





Praise for Passing Strange

“Passing Strange tells an astounding true story that would beggar most novelists’ imaginations. It exposes the bizarre secret life of a well-known historical figure, but that secret is its least sensational aspect. The secret was hidden in plain sight until Martha A. Sandweiss, the deductive historian who pieced together this narrative, happened to notice it. Her great accomplishment is to have explored not only how the nineteenth-century explorer and scientist Clarence King reinvented himself but also why that reinvention was so singularly American. Best of all are Ms. Sandweiss’s insights into what King’s deception and its consequences really mean…. Ms. Sandweiss offers a fine, mesmerizing account of how one extremely secretive man, ‘acting from a complicated mix of loyalty and self-interest, reckless desire and social conservatism,’ could encapsulate his country’s shifting ideas about race in the course of one family’s anything but black-and-white history.”

—Janet Maslin, The New York Times

“Martha A. Sandweiss explores [King’s secret life] with great sensitivity, insight and painstaking research…. An immensely fascinating work.”

—Annette Gordon-Reed, The Washington Post

“A staggeringly researched, absorbing, and page-turning account of a stunning deception carried out by a complex man.”

—The Ottawa Citizen

“Sandweiss serves a delicious brew of public accomplishment and domestic intrigue in this dual biography of the geologist-explorer Clarence King (1842–1901) and Ada Copeland (c. 1861–1964)…. A remarkable feat of research and reporting that covers the long century from Civil War to Civil Rights, Passing Strange tells a uniquely American story of self-invention, love, deception and race.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“Passing Strange is one of those books with precisely the right title. It is indeed a story about passing, in every sense of the term, and historian Martha Sandweiss tells it with a scholar’s rigor and a storyteller’s verve…. Passing Strange is not only a lesson in the intricacies of class, race, and gender relations. It also demonstrates how to write a particular kind of history—how, that is, to reconstruct lives in the absence of historical records.”

—Columbia Journalism Review

“Remarkable…The fact that King/Todd did all of this long before there was any hint of radical change coming in America makes what he did even more astonishing and Sandweiss’s work in uncovering it more noteworthy.”

—BookPage

“An intriguing look at long-held secrets, Jim Crow, bad faith—and also, as Sandweiss observes, love and longing that transcends the historical bounds of time and place.”

—Kirkus Reviews


“Balancing scholarly exploration with readability…Sandweiss demonstrates just how racial identity and inequality circumscribes behavior, adding both general background and individual perspectives on the conundrum of race in America. Her literary references add to a historical narrative that should catch the attention of both specialists and the reading public. A welcome choice for both academic and public libraries.”

—Library Journal

“Sandweiss relies on letters, newspaper accounts, and interviews to chronicle the extraordinary story of an influential blue-eyed white man who passed for black at a time when passing generally went the other way. An engaging portrait of a man who defied social conventions but could not face up to the potential ruin of an interracial marriage.”

—Booklist

“Although Passing Strange reads like a suspenseful novel, it introduces us to a real American hero who lived a fascinating life on both sides of the color line. Sandweiss gives us a great lesson in American history that spans three generations.”

—Lawrence Otis Graham, author of Our Kind of People

“Passing Strange combines remarkable detective work, riveting storytelling, and the enduring question of race to fashion a most unusual but very American family saga about a famous white man and a heretofore unknown black woman. This book is a stunning achievement and example of just how deeply race is woven into our history, our imaginations, and our lives. Ada Copeland, who became a Todd and then a King, rescued from obscurity by a talented historian, steals the show.”

—David W. Blight, Class of 1954 Professor of American History, Yale University, and author of A Slave No More

“Passing Strange is a masterful work of scholarship and a deeply moving human story well told. Here is a riveting new narrative about a hidden history of American race relations, one filled with love, deception, and utmost tragedy on both sides of the color line.”

—Neil Henry, dean, Graduate School of Journalism, University of California at Berkeley, and author of Pearl’s Secret

“Passing Strange is an irresistible story of love and deception beautifully told. But it is also a major contribution to our understanding of race, class, and gender. This biography of a secret interracial marriage also tells more about the social experience of big-city life—New York in this case—than a shelf full of urban histories.”

—Thomas Bender, University Professor of the Humanities, New York University, and author of The Unfinished City

“This is a wonderfully intelligent and haunting book about love and race and secrets and revelations. The secrets were personal and closely guarded. In showing how and why they remained secret, Martha Sandweiss reveals much about the American past and the American present.”

—Richard White, Margaret Byrne Professor of American History, Stanford University, and author of The Middle Ground
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FOR MY PARENTS






Was he merely being another American and, in the great frontier tradition, accepting the democratic invitation to throw your origins overboard if to do so contributes to the pursuit of happiness? Or was it more than that? Or was it less?

—Philip Roth, The Human Stain
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PROLOGUE

An Invented Life



EDWARD V. BROWN, THE CENSUS TAKER, MOVED SLOWLY DOWN North Prince Street, knocking on each and every door in this Flushing neighborhood of Queens, New York. It was June 5, 1900, a mild and sunny day in the first spring of a new century. And as federal census agents had done once a decade for more than a hundred years, he was counting Americans, compiling a mosaic portrait of the nation. Who lives here, he asked at each residence, and what is the occupants’ “color of skin,” their sex, their marital status, their age? For each of the inhabitants he recorded a birthplace, as well as the birthplaces of their parents, and for the foreign-born he noted when they had emigrated and whether they were citizens of the United States. He wrote down everyone’s occupation, asked whether he or she could read and write, and separated the renters and boarders from the home owners. In his careful, neat hand, Brown dutifully recorded the data on the preprinted census sheets that would eventually find their way to Washington, D.C., and become part of the official twelfth census of the United States. Queens, that census would show, was much like the more densely settled community of Brooklyn, just to the west: it was overwhelmingly white, about 98 percent, with close to a quarter of those white residents foreign born.1

As Brown made his way down North Prince Street, he encountered immigrants from Germany, England, Ireland, and Poland, families supported by men who worked as policemen, machinists, and clerks. At number 50, he met Mary Chase, a sixty-year-old widow from Rhode Island who ran a small boardinghouse, and took note of her black housekeeper, the widowed Deborah Peterson. He had counted seventy-two white residents on the street thus far, and Peterson, who descended from an African American family long resident in New York, was the first black person he had encountered. But then he walked next door and knocked at the large and comfortable home at 48 North Prince Street. Two black servants lived here. Phoebe Martin was a thirty-three-year-old widow, and Clarine Eldridge, just fourteen, was scarcely older than the children she had been hired to watch. It was afternoon, and Grace, age nine; Ada, age eight; and Sidney, age six, were home from school, perhaps playing with their three-year-old brother, Wallace. Whoever answered the door probably invited the census taker into the parlor; neither the servants nor the children could have answered his long list of personal questions about the family. And so Edward Brown entered the home to talk to Ada Todd, the lady of the house. Her husband, James, was away, she said, so she would answer the census agent’s long list of questions herself.

