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			Introduction

			Of the many times John C. Frémont visited St. Louis, the most auspicious came in 1845. He was thirty-two years old, a United States Army captain with shoulder-length hair and a thoughtful expression. Arriving on a steamboat from the east on May 30, he disembarked at the crowded waterfront with two companions: Jacob Dodson, a son of free black house servants from Washington, D.C.; and William Chinook, an Indian from the faraway land called Oregon. It was fitting that Captain Frémont reached St. Louis with men from far to the west and east. His mission was to connect the Atlantic world to the Pacific, surmounting the natural barriers between.

			Frémont served in an army unit called the Corps of Topographical Engineers, which had assigned him to draw maps of travel routes through the Louisiana Purchase. Twice in the preceding three years he had recruited small groups of skilled civilians to join him on expeditions that ranged across thousands of miles of prairies, mountains, and deserts. Each time their starting point was St. Louis, the commercial hub of Missouri, which was the westernmost of the United States. Now Frémont was about to command his third expedition, and his preparations in St. Louis should have been routine. He needed to hire men and buy supplies—camping equipment, rifles, food, brandy, and coffee. (The coffee was vital; he had run out once on the prairie, a painful mistake he would never repeat.) But something happened as Captain Frémont made his customary rounds. His arrival was mentioned in a local newspaper, which created an unmanageable situation. James Theodore Talbot, a twenty-year-old aide who joined him in St. Louis, described Frémont’s problem in a letter to his mother. “He was assailed by people anxious to accompany him” on his expedition, Talbot wrote. “Wherever he goes he gathers a little train.” The job seekers would not let him alone. Declining to stay with Talbot at the Planter’s House Hotel, where he might be spotted, the captain “hid himself in some French house down the City.” So many men asked for him at the hotel that a clerk vowed to put up a sign reading, “Captain Frémont Did Not Stay Here.”

			Frémont spread the word that he would meet potential recruits at a warehouse, where he might stand on a barrel packed with tobacco leaves to address them. But when he arrived before ten o’clock on the morning of June 2, he found an unruly mass. “You ought to have witnessed the scene,” Talbot wrote his mother. “Long before the appointed hour the house was filled and Capt Frémont found it necessary to adjourn to an open square. . . . The whole street and the open space was crowded. We could easily trace the Captain’s motions by the denser nucleus which moved hither and thither. They broke the fences down and the Captain finally used a wagon as a rostrum but it was impossible for him to make himself heard.” Men were elbowing each other to reach him, wanting so badly to talk to him that they would not listen. Frémont, too polite and reserved to command the crowd, gave up and fled. But men found where he was staying and chased him even into his bedroom, forcing his free black servant, Jacob Dodson, to use all his “strength and vigilance” in a vain effort to keep them away. A St. Louis newspaper declared: “This is the strongest manifestation of the Oregon fever that we have yet witnessed.”

			It was one episode in the life of John Charles Frémont, among the most famous men of his time. He had risen from obscurity just since 1842, when he commanded the first of his major expeditions. After traveling for months at a time on horseback and foot, often through deep snow, he went home to Washington, D.C., to write reports to the army about his adventures—and he told his stories so evocatively that his reports were excerpted in newspapers and published as popular books for the general public. His tumultuous arrival in St. Louis in 1845 marked a new phase in his work: the men he recruited that year deliberately rode outside the territory of the United States, crossing the mountains to reach the Pacific coast near San Francisco Bay. There, his sixty armed men helped to trigger the United States’s conquest of the Mexican territory of California. This conquest was not even complete when the once-impoverished young officer began buying many square miles of California real estate, where he afterward struck it rich during the Gold Rush of 1849.

			While it was natural that such a life would make him well known, Frémont’s fame grew to proportions that were not easily explained; other adventurous people of his era could hardly compare. Newspapers reported his every move. A contemporary journalist called him “the Columbus of our central wildernesses,” while a magazine in 1850 went further, listing Columbus, Washington, and Frémont as the world’s three most important historical figures since Jesus Christ. He was not even forty years old when Americans began naming mountains and towns after him. Europeans thronged to invest in his gold-mining projects, and followed each step of his adventures: 350,000 people attended a long-running stage show in London that featured paintings of his experiences. His fame made it possible for him to enter politics, lifting him to a seat in the Senate and propelling him in 1856 to become the first-ever presidential nominee of the newly established Republican Party. John C. Frémont was a social and political phenomenon of a kind we associate with modern celebrity culture.

