genuine, bloody revolution, and, like all revolutions, it left a long wake of social, economic, and political upheaval. The future of the young Republic was still very much up in the air in 1813, creating an atmosphere of tremendous exhilaration and profound anxiety—a potent combination that would shape the emotional core of Henry Ward Beecher and his generation.
Relations between the United States and England had remained strained and murky since the end of the war, growing even more complex as the French Revolution of 1789 and then the invasion of Europe by Napoleon Bonaparte’s armies tore up old diplomatic alliances. Tensions peaked when England attempted to cut off sea trade between the United States and the Continent by attacking American ships and impressing almost a thousand American sailors, in essence kidnapping them and forcing them to work on British ships. Finally, in the summer of 1812, President James Madison declared war on the United Kingdom—the War of 1812 or the Second American Revolution, as it came to be known.
Eager to retake their former colony, the British invaded from all sides, from the Great Lakes in the north to the Gulf of New Orleans in the South. In the spring of 1813 eight British warships sailed into the waters of the Connecticut Sound, blockading the ports, burning wharves and trading ships, and forcing the city of New London to evacuate when the fleet tried to sail up the Connecticut River. By the summer of Henry’s 
first birthday, the Redcoats were marching into Washington, D.C., where they burned the Capitol to the ground and pushed the Republic to the edge of bankruptcy.
If any state should have stood firm in the midst of this chaos, it ought to have been Connecticut, the Land of Steady Habits, where clocks, granite, and schoolteachers were its chief exports, and the specter of Puritanism still stalked every crevice of its rocky hills. Long after the new federal constitution of 1788 guaranteed the separation of church and state at the national level, Connecticut proudly remained a theocracy, in which every household was taxed for support of the statesanctioned Congregationalist Church. For more than two hundred years the same aristocratic network of merchants and ministers—“the Standing Order,” as it was known—controlled both politics and society. Federalist in their politics and Calvinist in their religion, the Standing Order considered themselves the last bulwark against the “forces of innovation and democracy,” which had led the country once again to bloodshed. So great was their animosity toward “Mr. Madison’s war” that Connecticut seriously considered seceding from the Union—an idea that the citizens of the South would revive forty years later.
But with the state’s stony, overfarmed soil, burgeoning birthrate, and dependence on European trade, no place was hit harder than Connecticut by the anxiety and turmoil of the post-Revolutionary period. So many young people were fleeing the state for the rich bottomland of the Ohio frontier that the region was designated the “Western Reserve of Connecticut.” A dangerous discontent was rising among those who remained at home. Out-of-wedlock births were skyrocketing, and drunkenness was a genuine epidemic, with the average citizen now drinking up to five gallons of cheap hard liquor a year. To top it off, a coalition of Jeffersonian Democrats, attorneys, atheists, workingmen, and “unofficial” religious sects was starting to agitate for an end to the old Standing Order. To many folks it seemed as if Lucifer was loose upon the land.
But Connecticut Yankees were a wily, peculiar breed, according to early American folklore, with a slippery shrewdness that could confound even Satan himself. They were filled with contradictions—in turn slyly funny and profoundly grave, aggressively innovative and doggedly conservative, “a rare combination of philosopher and fighter,” as Frederick Law Olmsted once remarked.5 At the same time, they were absolutely, infuriatingly, convinced of their own superiority, and obsessed with converting the world to their way of thinking. In a contest of wit and will, the devil and the Connecticut Yankee were considered nearly an even match. If there was any truth in this stereotype, it was sure to be found in Litchfield, Connecticut, and in the Beecher clan.
Perched high up in the Berkshire hills, the village of Litchfield gloried in its paradoxical reputation as a bastion of both progressive intellectual culture and staunch religious orthodoxy—“half Hebrew theocracy, half ultra-democratic republic,” as Lyman’s daughter Harriet described it.6 It possessed two claims to national fame: its outspoken minister, the Reverend Lyman Beecher, and its pioneering schools, Miss Sarah Pierce’s Litchfield Female Academy, one of the nation’s 
first serious schools for girls, and Judge Tapping Reeve’s Litchfield Law School, the country’s first school devoted solely to the study of the law. Together the two institutions attracted students from as far away as Ohio, South Carolina, Canada, and the West Indies, graduating scores of future congressmen, ambassadors, cabinet secretaries, and political wives, who extended the town’s reputation to London and Paris.