Brown hardly needed to ask her race. With a glance at her dark complexion and wavy black hair, he noted her “color of skin” as “black.” Mrs. Todd reported that her parents came from Georgia, and she told Brown that she could read and write. She said that she had been born in Georgia in December 1862. If Brown remembered his history, he might have wondered if Ada Todd had been born a slave. That question was not on his list, though, and he would not have asked.

Mrs. Todd then told Brown about her husband, James. She said that she had married him eighteen years earlier, in 1882. He was a black man, some twenty years her senior. Born in the West Indies, he had come to the United States in 1870, she said. Now a naturalized citizen, he had a job as a traveling steelworker. Perhaps Brown noted that the house seemed proof that Mr. Todd had done pretty well for himself, even if his work often kept him away from his home and his children. Mrs. Todd explained that there had been five: the four still at home and a fifth who had died as a toddler.

Edward Brown took pride in the accuracy of his records, in the neat way in which he filled in the 1,350 blank boxes on each of his census sheets, recording into being a portrait of the polyglot neighborhood springing up in the sparsely settled borough of Queens. And so, he would have been stunned to learn that almost nothing Mrs. Todd told him was true.

To begin with, she had knocked two years off her age, a gesture of vanity, perhaps. And she and her husband had been married for twelve years, not eighteen, a fact of which Mrs. Todd was surely aware, and a lie that seems hard to fathom, since the children’s ages raised no questions about their legitimacy. But the other untruths were more stunning. Her husband was not black. He was not from the West Indies. He was not a steelworker. Even his name, James Todd, was a lie. Ada Todd was in fact married to Clarence King, an acclaimed public figure and the person Secretary of State John Hay once called “the best and brightest man of his generation.”2

King was a larger-than-life character: an explorer of the American West, a geologist, an accomplished writer and storyteller. He hobnobbed with presidents and congressmen and counted some of the nation’s most distinguished writers and artists among his closest friends. His physical agility and bravery, combined with his keen intellect and wit, commanded near reverence from those who knew him best. With King, the historian Henry Adams wrote, “men worshiped not so much their friend, as the ideal American they all wanted to be.”3 But of all this, of her husband’s true identity and even his real name, Ada had not a clue.

Not until he lay dying of tuberculosis in Phoenix in late 1901, his last desperate hope of a desert cure gone, did James Todd write a letter to his wife telling her who he really was.4

 

KING SUSTAINED HIS DOUBLE life for thirteen years. He lived as the celebrated Clarence King—a man who traced his English ancestry back to signers of the Magna Carta—in his workplaces, in the homes of his friends, in his Manhattan clubs. But he was James Todd, the black workingman, when he went home to his wife and children in Brooklyn and later in Queens. His well-to-do friends in New York and his family back in Newport, Rhode Island, thought him a bachelor; they never knew about Ada. And she knew nothing of them. Secrecy bounded his separate worlds. An attentive watchfulness governed his every move. No wonder King found married life fraught and complicated.

Ada, however, found nothing particularly clandestine about her domestic life. She might sometimes find it hard to understand why she never met her husband’s family or friends, or difficult to explain to neighbors why he was so often away. But her life as Ada Todd gave her a foothold in a middle-class world she could scarcely have dreamed of as a girl in Civil War and Reconstruction Georgia. She embraced the world her marriage gave her and took pleasure in being Mrs. Todd. When she became a widow, she claimed the name of Ada King and did everything she could to assure that the peculiar circumstances of her married life would not remain a secret or become a source of shame to her children.

James and Ada Todd thus understood their life together in different ways. We know the story they told the world. Ada’s report to the census taker conveys the public tale, or at least one of them. But precisely what they said to each other or, indeed, to themselves lies beyond all knowing. Clarence King took care to make sure that scant record of his secret life would survive. No pictures of the two of them together exist. No piece of paper bears both his signature (either one) and hers. The wedding ring he gave to her had no inscription inside the gold band.

 

OF CLARENCE KING, WE know much; of Ada Copeland, very little.

We can trace King’s early life through family genealogies and the writings of various relatives, his own boyhood letters, and the memories of his friends. We can follow his professional career through his books and essays, the correspondence of his associates, and the records of the various government agencies for which he worked as a geologist, an explorer, and an administrator. His race and his social status, his education and his professional career, all let us know far more about King than about most Americans born in 1842. Even so, he left behind no stories to explain his secret marriage or account for his deceptions, no detailed accounts to lay bare the daily rituals that enabled him to pursue his extraordinary double life as an eminent white scientist and a black workingman. The surviving excerpts from his now-lost letters to his wife, however, reveal a man deeply in love. For that love, it seems, King risked all.

Of Ada Copeland’s early life, virtually nothing is known. By virtue of her race and social status, she lived the first two and a half decades of her life beyond the reach of the civil officials who might have inscribed her into the historical record. It seems unlikely her immediate family members could even read and write; certainly, no letters from them survive. And because Clarence King was so wary of having any documents that might identify him as James Todd, he destroyed whatever letters Ada wrote to him. What little we know of Ada’s childhood comes from indirection, from what we can know about the place where she lived or how other African American people born around the same time recalled their own childhoods in Georgia’s cotton country. Our understanding of her experience as a married woman comes largely through spare public records, through the few stories she told many decades later, and through the inferences we can draw from our knowledge of the events that transpired around her. We cannot know, for example, what she thought on a particular day, but we can know that the air on her street hung heavy with the odors of a nearby slaughterhouse, or that her apartment would have felt cold and dark after a blizzard felled the utility lines. What she believed about her husband we can infer only from the slightest of evidence. Her public stories about her marriage—those tales she told the census taker—are more easily known than the private assurances she gave herself.