			What brought him such acclaim? Part was earned through genuine accomplishment. The conquest of California was one of the most consequential acts in the history of the United States. His reports pointed emigrants to Oregon, and helped inspire Mormons to settle near the Great Salt Lake. His maps were more reliable than earlier charts of the West because he insisted on mapping only landmarks he had seen himself. While others had previously walked the ground he traveled, his systematic observations showed how different parts of the landscape fit together. He collected so many specimens of previously unrecorded plants that botanists named many after him, and when he reached San Francisco Bay, he gave the harbor mouth its name: the Golden Gate.

			His achievements were magnified by perfect timing: he explored the West just as the country was turning its eyes to it. The “Oregon fever” mentioned by the St. Louis newspaper in 1845 referred to excitement about settling the Pacific Northwest, which was matched by an interest in Mexico’s territory to the southwest. That same year the United States annexed the former Mexican territory of Texas; President James K. Polk took office after being elected on an expansionist platform; and a newspaperman, John L. O’Sullivan, wrote of “our manifest destiny to overspread the continent allotted by Providence for the free development of our yearly multiplying millions.” While O’Sullivan was not the first to talk of a transcontinental empire, his phrase “manifest destiny” entered the lexicon. It was debated in Congress and referenced in popular culture. The British performer George H. Hill, famed as “Yankee Hill” for the uncouth American he played in a stage show, worked the phrase into his popular stand-up routine in early 1846. He said he favored “a clean fight” for territory beyond the Rocky Mountains: “It is our ‘manifest destiny,’ and we cannot help it. Whoop, Whooray, whar’s the enemy?” As Hill spoke, John C. Frémont was in California, about to begin the takeover—manifest destiny personified.

			But the most important factor in Frémont’s fame may have been the person who made it possible for him to take full advantage of both his talent and the times: Jessie Benton Frémont, his wife. Born when women were allowed to make few choices for themselves, Jessie found a way to chart her own course. The daughter of a senator who was deeply involved in the West, she provided her previously unknown husband with entrée to the highest levels of the government and media. It was no coincidence that his career began to soar a few months after they eloped, when he was twenty-eight and she was seventeen. “I thought as many others did,” said one of their critics, “that Jessie Benton Frémont was the better man of the two.” She helped to write his famous reports and some of his letters, serving as secretary, editor, writing partner, and occasional ghostwriter. She amplified his talent for self-promotion, working with news editors to publicize his journeys. She became his political adviser. She attracted talented young men to his circle, promoted friends, and lashed out at enemies. She carried on conversations with senators twice her age, offered her opinions to presidents even when they did not agree with her, and was gradually recognized as a political force in her own right.

			Her timing was as perfect as her husband’s: she was pushing the boundaries of women’s assigned roles just as women were beginning to demand a larger place in national life. In the 1840s and ’50s, women were holding conventions to call for voting rights and also campaigning against slavery. The Republican Party, founded to oppose the expansion of slavery, captured some of their energy—and when John was nominated for president, Jessie became part of the campaign in ways that no woman ever had. Her husband’s campaign literature featured songs of praise for Jessie; it nearly seemed like they were running for president. Women attended campaign rallies even though they could not vote. Thousands of Republicans flocked to the Frémont house for a glimpse of John on the balcony, and then refused to leave until they saw Jessie too: “Madam Frémont!” they cried. “Jessie! Jessie! Give us Jessie!” A newspaper said she could have been elected queen. Jessie Benton Frémont achieved a celebrity much like her husband’s, with fame out of proportion to her accomplishments—unless we count her husband’s fame among those accomplishments.
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			TODAY THE FRÉMONT NAME is imprinted on the American landscape like the crater of some ancient meteor strike, its outlines apparent though eroded and overgrown. A Tesla electric car factory is located in Fremont, California, while vacationers in Las Vegas gamble inside a mall called the Fremont Street Experience. Residents of Seattle live in the Fremont neighborhood, named by emigrants from Fremont, Nebraska, which shares its name with Fremont, Ohio, New York, and New Hampshire. Hikers scramble up Fremont Peak in Wyoming, elevation 13,743 feet, and the smaller Fremont Peak outside Monterey, California. Rivers are lined by a tree called Populus fremontii, or Frémont’s cottonwood. Readers of the more than fifteen thousand books on Abraham Lincoln often discover both Frémonts, who quarreled with him in the 1860s (“You are quite a female politician,” President Lincoln told Jessie when she lobbied him on behalf of her husband). Yet for all the ways that they remain in plain sight, the Frémonts have largely faded from our national consciousness. A relative handful of biographies have been written about them.

