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September 4, 1870, Tuileries Palace, Paris, France

Eugénie de Montijo, Empress of France, was trembling as she stood transfixed looking out the windows of the Emperor’s Salon. Outside the Tuileries Palace, thousands of working men and women were holding homemade tricolor French Republic flags and marching toward the palace. She could hear the sounds of breaking glass and cobblestones striking the doors. They were shouting. "Vive la République! Down with the Emperor!”

“Imperial Majesty, you must leave!” Urged Prince Metternich Ambassador of the Austrian Empire, to the court of Emperor Napoleon III of France.

“I agree, Your Imperial Majesty! Your life is in peril!” Count Nigra, the Italian Ambassador to the French Court, advised her.

Meantime, several of the demonstrators had torn down the palace fencing closest to the street. They began climbing up the walls of the palace. When they reached the top, they were urging the rest of the Paris mob to jump over the barricades and follow them inside. As the revolutionaries climbed over the barricades, they began beating the palace guards with their fists, metal flag poles, and other crude weapons. The sheer number of marchers overwhelmed the guards. Demonstrators grabbed them and stripped them of their rifles. The remaining guards began running away into the palace to escape. When the revolutionaries breached the palace doors, they began flooding into the building.

“Please, Your Imperial Majesty, we must leave. It is no longer safe! Our lives are in danger!” Cried Madame Lebreton, one of her ladies-in-waiting.

Empress Eugénie had seen enough. She turned away from the windows to face Madame Lebreton. “Yes, we must leave now.” The Empress wrapped herself in a dark cloak. Along with Prince Metternich, Count Nigra, and Madame Lebreton they descended the staircase to the Grand Foyer.  

The demonstrators penetrated the inner palace courtyard, so Empress Eugénie and the others hurried through the Grande Galerie to the Louvre Palace.

For the past several days, the Empress had ordered the treasures of the Louvre Palace moved elsewhere for safekeeping. As they rushed through the Louvre, Empress Eugénie observed blank spaces on the walls where priceless paintings had once hung.

They tried to get to the Rue de Louvre from the rear of the Louvre Palace. As they stepped out onto the street, another mob was marching by and shouting, “Vive la République!”

Empress Eugénie drew back into the building and concealed her face until the rioters had passed. Prince Metternich helped the Empress and Madame Lebreton climb inside a horse-drawn carriage. He shouted for the carriage driver to leave. The driver flicked his whip, and his horses began galloping down Rue de Rivoli. Madame Lebreton leaned toward the Empress and asked in a frightened voice, “Where should we go, Your Imperial Majesty?” 

The Empress squeezed her hand and told her. “I have a friend. He will help us.” She declared. They both sat back in the carriage, and the Empress closed her eyes.
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Four Years Earlier, September 3, 1866, Cleveland, Ohio

President Andrew Johnson’s eyes were bloodshot, and he was tired from traveling. The crowds attending his speeches during his “Swing Around the Circle” speaking tour of the upper Midwest were becoming smaller at each stop, and the only speaker receiving loud applause was General Ulysses S. Grant, whom he had convinced to join him on the tour. General Grant had been reluctant because he was averse to the handshaking, glad-handing, and baby-kissing part of retail politics, but President Johnson insisted he come along because he needed him. Everywhere they went, the crowds requested to see General Grant. President Johnson would introduce him as the victorious commander of the Union Army and ask him to take a bow to loud cheers.  

During his turn to speak, the president would complain to his audience about how the Republican Radical Congress was undermining him and then pause and wait for the crowds to cheer for him. But today was different. General Grant was complaining about how sick he felt as they boarded the train this morning. When they pulled into the Cleveland Depot, President Johnson’s aide told him General Grant was boarding a steamship to Detroit. Grant left President Johnson and the rest of his party behind as he went ahead to the next stop on the tour. 

President Johnson took a swig of whiskey from the flask he always carried with him. As he stepped off the train, he spotted a group of men standing on the platform. One of them was Mayor Pelton of Cleveland. Pelton grasped Johnson by the arm and steered him to a waiting carriage. On the other side of the station platform, Johnson noticed several groups of protesters shouting and shoving the police officers standing next to them. He overheard one of them call out “Accidental President!” at him while the rest of them laughed. 

“I’m sorry Mr. President. Ignore them. The citizens of Cleveland are honored to have the President of the United States visit our fair city.” Mayor Pelton gushed. Johnson shrugged his shoulders and climbed into the carriage. 