 

KING AND COPELAND CAME from different worlds. Because of that, and because King was almost nineteen years older, they experienced the same historical events in different ways. The Civil War, for example, directly shaped every aspect of Ada’s earliest years. It drew the local white farmers off to war, produced shortages of clothing and food, and led indirectly to ever more ruthless and restrictive slave codes. For King, the conflict unfolded as a more distant event that attracted friends and relatives to military duty. But he did not want to fight and he went west, in part, to avoid the killing fields of war. The Civil War thus disrupted their separate lives but created opportunities for the two of them in vastly different ways. The war’s end meant emancipation for Ada’s family and the start of their new life as freedpeople. For King, it meant an era of renewed government funding for science that made possible his career as a geologist-explorer. Postwar industrialization opened up yet more work opportunities for King as a mining consultant but offered Copeland few new economic opportunities in rural Georgia, where her options remained restricted by race and gender.

Race, more than anything else, played out differently for Ada Copeland and Clarence King. Copeland’s dark complexion circumscribed where she could work, how she could travel, how safe she could feel. King professed a lifelong fascination with dark-complected peoples. Their skin tone seemed to him exotic and fascinating, precisely because it hinted of worlds so different from the convention-bound society of Newport in which he was raised. Like many white Americans, he understood race as something that belonged to other people, and he romanticized dark skin color as the mark of a more natural and sensual life. Ada, however, knew race to be more than an abstract cultural idea. For her it had very real social and economic consequences.

Even the city of New York, where they made their home, meant different things to King and Copeland. Clarence saw it as a nexus of economic power and social prestige, a place where he could live on his good name and past achievements and have access to the moneymen who might bankroll his mining ventures. He could live as a celebrity in New York—people would acknowledge him there as the famed leader of the U.S. Geological Exploration of the Fortieth Parallel, the man who mapped the West. They would know him as the “King of Diamonds” who exposed a fraudulent gem mine; recognize him as the first director of the United States Geological Survey; laud him as the author of a popular book on mountaineering and as one of the most charming dinner guests to be found in all Manhattan. Ada, however, embraced New York less as a place that acknowledged her past than as the place that let her leave it behind. In New York no one need know about her girlhood in slavery, the soul-crushing poverty of her rural life, the limited options available to a black girl of ambition in western Georgia. The city offered her a stage upon which she could reinvent herself.

Eventually, King would reinvent himself there, too. Racial passing itself was not rare. Many Americans with an African American ancestor passed as white, seeking the greater freedom of movement and choice accorded white Americans in the late nineteenth century. They might cross over the color line for good, never looking back. Or they might cross it every day, living in a black world and working in a white one. Their passing might be an act of careful calculation or, for a lighter-skinned person, it could be inadvertent: an onlooker, not detecting any hint of African heritage in someone’s light-colored skin, might simply begin to treat him or her as white.

The practice of passing generally involves adopting a particular identity to move toward greater legal and social privilege. It might mean taking on a different gender, or ethnic or national identity, but it most often involves the assumption of a different racial identity. And since, in the United States, social privilege has been associated with lighter-colored skin, passing usually entails concealing one’s African American heritage to assume a white identity. The entire practice hinges on a peculiar idea. Since one’s race could be determined by heritage as well as appearance, very light-colored skin did not necessarily make one a “white” person. In the aftermath of emancipation, a host of laws sprang up throughout the Deep South clarifying just what defined a person as “black” or “Negro,” almost always for the purpose of restricting his rights. In 1896 the Supreme Court of the United States upheld these laws in the case of Plessy v. Ferguson, which affirmed that people with one “black” great-grandparent could, for all intents and purposes, be considered black themselves, no matter what they looked like. This peculiarly American idea came to be known as “hypodescent.” “One drop of black blood” trumped seven drops of “white.”

Clarence King took advantage of these distinctive American ideas about race to pass the other way across the color line, claiming African ancestry when he had none at all. Grasping that appearance alone did not determine his racial identity, the fair-haired, blue-eyed King presented himself as a 
“black” man named James Todd. Rather than moving toward legal and social privilege, he moved away from it. He glimpsed something he sought in Ada Copeland and her African American world, and he acted to seize the promise of that rich emotional life.

Other Americans have crossed the color line from white to black—to join a family, to evade antimiscegenation laws, to claim some other sort of political or economic advantage. But Clarence King stands out because of his prominence as a public figure. This was a white man who dined at the White House, belonged to Manhattan’s most elite clubs, and parlayed his privileged upbringing and Ivy League education into a career as an eminent scientist, writer, and government official. American history holds no comparable tale of a high-profile white man crossing the color line. In an era in which the insidious “one drop of blood” rules consigned many phenotypically “white” Americans to live on the wrong side of the Jim Crow laws, King harnessed Americans’ most deeply held beliefs about race to pass voluntarily—if only part-time—as a “black” man.

How, one must ask, did he pull it off? And what might we make of it?

At one level, the story of the Todds’ marriage is simply a love story about two people from opposite ends of the American social spectrum who met and married and raised a family. But it also illuminates larger stories about race and class and identity in late-nineteenth-century America, stories that lie at the very core of national thinking about the new social order emerging in the wake of emancipation. That King would want to pass in the first place—despite his position of prominence and power—reveals not just his love for Copeland but his awareness that a true interracial marriage would upset both his white world and his wife’s black one. And that he could pass across the color line—despite his own visual appearance—illuminates the extraordinary arbitrariness of racial categorization at the end of the nineteenth century. At the very moment that laws sought to make racial categories fixed and unchanging, King showed just how fluid they could be. The laws that pinned racial identities on ancestry rather than appearance paradoxically made it possible for a light-skinned American like King to claim a black identity.


King and Copeland married at a moment when many Americans could not abide a public marriage between a prominent white government scientist and a black woman born into slavery. King’s secrecy speaks to his desire to preserve his reputation. But it speaks also to the very real constraints of public opinion. American society offered no way for Clarence King to maintain both his public career and a life lived in the open with an African American wife and their mixed-race children. Even someone with his education, political savvy, and social cachet could not rise above the powerful racial stereotyping that permeated every aspect of American life. King bought into some of those stereotypes himself, even as he struggled to transcend them and fashion a life unbound by the racial assumptions of the day.