			This narrative aims to bring the Frémonts back into view through the story of their rise to fame, from their elopement in 1841 to their presidential campaign in 1856. They pioneered a modern path to celebrity in those years. Famous people in earlier times typically were revered because they held traditional positions of authority—kings, princes, clerics, generals, presidents. The cultural elites of Europe also celebrated writers and artists and people of interest. But the Frémonts grew famous in a more democratic way. They worked through the expanding news media, which never before had reached so many readers or wielded so much influence. They spread their story to an increasingly literate public, and linked their names not to one, but to three great national movements—westward settlement, women’s rights, and opposition to slavery.

			In attaching themselves to these movements, the Frémonts took part in events that redefined the country. The conquest of California did far more than simply extend the borders of the United States. It created conditions for the rise of a new, more global America. A nation that had been born on the Atlantic—a colonial extension of Europe, with an enslaved population from Africa—became a power in the Pacific with direct trade routes to Asia. The United States also made itself part of Latin America by capturing its northernmost portion, along with the people who lived there. In short, John Frémont’s arrival in California signaled the emergence of the United States as the nation of the world. There is abundant evidence in these pages that the Frémonts knew what they were doing; John named the Golden Gate not because it was the gateway into California, but because it was America’s golden portal outward to Asia. He advocated a transcontinental railroad to connect that portal to the eastern states. He dreamed of “commingling together the European, American, and Asiatic races.”

			A careful look at the Frémonts’ rise also reveals how their lives were far more complex and ambiguous than their public image. Though John was known as the conqueror of California, he played an erratic and sometimes baffling role in the takeover. And John’s global vision of his country clashed with a far more parochial idea, which the Frémonts also embraced. John’s reference to Americans as a “race” was a clue: Americans were vaguely described as a new race of people, generally descended from the British but with a distinct character molded by the experiences of the frontier. When Americans captured the Pacific coast, they insisted on the prerogatives of that new race—taxing foreigners and discriminating against Indians in order to keep California’s bounty to themselves. Their actions reflected widespread attitudes in the eastern states from which they had come: Indians had been evicted from the East, and a nationwide movement against foreigners was on the rise. Anti-immigrant leaders called themselves Native Americans, by which they meant native-born white people rather than native people who had held the land before them. The Native Americans claimed that immigrants were unfairly swaying elections with their votes for the Democratic Party, and bringing foreign influence through their dangerous and alien religion, Catholicism.

			The anti-immigrant movement grew so powerful that when the Frémonts sought political office in the 1850s, they had to decide whether to accommodate it. They did what they considered necessary. They wanted to win, so they wanted the votes of nativists—even though the Frémonts’ actual goal was not stopping immigration, but stopping the spread of slavery. They pursued a morally perilous course, crafting words and deeds to win over bigots while trying not to taint themselves. They tried using sleight of hand to enlist prejudiced voters in an essentially progressive cause.

			This book contends that the Frémonts advanced the antislavery cause—and also helped to bring about the Civil War that came in 1861. Their role must be properly defined. It would be wrong to claim, as Confederates did, that antislavery zealots such as the Frémonts were to blame for the war. In truth slavery was to blame, and its defenders fired the first shot. But events in which the Frémonts took part—westward expansion and the election of 1856—disrupted the old political order that had protected slavery, and forced a national reckoning with it.

			The disruption came during an era that can feel eerily familiar, in that its social and technological change prefigured our own. Then as now, new industries were transforming daily life. Americans had never before seen places like Lowell, Massachusetts, a district of textile mills where eight thousand workers, mostly women, turned spindles and looms that produced fifty-eight million yards of cloth per year. The economy was globalized. Beaver pelts trapped in the West were shipped to Europe to become top hats; ginseng from the Appalachians and lead from Missouri were shipped to China in exchange for porcelain and tea. There was a revolution in communications; never in human history had people been so well connected. New roads, then steamboats, then railroads, and finally the telegraph shrank the world until information that had taken months to spread could travel in days, hours, or even seconds. Upon seeing the first practical telegraph line in 1844, a newspaper writer proclaimed “a new species of consciousness,” the unprecedented ability to know “what events were at that moment passing in a distant city.” Weekly newspapers became daily papers. They reprinted articles from papers elsewhere, creating a national conversation that the telegraph accelerated. Democratic politics were also transformed: voter participation rose year by year, partly driven by political coverage in the ever more vibrant media. But the increase in voting was, in one respect, ominous. Many Americans went to polling stations out of fear, concerned that the wrong election outcome would cause calamity. The telegraph spread news of political violence, which partisan newspapers interpreted in radically divergent ways. None of the advances in technology seemed to be making the country more stable, more equal, or more just.