In June 1813 Litchfield looked much as it does today, laid out along four broad tree-lined streets that crossed to form a long, grassy town common. In its habits, however, it was more akin to an English colony than to contemporary America. Indeed, Litchfield clung more tightly to the old ways than most New England towns. Villagers still rose with the sun and shut their houses up tight with the tolling of the nine o’clock bell. Many of the clothes were still homespun and homemade, and children went barefoot all days but Sunday. The older “respectable” men of the town still strolled the streets in outdated colonial garb, clad in short breeches buckled at the knee, tricornered hats, cutaway coats, and the occasional powdered wig. Only Democrats and infidels, it was said, wore pantaloons, or trousers as they came to be called. With deliberate symbolism the Congregational meetinghouse stood in the dead center of the common at the very summit of a hill, and from its old-fashioned swallow’s-nest pulpit the Reverend Beecher ruled over the manners and morals of the town.
Most folks here took religion seriously. From hardscrabble farmers to the town gentry, they lingered at Buell’s general store or on the steps of the courthouse, debating Parson Beecher’s Sunday sermon, or whether it was God’s will to install a woodstove to warm the meetinghouse in winter. Surely, some argued (out of piety or stinginess it was hard to say), such an indulgence would send them down a slippery slope to decadence. After years of fruitless debate seven progressive young men finally purchased a stove on their own and, after more wrangling, were allowed to install it on a trial basis. It made its debut on an unusually warm November day. As they entered the meetinghouse, the townspeople stared suspiciously at the contraption, sitting smack dab in the broad middle aisle.
Old Deacon Trowbridge, a firm opponent of the stove, scornfully gathered up the tails of his long coat as he passed it, as if the devil himself would send out a spark to singe it. Uncle Noah Stone, a wealthy farmer, scowled and muttered about the uncomfortable heat. Mr. Bounce, editor of the village paper and a stove advocate, warmed his hands over the stove with a satisfied air, tucking the skirts of his coat safely between his knees.
The climax of the conflict came during the sermon, when the Reverend Beecher began warning of hell’s “heaping coals of fire.” Pious Mrs. Peck, wife of an antistove deacon, felt so overcome by the unfamiliar heat that she fainted dead away. Mrs. Peck quickly recovered her wits, if not her dignity, when the young men, barely containing their laughter, informed the congregation that because the day was so warm they had not lit a fire. The stove stayed, a small victory for progress.
The Reverend Lyman Beecher was an eccentric, contradictory character, the spitting image of the canny Connecticut Yankee. At Sunday services strangers to his church were often startled to see a short, wiry man clad in a shabby black tailcoat, his shoulder-length gray hair tied in a simple ponytail, bound down the aisle of the sanctuary, toss his dusty hat on a chair, and leap up the steps of the pulpit. With his tattered clothes, brusque manners, and thick country accent he was often mistaken for an uneducated farmer, but when he spoke listeners quailed before his aggressive arguments and maddening self-assurance.
In theory Lyman viewed the world through the fatalistic lens of Calvinism—believing that sin and corruption lurked around every corner, and that human fate was preordained by God’s plan. But in practice Lyman was an irrepressible enthusiast and an instinctive pragmatist who believed that well-motivated human willpower could accomplish nearly anything. Lyman’s passion often made him overzealous and intolerant of other views, but it was also his greatest gift, sending him careening from dry-as-dust logic to ecstatic emotion, forcing his audience to think and feel in equal measure. “Eloquence is logic on fire,” as Lyman liked to say.7
Lyman was enraged by the tide of rebellion he saw rising all around him, but in typical fashion he read it as an urgent sign from God: Surely this was the promised darkness just before the new Christian millennium, when Jesus Christ would return to earth. To Lyman his mission was clear: He would personally lead the crusade to turn not just Connecticut but all of America into God’s kingdom, in preparation for the return of Christ. This was a true culture war, and as Lyman noted with satisfaction, “I was built for war.”8
His crusade was two pronged, employing a curious combination of modern organizational skills and old-fashioned emotional appeals. In the months before his son Henry was born in 1813, Lyman led a “missionary tour,” crisscrossing lower New England on horseback, attacking the places “where Satan had long held control.”9 In front of the state legislature in May he announced the formation of the Connecticut Society for the Suppression of Vice and Promotion of Good Morals, a new form of voluntary charitable organization that quickly spawned a network of associations dedicated to stamping out various social disorders—the Great Benevolent Empire, as it came to be known.