Though American society was far less tolerant of interracial marriage in the Gilded Age than it is now, it nonetheless afforded its citizens more privacy in the conduct of their personal lives. News and information circulated in different ways. King and Copeland married in an era when telegraphs were common but residential telephones were rare; radio and television did not exist; and daily newspapers were plentiful but seldom illustrated. They could carve out for themselves a zone of privacy that seems almost unimaginable today, especially for a public figure like King. The particular structure of New York City also helped them to protect the secrecy of their shared life. Then, as now, New York was a collection of neighborhoods, many defined by the residents’ class or race or national origin. Horse-drawn trolleys and elevated trains let New Yorkers move about from place to place, but in this presubway era, many city residents lived largely within the bounds of their immediate neighborhoods, rarely venturing into worlds where their social class or physical appearance might make them conspicuous. King lived his secret life for thirteen years, and no one, it seems, ever found him out.

 

MUCH ABOUT THIS STORY remains unknown and even unknowable. What, for example, did Ada really believe about her husband’s identity? How did Clarence justify to himself deceiving his wife and children? The paucity of historical evidence makes it difficult to track their separate lives and even harder to reconstruct the world they built together or glimpse their innermost thoughts. But most families in late-nineteenth-century New York left behind some traces in the historical records, and this family was no exception. With a careful reading of the surviving evidence and an informed historical imagination, we can at last tell the long-silenced story of Clarence King and Ada Copeland and the world they built together as James and Ada Todd.








PART ONE

Clarence King and Ada Copeland














1

Becoming Clarence King



EQUALLY AT HOME IN A REMOTE DESERT FIELD CAMP AND AN elite Manhattan club, Clarence King could plot revolution with a Cuban peasant or deliver a learned lecture at Yale. He cherished his New England heritage but felt drawn to the “silken Latin and meridional temperament.”1 He clung to social niceties but loved to flout convention. “King loved paradox,” Henry Adams wrote; “he started them like rabbits, and cared for them no longer, when caught or lost.”2

Raised in a New England household of bookish women, King became the very model of a hardy western man. He headed west with a Bible, returned east “saturated with the sunshine of the Sierras.”3 He inspired confidence with his intellect and commanded obedience with his energy. “No one ever saw him lounge or loll or doze—except expressly,” wrote a friend. “His movements were rapid; his step was quick…. He was alertness incarnate.”4 Over drinks in New York drawing rooms, King loved to embellish the stories of his frontier bravery: the tale of the buffalo stampede, the Indian attack, the encounter with a grizzly bear. But this western man in Manhattan delighted in playing the eastern man in Nevada: in the rudest western field camps, he dressed for supper in formal attire. And for all his wandering, he clung to sentimental notions of home. “Repose and calmness are the avenues that lead to Heaven,” he wrote a fellow field geologist in 1873. “The stability of character which comes of settled citizenship should be yours and mine, the humanity and Christianity which ought to be the fruitage of our careers, needs the influence of home and stability.”5

“Paradox…enjoyed the hegemony of his mental states,” the critic William Crary Brownell wrote of King. “He had an undoubted predilection for its undoubted stimulus.”6

 

KING’S CONTRADICTIONS RAN DEEP. He was a young man of intense faith and poetic yearnings who devoted his life to science; a public figure with democratic instincts who harbored aristocratic aspirations; an open-handed friend who struggled under crushing debt. With a pocket never more than “indifferently lined,” one friend observed, “his was ever the generosity and often the munificence of a prince.”7 Intense bursts of manic energy alternated with bouts of paralyzing melancholia and ill health. And although he could be the most public of men, sometimes he would just disappear. “We seldom met when he had not just come from a distant region or was departing for some other point as far,” a friend recalled. “In the wise, I could not free myself from the illusion that he was a kind of visitor, of a texture differing from that of ordinary Earthdwellers.”8

The novelist William Dean Howells attributed King’s baffling doubleness to the pull between his scientific and literary interests, as if an artistic temperament could excuse quixotic behavior. “There was doubtless something in the exactness of science which formed a pull on his poetic nature strong enough to draw him to the performance from which the vagueness of aesthetic motives and impulses relaxed him.” King acted quickly enough in the scientific realm, Howells thought, but in the rest of his life “he was much controlled by what we may call the literary side of him.”9

That literary side manifested itself in King’s mesmerizing conversation, “iridescent with the imagination of the born romancer.”10 “Was there ever so good a talker?” asked William Crary Brownell.11 A fellow member of New York’s elite Century Association, the journalist Edward Cary, proclaimed King’s talk incomparable. “It was impossible to foresee at what point his tangential fancy would change its course. From the true rhythm of Creole gumbo to the verse of Theocritus, from the origin of the latest mot to the age of the globe, from the soar or slump of the day’s market to the method of Lippo Lippi….”12 King never expected his talk to lead to anything, another friend explained. “It was its art that attracted him. He enjoyed ‘travel, not arriving.’”13

King’s dazzling talk was part mental exercise, part jest, and all performance. As his close friend the diplomat John Hay recalled, “It was hard to remember that this polished trifler, this exquisite wit, who diffused over every conversation in which he was engaged an iridescent mist of epigram and persiflage, was one of the greatest savants of his time.” He seemed “so deliciously agreeable” it could be hard to take him seriously.14 Like an actor, King calculated how to enthrall his listeners. “One fancied him tingling with consciousness, so thoroughly aware of himself and what he was doing, how he was appearing, as to produce the happiest possible effect,” one friend recalled.15 And sometimes he even enchanted himself. His own stories could hold him “quite enthralled within an almost hypnotic control.”16

King deployed his verbal charm to entertain, impress, disarm. “It is but a suggestion of his rare equipment,” Edward Cary wrote of King, “to say that in his talk, as in his work, his imagination was his dominant, at moments his dominating, quality.”17 But the talents that let King wear his learning lightly as he rose through the ranks of American science and letters also allowed him to conceal his secret world. Feinting and dodging with words, he could deflect probing queries, brush off uncomfortable speculation, invent plausible explanations for his sometimes inexplicable behavior. With words he wove the stories that allowed him to live not just a life of contradictions, but a truly double life.

 

CLARENCE KING WAS BORN in Newport, Rhode Island, on January 6, 1842, to parents of old American stock. His father’s family emigrated from England to the Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1637. Clarence’s great-great-grandfather Benjamin King later settled in Newport and reportedly assisted Benjamin Franklin with his early electrical experiments. Benjamin’s son, Samuel, became a notable portrait painter and an instructor of the artist Washington Allston. And Samuel’s son, Samuel Vernon King—Clarence’s grandfather—became a merchant. By 1803 Samuel Vernon King was a partner in the China trading firm of King and Talbot (later to become Olyphant, King and Company), and four of his sons followed him into the business, including Clarence’s father, James Rivers King.18 Samuel Vernon King suffered some sort of mental collapse in 1809, and his sons later acquired a reputation for being “a little queer,” less for any emotional instability than for their principled opposition to the opium trade.19 Clarence himself inherited none of the family’s business sense. But from his father and uncles he acquired an expansive view of the world and a particular sense of how families worked: while men ventured far afield to earn their livings, women stayed home to raise the children.