			Slavery was the great dividing issue. It touched the whole country, even states that seemed free of it; the 1.95 million pounds of cotton fed annually into the Lowell, Massachusetts, textile mills was picked almost entirely by Southern slaves. But Northern states had gradually abolished slavery on their own soil, while Southern states increasingly defined themselves by it. As rivalry sharpened between the sections, some began questioning the political system that held them together. Americans today can relate, for we still question the relative power of politically different states: Why, for example, should California and Oklahoma each have two senators when California has ten times the population? Why should noncitizens be counted in the census, giving extra House seats to states with more immigrants? The answer is that the nation’s founders made the rules when they drafted the Constitution, but in divisive times it is easy to perceive the rules as dangerously unfair. In the 1800s, Northerners resented that the Constitution allowed white Southerners an advantage when apportioning House seats according to population—white Southerners were allowed to count three-fifths of their slaves. Southern leaders resented that the North’s population grew larger than the South’s. Then westward expansion created the need to organize new states, which must be either slave or free, adding power to one side or the other. For years some parity was maintained, but that changed after John C. Frémont helped to bring the free state of California into the Union. Free states soon seemed powerful enough to elect a president without a single vote from any slave state. This was what John Frémont first attempted as a presidential candidate in 1856, and what Abraham Lincoln tried again in 1860. Southerners, fearing a government that no longer depended on them, prepared to secede from the Union.

			Imperfect Union is a story of the American union, as seen through the Frémonts’ union. They were early players in America’s constant struggles over equality, race, and identity. It goes without saying that the story is set in a time of open bigotry and state-sponsored racism: even outside the South, only five states permitted full voting rights for black men, and none allowed the vote to women. Yet it needs to be said, and is a major theme of this book, that these were also years of American diversity. America as we know it would never have come into being without the work of people who supposedly were not part of it. John, who seemed to define the new race of Americans, was the illegitimate son of a French immigrant. He would not have accomplished as much as he did without his partnership with a woman. When the Frémonts eloped, the only cleric who was willing to officiate was a Catholic priest. The volunteers for John’s perilous expeditions included men of numerous religions and backgrounds—a German immigrant mapmaker, French Catholic mountain men, free black men like Jacob Dodson, a Portuguese Jewish photographer, and Indians of several native nations. Numerous languages could be spoken around their campfires. All of these people were creating the nation we have inherited, which is the legacy of all of them.

		

	
		
			Part One

			NATION BUILDING

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					
						
							[image: ]
						

						
							
								Prairie Meadows Burning by George Catlin, 1832.
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							Charleston, South Carolina, fronted by the Battery.

						
					
				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			AID ME WITH YOUR INFLUENCE

			C.J. Fremont, 1813–1840

			Charleston and the West

			Long before he was famous for wandering the West, John Charles Frémont grew up in a family that wandered the South. They moved restlessly from city to city, beset by scandal, then tragedy, then poverty. The scandal was John’s illegitimate birth.

			John’s mother, Anne Pryor, was the offspring of an elite Virginia family. She was married when she fell in love with Charles Fremon, a French immigrant and French teacher. Confronted by her husband in 1811, Anne left him and moved with Charles to Savannah, Georgia, where John was born to them on January 21, 1813. Their life in modest rented rooms was a change for Anne from the plantation houses where she had grown up; Charles Fremon made a bare living by opening a “French and Dancing Academy” for elite young ladies and gentlemen, and taking in boarders who wanted to study his native language. But they were not entirely without help. Anne had come from Virginia with a living token of her aristocratic past: a maid named Hannah, a family slave in her midthirties described as having a “redish complexion.” She had an independent spirit. Having accompanied Anne when she followed her heart to Savannah, the maid tried to follow her own heart, and escaped in 1812 with a free black boatman. But all the rules were different for Hannah; she either returned or was captured, and was on hand to help when baby John arrived.

			The family faced trouble from the start. The state of Virginia refused to grant a divorce, meaning Anne could not marry the father of her child. Beyond that, something didn’t work for them in Savannah. The baby was only nine months old when they relocated with him to Nashville, where Charles started another French and dancing school. Tennessee also did not hold them long, and they rambled back eastward to Norfolk, Virginia, while two more children, Elizabeth and Francis, were born to them along the way. They no doubt grew poorer with the demands of each new child. Then Charles Fremon died around 1818, leaving Anne with next to nothing, and five-year-old John without any clear memory of his father.

			John never said what he felt about the collapse of his family, except indirectly by what he edited out of his life. He did not speak of his father, and was still a youth when he began effacing his father’s name. First, he changed Fremon to Fremont. Then his given name went through an evolution. His earliest known signature, from age fifteen, was written J. Charles Fremont—he was going by Charles, like his father. As late as his eighteenth year, some documents called him Charles Fremont or even reversed his initials to make him C.J. Fremont. But he later put the initials back in order, giving John as his first name. Not until his twenties did he add an accent mark, completing his identity as John C. Frémont.