The carriage containing the President and Mayor of Cleveland traveled down Superior Street to the Kennard House, one of the most luxurious hotels in the city. Mayor Pelton escorted President Johnson into the lobby and past a large, ornate fountain imported from Spain. Johnson and his party, along with local Cleveland politicians, enjoyed an extravagant banquet in the hotel restaurant. After dinner, Mayor Pelton inquired, “Mr. President, would you care to speak a few words to the citizens of Cleveland?”

President Johnson nodded “Yes.”

The party retired to President Johnson’s suite on the top floor of the hotel. Outside his suite was a large balcony. Mayor Pelton and President Johnson stepped out onto the balcony. A large crowd of people was on the street below. “Citizens of Cleveland. I present to you the President of the United States!” Mayor Pelton announced to the crowd. 

But several people shouted, “Where is General Grant?”

Mayor Pelton announced, “I’m sorry, but General Grant cannot be with us today.”

An overall sense of disappointment rippled through the crowd. Then they chanted, “We want General Grant! We want General Grant!” President Johnson attempted to speak, but the chants drowned him out. Mayor Pelton waved his arms to quiet them while Johnson stood next to him.

After a few moments, Johnson began speaking. “Some say my blood is to be shed.” He was referring to editorials in the newspapers by supporters of the Radical Republicans in Congress, but the crowd laughed and sneered at these remarks. President Johnson then offered himself up as a sacrifice for his nation, like Abraham Lincoln. The crowd booed at these comments. Johnson’s face became red with anger. The President was determined to finish his speech. Johnson informed the crowd he could have declared himself a dictator over the United States with the Freedmen’s Bureau legislation. The crowd became silent after he had said these threatening remarks. “The tyrannical Congress has undertaken to poison the minds of the American people against me.” Johnson continued.

The Cleveland crowd grew restless and yelled insults at President Johnson. They chanted “Accidental President! Go Home!” And someone shouted “Hang Jeff Davis!” (The former president of the Confederacy was still awaiting trial for treason one year after the war).  

President Johnson was livid. He yelled back, “Why don’t you hang him? Why don’t you hang Thad Stevens? (The leader of the Radical Republicans in Congress, Johnson’s chief enemy). President Johnson stopped speaking, turned, and looked at the rest of his party standing in the doorway, but they averted their eyes from his angry stare. Johnson stormed off the balcony into his suite. 

The crowd began chanting even louder. “We want Grant!” We want General Grant!” The Mayor of Cleveland attempted to quiet them, but he was unsuccessful and followed the president into his room as the crowd slowly dispersed, and went home.

President Johnson’s comments about the Radical Republicans in Congress during his speech in Cleveland that day were widely reported in the nation’s major newspapers. “The country is going to the devil!” An incensed Thaddeus Stevens declared after reading the newspaper reports during lunch in the House Members’ Dining Room. Less than two years later, a dying Congressman Thaddeus Stevens used the speech as the basis for drafting the tenth article of impeachment of President Johnson. “Andrew Johnson, President of the United States ...did attempt to bring into disgrace, ridicule, hatred, contempt, and reproach, the Congress of the United States...”
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Public Square, Cleveland, Ohio

Twenty-four-year-old John D. Rockefeller was standing at the edge of the crowd listening to the President’s speech. Rockefeller thought to himself, “He’s in over his head. He is a lame-duck” referring to President Johnson. After President Johnson had gone back inside the hotel, Rockefeller checked his watch and began walking home on Euclid Avenue. He realized he was late for dinner, but several business associates stopped him and offered to go with him into an adjacent tavern for a drink. Rockefeller declined the invitation. He told them he had important meetings the next day. 

John D. Rockefeller was a wealthy man. He had sold his successful produce commission business and bought an oil refinery. With the oil business booming after the Civil War, he now owned the largest oil refinery in Cleveland. He was going to meet with the owners of the largest railroads to discuss shipping oil by train from the Pennsylvania oil fields to his refinery in Cleveland. Rockefeller was planning to ask for a discount on his oil shipping rates in return for all of his oil business. If they agreed, this would undercut his competitors and force them out of business.

Rockefeller checked his watch, bid his associates goodbye, and continued to walk into the gathering darkness. John D. Rockefeller was frugal and preferred walking home every day instead of hailing a Hansom cab.
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