 

KING’S MOTHER, CAROLINE FLORENCE LITTLE KING, also came from a distinguished family and could trace her ancestry back to Alfred the Great and three signers of the Magna Carta. Florence, as she was known, grew up in a devout Moravian household that emphasized education and public service. Her maternal grandfather, Asher Robbins, represented Rhode Island in the United States Senate from 1825 to 1839 and helped shape the direction of the new Smithsonian Institution. Some lawmakers had called for James Smithson’s bequest to support an observatory or an improved system of common schools. But Robbins articulated a broader view of government-sponsored science, much as his great-grandson would later do, arguing that the “increase and diffusion of knowledge among men” would be better achieved through the establishment of a “scientific and literary institution,” along the lines of a research university.20 Florence’s father, William Little Jr., a talented linguist and orator, died young. But her formidable mother, Sophia Robbins Little, a social reformer and writer, lived to be ninety-four. An acquaintance of Frederick Douglass, an outspoken abolitionist, and the benefactor of prisoners and homeless girls, Mrs. Little shaped young Clarence’s view of the world with her strong antislavery views and religious pacifism. She also bequeathed to him, family members thought, her “rapid diction.”21

Florence Little married James Rivers King on September 5, 1840, the month she turned fifteen. James was six years older. He had been working in the New York office of the family’s China trading firm. But his personal interests tended more to natural science, and he gave his young bride a geology book by the British scientist and divine William Buckland, whose writings about the physical evidence for a great flood gave religious conservatives a way to reconcile the Bible with the new science of geology. He wanted “to awaken my mind to the subject,” Florence later recalled.22 But there proved scant time for philosophical conversations. Within a year of their marriage, James sailed for China to fill in for his older brother, Charles, who had become too ill to return to Canton to handle the family affairs. When sixteen-year-old Florence King gave birth to her first child, Clarence Rivers King, her husband lived half a world away. She hired domestic help to assist with the baby. King’s “nurse was a colored woman,” a close friend wrote many years later, “an old family servant, for whom he ever after cherished a life-long regard and affectionate sympathy.”23

Clarence was more than three and a half years old before he ever met his father. James returned from Canton in the fall of 1845, hoping to find work at home, now that his brother Charles had returned to China. But Charles died at sea that very fall, and in the spring of 1847 James felt compelled to return to China, despite his lack of interest in the family business. Clarence was just five. Florence, still mourning the recent death of a baby girl named Florence, was pregnant again. And she was again alone, without her husband, when in late 1847 she delivered her daughter Grace. It would take months for James to receive news of his daughter’s birth; perhaps he never did. For in 1848, as a family friend put it, came “the shock of tragedy, the pall of bereavement and the manifold burdens of a sweeping family disaster.”24 In September of that year, on her twenty-third birthday, as she mourned the recent death of baby Grace, Florence opened a letter and learned that James had died in Amoy in June.25

She turned, for comfort, to her six-year-old son, their already tight bond now intensified by shared grief. As a friend later recalled, she became at “the outset, as she remained always, his sympathetic and competent intellectual companion.”26 They were “then and always a devoted pair,” recalled another.27 Florence herself thought Clarence not just “a devoted child, but the closest and tenderest friend.…He came to me so early in life that I can say like Goethe’s mother, ‘We were young together.’”28

Clarence King retained faint memory of the father with whom he lived for only a year and a half, and seldom spoke of him. But the loss haunted him. In the back of a journal he kept as a seventeen-year-old he wrote his father’s name out next to his mother’s and his own in his clear neat hand.29 He held on to his father’s Chinese phrase book and treasured the Chinese antiques in his aunt Catherine King’s house.30 Later, as an adult, he collected Chinese textiles and antiquities himself—“kakemonos, screens, porcelains, remarkable palace and sanctuary embroideries”—and kept them locked away in a storage room, faint echoes of that secret world of his father’s out on the Pacific and in the hongs of Canton.31

 

KING THUS GREW UP an only child in a world of women. His widowed grandmother, Sophia Little, looked outward to the world and never rested, as a friend recalled, “till such of the needy as she was able to help had been provided for, and such of the suffering as she could reach had been consoled.”32 But his widowed mother, Florence, left nervous and melancholic by the loss of two children and a husband before she was twenty-three, became “completely centred in her son.”33 She held up before him the example of her own scholarly father and grandfather.34 And she threw herself into his education, “learning with an inherited facility both classical and modern languages that she might teach them in turn to him.”35

In 1848 Florence took her six-year-old son to Pomfret, Connecticut, sixty miles northwest of Newport, to enroll him in Christ Church Hall, an academy run by the Reverend Dr. Roswell Park. A former professor of natural philosophy at the University of Pennsylvania, Park held liberal views about the relationship between science and religion and had a keen interest in geology, already a favorite subject of the young King.36 Florence kept close watch over her son’s education. To save the expense of keeping house, she lived with him in a crowded Pomfret boardinghouse, packed with native-born students and Irish-born laborers.37 Later she recalled the bitter winter day Clarence took her on a mile-long walk through the snow to examine a fossil he had found. Unable to answer his questions, she sent away for a copy of Edward Hitchcock’s Geology. And from that time on, she said, their rooms “became a veritable museum where all kinds of specimens were studied with enthusiasm.”38 As King’s secretary later noted, Florence’s single-minded devotion to her son’s interests meant that “almost from his very childhood every step of his studies was a tangential advance upon a certain goal.”39

Florence’s ambitions for her son kept them on the move. Sometime around 1852, she took Clarence to study at a Latin School near Boston, with the intention of preparing him for Harvard.40 But they soon moved on to New Haven, where her younger brother, Robbins Little, taught Greek at Yale. As a youth, Little suffered from a vague nervous malady, and he had sailed to Hong Kong on one of the King company’s clipper ships in search of a cure. He returned healthy, graduated from Yale in 1851, and stayed on to teach. Later he became a lawyer and then superintendent and trustee of New York’s Astor Library, the forerunner of the city’s great public library that would be founded in 1895.41 Florence rented rooms on Church Street, opposite the house of the university president, and there, in the shadow of Yale, she resumed her devoted instruction of her son.42 “He was absolutely obedient to her,” one friend wrote, “and she governed him with a firm will and a gentle hand. I never saw a mother with a keener sense of [the] quality and characteristics of a boy or with greater wisdom or power to develop the best possible.”43 Daniel Coit Gilman, later the Yale University librarian and president of Johns Hopkins University, remembered that the young Clarence “had the same bright face, winning smile, agile movement, that we knew in later life.”44