			Before his teenage years, when people still called him Charles or C.J., his mother moved the family to Charleston, South Carolina. C.J. sometimes walked to its harbor, lingering at the Battery, a waterfront promenade, where he could “go and feel the freedom of both eye and thought.” He felt that “the breast expands” when “the eye ranges over a broad expanse of country, or in the face of the ocean.” He could watch white sails on the horizon as ships approached from Liverpool or Boston, along with black smoke from the regular steamer coming up the coast from Savannah. Approaching ships angled past Fort Sumter, a brick pile that was just getting under construction on a shoal in midwater.

			He couldn’t spend much time looking, because his family needed him to work. At thirteen he interrupted his education to work for a lawyer, serving subpoenas.  But the youth’s intelligence prompted the lawyer to pay for him to go back to school, the first of many times that Charles would attract an older male sponsor. A schoolteacher became the next sponsor, and recorded a description of his student: “middle size, graceful in manners, rather slender . . . handsome; of a keen piercing eye and noble forehead.” The teacher took extra time to instruct him in Greek, passing on a love of Greek plays, and at sixteen Charles was admitted to the College of Charleston, starting as a member of the junior class.

			It was a priceless opportunity. The college’s brick building was new, its cornerstone having been laid just three years earlier, and though its roof leaked in the rainy climate it was a vibrant institution. Aware that the top colleges were in the North—Princeton, Harvard, Yale—Charlestonians wanted a good school of their own, and leading citizens became trustees. There were three thousand books in the library, and the size of the student body had recently reached a record high of sixty-two. The college president, Jasper Adams, had been recruited from Brown University in New England, and his curriculum blended readings from ancient Athens and Rome with the ideology of the new American republic. That ideology went on display when students performed at a college exhibition: Charles Fremont recited an “Extract from Mr. Crafts’ Oration, 4th July 1812.” William Crafts was a Charleston politician who in that speech declared, “This country appears to have been created on a magnificent plan, destined for the production of great events, and the display of extraordinary powers.” Americans would develop “mental and moral greatness” as they met the challenge of spreading across the continent and conquering the West. “Our rivers,” C.J. repeated to the audience, “flowing with boundless velocity—our mountains, rising in awful grandeur—our rocks, braving the fury of the elements, are marked with the characters of independence, and proclaim the residence of freemen.”

			The faculty member who took attendance recorded the way C.J.’s academic career gradually drifted off course. In the fall of 1830, he missed the first few weeks of class. The faculty understood; attendance records noted that “C.J. Fremont” was “teaching in the country by permission.” Probably he was helping to support his family by giving private lessons to affluent families, as his father once had. C.J. returned to college a few weeks later, and his high grades suggested that he caught up with his classmates. But he began missing more classes, sometimes vanishing for a week. His behavior stood out, even in a school with generally spotty attendance (“The whole course of . . . Philosophy,” one campus record complained, “will be badly understood by the Senior Class on acc. of the frequent absences!”). His professors gave him “frequent reprimands.” His friends were mystified. At last, on February 5, 1831, Charles was summoned to meet the faculty. The confrontation (on a Saturday, after Charles had been absent the previous Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday) could not have been easy for President Adams, for he knew his students well and sometimes visited their parents. He understood that Charles came from a struggling family. Yet the young man gave no explanation for his absences. Adams informed him that he was expelled, and his academic record ended with the sentence: “C.J. Fremont was dismissed from the college for incorrigible negligence.”

			The young man shrugged. “I knew that I was a transgressor,” he said. The punishment “came like the summer wind,” for the “edict only gave me complete freedom . . . I smiled to myself while I listened to words about the disappointment of friends—and the broken career.”
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			WHAT HAD HAPPENED? Charles eventually confessed a secret. He was “passionately in love,” cutting class to visit a fourteen-year-old girl. Her name was Cecilia, and she lived with her family in a house on a Charleston street corner. She was one of five brothers and sisters overseen by their mother and grandmother. They had become his surrogate family; he was part of a “little circle of sworn friends” with the brothers and sisters, and together they explored the woods and islands around the harbor. Sometimes they went shooting or picnicking. Once, in a rowboat, they were nearly swamped by the waves around Drunken Dick, a hazardous shoal on which ships sometimes foundered. Returning to her home, John sat with Cecilia in a side room that had a door opening onto the street, allowing them to flee when the grandmother approached. There is no record of what the grandmother thought of this eighteen-year-old college dropout lounging in her house with an adolescent girl. When Charles revealed this relationship in his memoir, he did not declare whether he’d had his first sexual encounter with her, but he did write: “This is an autobiography and it would not be true to itself if I left out the bit of sunshine that made the glory of my youth. . . . I lived in the glow of a passion that now I know extended its refining influence over my whole life.”