Believing that virtue was meaningless without faith, however, Lyman was also determined to spark a popular wave of religious conversions, a religious revival, as it was called. He turned up the emotional heat at home, preaching his millennial message as many as nine times a week, speaking personally with scores of potential converts and leading daily public prayer meetings. His efforts began to pay off not long after Henry’s birth, when an epidemic of cholera whipped through Litchfield, killing six people. Strained by grief and panicked by the possibility of sudden death, villagers now poured into the church, desperate to save their souls and appease God’s terrible wrath. Soon the revival was spreading across Litchfield County and western Connecticut, driven by Lyman’s ambitious network of ministers. The kingdom of God seemed just around the corner.
HAD SHE BEEN LIKE OTHER WOMEN in the village, Roxana Foote Beecher might have found plenty of reasons to complain about her peripatetic husband. Nine months pregnant, with six young children to feed and clothe, she could easily have regarded her husband’s unstinting devotion to God as neglect of his earthly duties. But Roxana Beecher was not like other women.
In an age when few women possessed formal education, Roxana was a skilled artist and a genuine intellectual, fluent in French, with a passion for history, math, and science, and whose most treasured possession was an imported English encyclopedia. Roxana’s piety equaled Lyman’s, but in contrast to her high-strung husband, she was by nature “calm and self-possessed,” with an “easy and gentle temperament that could never very strictly enforce any rules,” as her eldest daughter recalled; “at the same time, in sudden emergencies she had more strength and self-possession than my father.”10
“I cannot describe your mother in words,” Lyman said later. “It was not the particular this or that put together would describe Roxana, but a combination such as I never met with but in her.”11 But in one important way, Roxana was typical of her time: she had give birth to seven children in the last thirteen years: Catharine, born in 1800, William in 1802, Edward in 1803, Mary in 1805, George in 1807, Harriet in 1811, and a little girl who died before her third birthday.
Henry Ward Beecher was born in his mother’s bed on June 24, 1813—“the fourth, fifth, sixth or seventh child, somewhere thereabouts,” he later joked, not altogether humorously. The labor was uncomplicated, and Henry was a healthy, good-natured baby, just the sort of circumstances that made it easy for him to get lost in the domestic whirlwind. After her delivery Roxana’s only observation was that her eyes felt unusually weak, making it difficult to sew while she recovered—“rather an inconvenience,” she observed mildly, “considering how requisite the use of the needle is where there are so many girls and boys as we have here.”12 If the birth of a first child is poetry, as Henry’s sister Harriet quipped, the birth of the eighth is decidedly prose.
The Beechers lived in a rambling white house set on an acre and a half of land around the corner from the Congregational meetinghouse. It was a typical Yankee hodgepodge, a plain two-story main building with rooms and wings added on, helter-skelter, over time. Outbuildings clustered around the yard, including a woodshed, a drafty old barn that housed the horse and chaise and a menagerie of animals, and a privy that served as the family toilet.
This was the era of “plain living and high thinking,” as Ralph Waldo Emerson dubbed it. Even for the well-to-do, cash was scarce and luxuries limited in rural New England, especially with the wartime trade embargoes. Almost everything a family needed had to be wrested from the hardscrabble soil by someone’s broad back and bare hands. “Duty” was the watchword for adults and children alike, in an era when discipline and self-sacrifice were all that stood between survival and ruin. “Any amusement is a
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