In the fall of 1855, Florence moved again, now taking her thirteen-year-old son to enroll in the “Classical Division” of Hartford High School, one of New England’s best public schools. They boarded together in other people’s homes as Clarence studied Latin, Greek, and English, along with mathematics and both ancient and modern history.45 But in Hartford, King finally stepped outside his mother’s orbit to form his first deep friendships with other boys. He and his fellow students Daniel Dewey and James Terry Gardiner became an inseparable trio.46 They took long tramps out across the Connecticut countryside, and as Dan later recalled, “talked as boys seldom do.” “Truly,” he wrote to Clarence, “we have had a strangely happy boyhood together.”47

The three friends addressed one another as “brother,” and King wrote that they “resolved never to lose our confidence in each other and never get the bashfulness of saying ‘love.’”48 Like other adolescent boys of the mid-nineteenth century, they embraced intense same-sex friendships as a matter of course, and they exchanged long, self-absorbed letters whenever they were apart. They pondered the state of their souls, worried about their futures, speculated about the mysteries of women. King, however, also worried about money.

In December 1856 mobs rose up against the foreign-owned warehouses and factories in Canton. The family firm of King and Company, in which James had invested his assets, lost nearly everything, and the company collapsed completely the following year when a steamer sent with money to Shanghai to cover the firm’s obligations disappeared without a trace.49 These far-off events halfway around the globe left Florence King and her son with scant financial resources. In April 1859 seventeen-year-old Clarence withdrew from school without a diploma because of an “illness,” unspecified in the records, but perhaps an early manifestation of the depression that would stalk him later in life.50 The future “looks very dark,” confessed “Clare” to James Gardiner in 1859. “My only comfort is that God who over-rules all, will be the father of the fatherless, and trusting to that promise I pray for patience and real humility.” He hesitated to confide even in the “kind and sympathizing” Dan, “for fear of making him sad.”51

But King did join Gardiner and Dewey that summer for a camping trip in the Green Mountains of Vermont and in the outdoor life found the balm for his low spirits and wavering self-confidence. As he would write many years later, “Nature is the greatest medicine for my soul.”52 Already, King had a keen eye for observation. “If any question arose as to any object seen during the day, whether we had particularly noted it or not,” Gardiner later wrote, “King could always describe it from memory with great minuteness. He seemed to photograph everything that passed before his eyes.”53

And yet, even as he lived in the present, King had an ability to think beyond his immediate surroundings and to imagine how personal experience might play out as part of a more dramatic tale. In his small pocket journal, he plotted how to tell the story of his long mountain walks, jotting down shorthand notes to expand later into literary vignettes.54 The teenage King “wrote beautifully,” Gardiner recalled, “being trained to it by his mother who is gifted with wonderful power of expression and power to inspire enthusiasm for literature.” Indeed, as far as Gardiner could tell, all of King’s “literary and artistic tastes and his critical perceptions seemed the natural outgrowth of his mother’s mind and training.”55

At summer’s end, Gardiner moved back to his hometown of Troy, New York, to enroll in the Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, and Dewey returned to Hartford to finish high school.56 But without any educational plans of his own for the fall, King felt unmoored. He moved to Brooklyn in late 1859 and found work with the flour merchants William Brown and Company. He chose to believe he secured the job on his own, but more likely he had help from George S. Howland, a widowed Brooklyn businessman and philanthropist then courting Florence King. Howland served as secretary of the board of the Brooklyn White Lead Company, which prospered, as the local newspaper explained, “due to his intelligence in all the chemical, mechanical and productive departments of the business.”57 Five years older than Florence, he had lost a wife and child in an 1854 shipwreck and buried two of his other children.58 His surviving son, John Snowden Howland—“Snoddy”—had a physical disability that, as Florence put it, left his body “like an exquisite vessel of cracked glass which a rough touch might shiver in atoms.”59 Howland likely saw in Florence a potential mate young enough to bear more children; in him, she probably spied financial salvation. They married in July 1860, and Florence inherited a nine-year-old stepson. But nothing could shake her devotion to Clarence. Her eighteen-year-old son would remain her intellectual companion and confidant, and Clarence would find it difficult ever to escape the grip of that maternal embrace.60

 

KING REVELED IN NEW YORK’S cultural attractions. He attended the opera and purchased a season’s pass to the National Academy of Design, where he particularly admired Albert Bierstadt’s grand Base of the Rocky Mountains, Laramie Peak, the first of the painter’s monumental Rocky Mountain landscapes to be exhibited in the city.61 But New York also struck him as a sinful place. “It was all very nice to talk about moral purity in a little city,” he wrote to Gardiner, “but Great Jones! Jim there are more than one seductive, wicked, beautiful, fascinating, jolly, voluptuous, apparently modest artful woman to one poor chicken here; they show you their necks and bosoms without intending to and all sorts of abominable wiles they practice on a fellow that are mighty inflaming.”62 He felt compelled to fight back against the dangerous lures of city life and went to church in an effort to fend off his melancholy and vague urban unease.63 After a few months, he proudly told Gardiner, “I have succeeded with Heavenly aid in eradicating melancholy from my heart and now that I am free from its bands my soul is much more free to look at all the world’s realities in a healthy light.”64

This new perspective made him more keenly aware of his own advantages in life, more thankful than ever for his mother’s devotion. “Now almost daily,” he told Gardiner, “I see some poor unfortunate little girl or boy with scarce food to keep them out of the grave and clothes to cover them, young and with a heavy weight of deep deep sorrow in every furrow of their little old hard faces…. Oh my God why were my young days cloudless and why did I have a kind devoted Mother, why was I permitted to live in ease while those whom thou lovest as well are going down to premature death from famine and degradation.” This first glimpse of the urban poor sparked his empathy and drove away his “sorrow and all discontent.”65


 

NOT EVEN AN INWARD-LOOKING eighteen-year-old could find shelter from the stiff winds of politics that winter and spring of 1860. Talk of slavery, states’ rights, and the impending possibility of civil war dominated the papers and the talk on the street. “I am more than ever a Wendell Phillips man,” King wrote to Gardiner that March, “heart and soul with the philanthropic ‘radicals’” allied with Phillips’s strong antislavery views. But he explained that his “mental” allegiance lay with the Illinois senator Stephen Douglas, who believed that the residents of the western territories should decide for themselves whether to allow slavery within their boundaries.66 The radical abolitionists had the right end in mind, but King favored a more tempered means of ending America’s peculiar institution.