			Who was the young woman who so affected him? He never gave her family name, and said little of her personality, but described her appearance: she had a “clear brunette complexion” with “large dark eyes and abundant blue-black hair.” She also had a compelling family history: her people came from Haiti, in the West Indies, and were Creoles, meaning they descended from French colonists who had once ruled Haiti. The French were expelled by a revolt among Haiti’s black slave population, which culminated in 1804 with the massacre of many white residents and the creation of an independent black-led republic. Cecilia’s family were refugees.

			Notably, John said Cecilia’s siblings had the same “brunette complexions,” dark eyes, and blue-black hair. Although these words could describe French people who identified as white, they easily suggest people of color. Charles did not state their race, yet the implication of his description was clear enough. One of his early biographers was apparently uncomfortable about this description, and solved the problem by effectively putting the young man’s lover in whiteface—rewriting her description to give her “clear ruddy skin” instead of brown. Perhaps the biographer concluded that Fremont misspoke.

			A more straightforward explanation is that Charles described her accurately and knew what his description would imply. Haiti had many people of mixed race—and people of all racial identities had to flee Haiti when suspected of aiding the colonizers. And so it’s plausible that C.J. Fremont’s first love was a person of mixed race, as were all her siblings, his close friends. This would help explain why his classmates at Charleston College were baffled about where he went instead of studying: he could not tell them. An interracial relationship was a greater transgression than missing class. Such relations were common, as was obvious from the city’s population of several thousand people of mixed race, known as mulattoes (many of them descended from white slave owners, who did as they liked with enslaved women they controlled). But like Charles’s birth out of wedlock, this could not be discussed.

			Charles’s affair with Cecilia did not last. His mother still needed financial help, and before long his time was taken up with minor teaching jobs, including one in which he and a partner taught French. But he had begun dreaming of the wider world—the world he saw from the Battery, or while roaming with Cecilia by the harbor—and his dreams were fueled by a pair of books he had read. One was a book on astronomy, which awakened his interest in celestial navigation. The book was in Dutch, which Charles could not understand, but he could study the “beautifully clear maps of the stars,” and he had the math skills to follow the “many examples of astronomical calculations.” The other book collected stories of “men who had made themselves famous by brave and noble deeds, or infamous by cruel and base acts.” This book reflected the aspirations and the anxieties that churned within C.J. himself.
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			HE FOUND HIS WAY OUT of Charleston with the help of his next mentor: Joel R. Poinsett, a politician, diplomat, and amateur botanist. Appointed the United States minister to Mexico in the 1820s, Poinsett earned two distinctions: he was the first US ambassador to the newly independent country, and while there he sent home a red flower that became known in the United States as the poinsettia. Returning to Charleston in 1829, Poinsett attended the same church as C.J. Fremont’s family and served as a trustee of Charleston College. He was the same age as John’s mother, and took notice of her wayward son.

			The first and most important thing that Poinsett did was give C.J. a political orientation. Poinsett was a Unionist, meaning he favored preserving the country as it showed early signs of coming apart. In 1831, the year of Fremont’s affair with Cecilia, Charleston residents held a “states-rights ball,” while other South Carolina towns held “disunion dinners” to promote the South breaking away from the North, and citizens of Beaufort performed a “Disunion Drama.” The issue was not slavery, at least not directly. Some South Carolina leaders proclaimed their right to nullify what they called the Tariff of Abominations, federal taxes on imported goods that protected American industries but raised the price of products bought by Southern planters. If Fremont’s mentor in these years had been one of South Carolina’s radical thinkers—such as John C. Calhoun, who was serving as vice president of the United States yet secretly aiding the nullifiers—his life might have taken a different course. But Unionists such as Poinsett supported President Andrew Jackson and his administration (one South Carolina paper said the idea that the federal government could not enforce its laws was “beyond patient endurance from a people not absolutely confined in their own mad-houses”). Poinsett also held a nuanced view of slavery. In 1832 he told a visiting French writer named Alexis de Tocqueville that slavery was a disadvantage to the South—that Northern and western states were gaining far more rapidly in population, which meant the South was steadily losing power. It would be a mistake to call him antislavery: he said nothing could be done about slavery, a position that allowed him to accept the status quo while deflecting the questions of disapproving outsiders. But as Charles later said, Poinsett “saw the dark spot on the sun,” understanding that the divide over slavery endangered the country.