King grew up an “enthusiastic abolitionist,” Gardiner recalled, receiving from his mother “an ardent hatred of slavery, and a clear foresight of the impending ‘irrepressible conflict’ of the Civil War.”67 But both Florence and Clarence took their lead from King’s grandmother, Sophia Little, with whom they lived while in Newport.68 “During the 1850s,” King later wrote, “she ate no sugar but free soil maple and refused southern oranges as they were to her mind ‘full of the blood of slaves.’”69

Little’s impeccable antislavery credentials extended back to at least 1835, when she attended the famous Boston meeting that ended when an angry mob seized abolitionist leader William Lloyd Garrison and dragged him through the streets with a rope tied around his neck.70 Later, during King’s boyhood, she helped lead the Rhode Island Anti-Slavery Society and earned local notoriety for shunning the neighbors unsympathetic to her criticism of the proslavery church.71 Mrs. Little “has suffered, and counted it joy to suffer for the enslaved,” pronounced her admirer Frederick Douglass.72

Little wielded her pen as a weapon. Her antislavery letters and poems appeared in Garrison’s abolitionist weekly, The Liberator, beginning in 1837.73 After Congress passed the Fugitive Slave Act in 1850, however, an enraged Little sought a broader reading audience and turned to the more popular genre of the novel, in the hope that her “feelings, concerning that law, should reach the ears of the people.” She completed her book Thrice through the Furnace months before Harriet Beecher Stowe finished Uncle Tom’s Cabin. But through “circumstances over which the Author had not control,” it appeared a few months after the March 1852 publication of Stowe’s novel. Mrs. Little deferred to her literary better: “While my little bark lay hindered in port, God had launched forth a noble vessel on the chafed waters of the public mind.”74

In her story of a slave family’s escape to freedom, Little lashed out at the institution of human bondage, insisting that “the dreadful truth exceeds anything my pen has here portrayed!” She wrote like the nineteenth-century religious poet she was, but even her sentimental prose did not mask her political sting. A reviewer for Frederick Douglass’s Rochester, New York, newspaper pronounced the novel a “thrilling” story and admirable testimony against the Fugitive Slave Act.75

Just ten when his grandmother’s book came out, Clarence left no account of his response. But Florence paid indirect homage to the novel in 1862 by naming the daughter born to her and George Howland “Marian,” after the saintly quadroon heroine of Little’s story. Her gesture suggests the place of the book in the family’s life. Clarence probably knew the novel well, and one imagines Florence referring to it whenever Marian asked about her name.

Like other readers, Florence seemed to understand the novel as a tribute to the common humanity of all peoples, whatever their race or creed. But Little’s radicalism had its limits. Although she soundly denounced slavery, her liberal views about race fractured—as so many abolitionists’ did—over the issue of intermarriage. The aristocratic white protagonist of her book, lured by Marian’s primitive charms, frees her as his uncle’s slave. “I never saw a white lady that had any heart; they fritter it all away by false education,” he tells her. “Your greatest charm for me, is the sensibility I have vainly sought for among my own race.”76 Little dismissed such racial romanticism, however, arguing that there could be no true love across the lines of color or class. An educated white man’s love for an untutored black woman would corrupt them both. So she wrapped up her complicated plot with a cluster of marriages that wed white to white, black to black, mulatto to mulatto. One can only wonder whether the adult Clarence King ever looked back on his grandmother’s novel with ironic appreciation for its uncanny anticipation of his own life.

 

FLORENCE KING’S MARRIAGE TO George Howland in the summer of 1860 freed Clarence from his day-to-day worry about his mother’s financial situation and let him imagine his way out of his job in Brooklyn. In the fall, he accepted Howland’s offer to bankroll his education and enrolled in the three-year course of study in chemistry at the Yale Scientific School (to be renamed the Sheffield Scientific School the following year). The school offered the best scientific training in America, and King sped through the program in just two years. As Daniel Gilman later wrote, he had “that token of genius which is said to be ‘the art of lighting one’s own fires.’”77

The Scientific School offered a stark alternative to the classical curriculum of Yale College, with a focus on chemistry, engineering, and independent work in its newly equipped labs. The “Sheffs” studied and lived apart from the other undergraduates who roomed together in the “college yard.” “They do not mingle,” wrote one student who arrived a few years after King, “and few acquaintances are formed.”78 The Yale Scientific School had developed slowly from the School of Applied Chemistry that formed in 1847, and it was still evolving when King arrived in the fall of 1860. The new building that opened that year allowed chemistry and engineering to be taught under the same roof for the first time and provided students with state-of-the-art laboratories for analytical chemistry and metallurgy.79 James Dwight Dana, veteran of the celebrated U.S. Exploring Expedition (1838–42) under Charles Wilkes and a pioneer in the scientific study of the Pacific, presided over the school as a kind of éminence grise and lectured on geology. The philologist William Dwight Whitney instructed the young scientists in French and German. Benjamin Silliman Jr. lectured on chemistry. George J. Brush, “the life of the school,” helped students do research with his superb private collection of minerals. Others taught crystallography, astronomy, and natural philosophy.80 Charles Darwin’s revolutionary On the Origin of Species (1859) had not yet affected the course of instruction; during the 1860–61 school year, the third-year curriculum still included classes in theology and “Paley’s evidences of Christianity.”81 But King’s fellow student Othniel Marsh had already uncovered some extraordinary fossils that would fuel the impending debate about evolution and help earn him a reputation as one of the nation’s foremost paleontologists.82

“I am happy in my studies,” King wrote to Gardiner. “I don’t love the practical minutiae of lower details of science although I work at these for discipline, but the lofty laws of creation, the connection of the material with the human the aesthetic and the eternal, the cosmical relation of God’s earthly planes.”83 Time would later temper King’s faith. But for now he sought a unified explanation of the world. “Nature the key to Art and Science, God the Key to Nature,” he scribbled in a notebook. “You Clarence King never dare to look at a peak of nature save with respect and the admiration you are capable of. Nature is a solemn force a glorious reality which ought to move us to high thought and true nobility.”84