			Young Fremont’s Unionist associations allowed him to perceive an opportunity when it sailed into the harbor. In January 1833, a US Navy warship glided past the unfinished bulk of Fort Sumter and dropped anchor, sent by President Jackson to signal his determination to enforce federal law. While many Charlestonians saw the USS Natchez as a threat, Fremont saw a chance to get away. He learned of a job on board, and Poinsett agreed to recommend him, even though he thought the job—as a shipboard mathematician—was a waste of Fremont’s talent. He would spend long, dull days at sea, tutoring poorly schooled seamen to calculate the figures necessary to take navigational readings by the sun and stars. His abbreviated education and his study of the pictures in the Dutch book he couldn’t read apparently gave him enough knowledge to persuade the ship’s captain that he was qualified.

			When the nullification crisis eased (President Jackson’s threat of force was followed by a compromise in Congress over the tariff) and the Natchez moved on, twenty-year-old C.J. Fremont bid good-bye to his mother and went out into the world beyond the harbor. Never having been at sea, he joined a crew who made their lives on it: one was Lieutenant David G. Farragut, who had served in the War of 1812 at age eleven. Within a few months the ship was patrolling the coast of South America, which was a magnificent adventure, although Poinsett was right that the work did not test the young mathematician. When the Natchez returned, John wavered over what to do next. He rejected a permanent position as “Professor of Mathematics in the Navy,” but then wrote Poinsett asking for a mathematician’s berth on a ship bound for the Mediterranean.

			
				Your kindness to me on a former occasion . . . induced me to hope for it also on this—an excuse which you will think rather worse than none at all, but which was true, and all I had to offer . . . Should it suit your convenience to aid me with your influence, I need not say how great would be my obligation to you . . .

				I have the honor to be

				With much respect

				Your Ob’t Servt

				J. Charles Fremont

			

			Poinsett didn’t get him the job. He had a different journey in mind for his protégé: moving inland instead of out to sea. He was about to give the young man his first experiences in westward expansion.

			In the 1830s the major cities on the Eastern Seaboard were competing to become portals to the developing interior. New Yorkers had already opened the Erie Canal, which connected to the Great Lakes. The tracks of the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad were under construction over the Appalachians, and a similar venture was called the Cincinnati and Charleston Railroad. Joel Poinsett of Charleston was among the investors. “The Rail Road will be built,” declared a letter published in the Charleston Courier in 1836. “Real estate in Charleston will appreciate 100 percent; and our own particular Rail Road Stock will rise in two years 100 per cent. . . . Every dollar judiciously laid out in Charleston in real estate, will double itself in five years.” That was just the rosy scenario necessary to persuade men to invest in a plan to lay more than six hundred miles of iron rails over some of the roughest parts of the Appalachians to reach the Ohio River Valley. To find a route, the investors assembled a survey party under the direction of an army engineer, and Fremont was hired to go along. They rode northwestward through South Carolina and into Tennessee, spending long days in the woods and stopping at night at the homes of farmers along the way.

			The project was a fateful failure; the railroad was never built. Although Charleston eventually was connected by more roundabout routes to the Mississippi River Valley, it remained a provincial city on its coast, where regional resentments and dreams of independence festered. But for Fremont the railroad survey was a priceless experience, and the army officer who led it later hired him for a second assignment that launched his career as a soldier of the American empire. He was to map Indian country—the Cherokee Nation. President Jackson had imposed a treaty requiring the Cherokees to surrender their land in North Georgia and surrounding states. They were to move west of the Mississippi by the spring of 1838, but because it was an illegitimate treaty, signed by a breakaway faction of elite Cherokees and not the Cherokee government, no one knew if the fifteen thousand Cherokees would go. The army prepared to clear them off the land by force if necessary, and Fremont was assigned to a surveying party ordered to map Cherokee territory in case it became a battlefield.

			The men rode into Cherokee country in early 1837, splitting into small groups and moving “hurriedly,” as Fremont recalled, through rough mountains. Told to sketch the Hiwassee River, he walked twenty miles along its winding course in a day, climbing huge stones and fallen trees. He woke “so stiff next morning I moved like a foundered horse,” and could no longer lift his feet. He had to sit on obstacles and yank his legs over one at a time. But he recovered in the evenings at Cherokee farms. These were his first meaningful encounters with Indians, who had adapted their culture to life among white people: “many of their farms were much the same as those that are to be met with elsewhere on our remote frontier.” Cherokees welcomed him into their homes and let him sit by their fires. Nobody threatened him, even though he was working for the government that threatened them. Cherokees were conducting a sustained act of nonviolent protest, simply declining to move west. Their protest would not end until some were rounded up at gunpoint and their leaders at last consented to start along the Trail of Tears in 1838.