The mining engineer James Duncan Hague, who first met King during his New Haven years, remembered him as “an active, sprightly youth, quick to observe and apprehend, full of joyous animation and lively energy” and not above engaging in midnight pranks that involved swapping the front gates of the stately Yale buildings along Hillhouse Avenue.85 A muscular five feet six inches tall, King excelled at athletics.86 He skated, played cricket, captained the baseball team, and rowed stroke on a racing crew. He also excelled in the classroom, mastering mandatory classes in mathematics, physics, chemistry, mineralogy, crystallography, geology, and German.87 In quieter moments, however, he still struggled with matters of the soul. “I find myself alone and I draw nearer to God, Mother and you,” he wrote to Gardiner.88 None of his new Yale friendships had muted the intensity of their old bond. “My heart is taken up with you,” Clarence wrote to Jim, “…my love for you grows always and is a most absorbing passion.”89

Campus talk that fall of 1860 revolved around politics: the impending presidential election, Abraham Lincoln’s victory, the likelihood of war. In a community of soldier-aged young men, the abstract issues soon became concrete. With the secession of the southern states and then the outbreak of war in April 1861, most of the school’s southerners, never more than a small minority, headed home. In a first flush of enthusiasm, at least thirteen undergraduates left school to join the military in the early months of war. Many more enlisted as soon as they received their degrees; from King’s small class at “Sheff,” three students eventually joined the Union side. But the reality of war soon intruded on the students’ youthful idealism. The College boys watched somberly in June 1861 as Theodore Winthrop, one of the first Union officers killed in battle—an abolitionist, a Yale man, a local boy of impeccable Puritan lineage—was laid to rest in the Grove Street Cemetery, across the street from the Sheffield Scientific School.90 Clarence’s own uncle, his father’s younger brother David, died in West Virginia during the war’s first year.91

Dan Dewey wrote King that his own Trinity College was “all in a military furor just now. A company is being organized, and everybody expects to join…. I am getting more and more anxious to go to the war.” He anticipated a long struggle and felt “thoroughly convinced that it is my duty to be amongst the defenders of our national principles.”92 Gardiner, too, felt swept up in the fervor of the moment, drilling two hours a day with his fellow students at Rensselaer Polytechnic Instititute.93

King abhorred slavery. But he struggled over how to fight it while remaining true to the religious pacifism he had inherited from his grandmother. During the summer of 1861, he went up to Vermont to hike with Dan Dewey and to visit his mother and her family. He was teaching his stepbrother Snowden “to fish and be manly,” King wrote to Gardiner. But the issue of military service raised questions about his own manliness. He had just endured “another battle with my inclinations about going to war,” King told Gardiner. “Bitter and many were the blows it cost me but now see clearly my duty to keep myself for the future.”94 He wavered, then wavered again. In March 1862 he confessed to Gardiner, “When I said I wanted to ‘push a bayonet’ I was wrong. God knows that for my country I would ‘push a bayonet’ and that I would not quail before death for my land but the act would crucify in me so many of my noblest impulses. It is like tearing my soul in sunder.” King worried that Gardiner would misread his ambivalence as moral weakness. “I do want to lead men,” he insisted. “It will be my life’s object. Why can I not. Don’t think that because I show you my tender side my weak one if you will, that I have no fire, no firmness, no mental power.” He boasted that at Yale he already led men in his “own humble way” people thought him a man of some consequence.95

In July 1862, as soon as he received his Ph.B. “with honor” from the Sheffield Scientific School, King headed not south but north.96 For months he had plotted how to ship a Yale boat to Lake Champlain for a rowing expedition from upstate New York into Canada, with Gardiner and Dewey, and two Yale classmates, Samuel Parsons and William Stone. They set off right after commencement. But not even on the open water could the young men escape the widening ripples of war. On August 8 the secretary of war forbade all men of draft age from leaving the Union as long as military quotas remained unfilled.97 As the boys rowed toward Canada, unaware of this recent order, a U.S. Customs inspector stopped them as suspected draft dodgers. They talked themselves out of trouble and continued on, holding tight to the inspector’s official letter that declared they were “not leaving the United States to avoid any military draft.”98 If the incident stirred up any old doubts, King just shrugged them off. Dewey, though, took it as a call to duty, and when he returned home in September he enlisted in the Twenty-fifth Connecticut Volunteers.99

 

KING DID NOT VOLUNTEER for military service. Nor, after Congress passed draft legislation in March 1863, did he register for possible duty, despite the fact that he could have purchased a substitute with $300 of his stepfather’s money.100 Antiwar feelings ran strong on his father’s side of the family as well as his mother’s. His paternal aunt, Charlotte King, the widow of his father’s brother Charles, refused to let a tombstone acknowledge the military service of her son, William Vernon King, an officer in an all-black regiment, who defied her will to reenlist and died at Petersburg in 1864.101 The novelist Henry James, cousin to Charlotte King, thought that military service gave young Vernon a valuable independence, calling forth “some exhibition of a young character too long pressed and impressed, too long prescribed to and too much expected of it, and all under too firm a will.”102 But Clarence never saw military service as a way to build character, at least not his. He avoided any situation that might call public attention to his disinclination to fight. In May 1863, when local enrollment officers went door to door recording the names of men to be called up later in a military draft, King was nowhere to be found.103 He was already heading west.

King later described his decision to go west as a kind of epiphany. Back in New Haven in October 1862 to row in a regatta, King stopped by the home of his former professor George J. Brush and listened as Brush read aloud a long letter from his old friend William H. Brewer. Brewer was in California, assisting Josiah D. Whitney (the older brother of King’s German professor) on the California State Geological Survey. His letter recounted his recent ascent of Mount Shasta, the “sublimely desolate” peak he thought the highest in the state, and emphasized not just the scientific features of the volcanic mountain but the tremendous rigors of the high-altitude climb and the awe-inspiring views.104 King later told Brewer, “That settled it.”105 He would go west himself.

That the news from the battlefields might have pushed him west remained unsaid. Just weeks before King sat in that New Haven drawing room to hear stories of Mount Shasta, more than 4,800 Union and Confederate troops had died on the bloody battleground of Antietam, with 18,500 more left wounded and maimed. King’s decision to go west stemmed, in part, from his decision not to pursue the commercial life that his father and
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