			Although the young mapmaker accepted the common view that it was “wise and humane” to move Indians out of the way of encroaching white settlers who preyed on them, he grasped that Cherokees were losing more than they gained. “There has been no continuous effective policy by the Government except in the removal of Indians from East to West, and out of the way of the white man,” he later said; promises to compensate and support Indians were never fully kept. His ambivalence about his mission did not prevent him from feeling exhilarated by the work. During “this accident of employment,” he wrote, “I found the path which I was ‘destined to walk.’ Through many of the years to come the occupation of my prime of life was to be among Indians and in waste places. . . . There were to be no more years wasted in tentative efforts to find a way for myself.” His sponsor was now in a position to help him find more work: Joel Poinsett became secretary of war in 1837, appointed by a new Democratic president, Martin Van Buren. Poinsett helped Frémont obtain a job in the Army Corps of Topographical Engineers, a special unit devoted to surveying and mapping the American landscape. Accepting the appointment, John left Charleston for good. Only his mother remained for him there; his sister, Elizabeth, had died in her teens, while his brother, Frank, had left Charleston for a career in the theater. John moved to Washington and in 1838, at age twenty-five, was one of a group of ten men formally appointed second lieutenant, the newest and lowest-ranking officers in the army.

			His qualifications came from life experience rather than formal training. This distinguished him from army officers who had graduated from the military academy at West Point, where cadets were forced to apply themselves in class, master the science of war, and generally grow up. West Pointers were early participants in the national trend of professionalization, which lawyers, physicians, engineers, scientists, educators, and others would eventually follow: raising formal standards, demanding specific credentials, and excluding those who did not measure up. John Frémont represented a different tradition: that of the intrepid amateur who found out how much he could get away with.
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			THE CORPS OF TOPOGRAPHICAL ENGINEERS was filling an enormous gap in the nation’s knowledge. The Louisiana Purchase, more than eight hundred thousand square miles west of the Mississippi, was much traveled but little understood; while native people and fur traders knew it intimately, only scraps of their experience had filtered eastward to be recorded. Lewis and Clark’s expedition beginning in 1803 had traced the Missouri River more than two thousand miles to its source and continued beyond it to the Pacific, but only a few formal explorations had followed. From the perspective of Washington, the Rocky Mountains were hardly known; the trails to Oregon and California were scarcely mapped; and great mountains and rivers that appeared on maps were merely rumors. The corps was organizing a mapmaking expedition to fill some of the blanks, and ordered John from Washington to the starting point, St. Louis. He reached the city in the spring of 1838 and mingled with army officers posted to a barracks there, among them Captain Robert E. Lee, who had recently finished making a detailed map of the St. Louis waterfront.

			Lieutenant Frémont was the sole commissioned officer assigned to the expedition, which would mostly consist of hired civilians. The War Department engaged a uniquely qualified expert to command: Joseph Nicollet, a distinguished French geographer who had previously mapped the source of the Mississippi River. John was to become, in effect, the explorer’s apprentice as Nicollet further mapped the northern plains. He was a slight man with an intense focus on his craft; in a letter to his mentor Poinsett, Lieutenant Frémont described the geographer as “delightful” because of the “almost extravagant enthusiasm in the object of his present enterprise wh[ich] he seems to think the sole object of his existence.” He was an immigrant who had fled to the United States for a new start after going bankrupt while speculating in the Paris financial markets. His French background and language made him welcome in St. Louis, where many families had remained since French colonial times. The powerful Chouteau fur-trading family, whose ancestors were founders of the city, supplied Nicollet with provisions as well as with men—voyageurs, as they were called—who had learned the rivers and plains while transporting furs.

			It was a stroke of fortune that John was able to learn from Nicollet, who had devoted his life to a great mystery of the age: how to study the surface of the earth when so little could be seen at any one time. It required a blend of science, stamina, and systems. Nicollet had brought notebooks, five by seven inches or smaller, in which his tiny handwriting recorded every observation. (“Departed Traverse des Sioux at 11:07 a.m. . . . appearance of rain . . . the heat is overwhelming.”) Enchanted by the prairie, he made a note in his journal about “the beautiful lawns we are crossing,” and as the expedition followed winding rivers, he sketched the shape of each bend until the river resembled a little snake on his page. From time to time he would halt the expedition and produce a triangular device called a sextant; peering through a lens, he measured the angle of the sun above the horizon at a certain moment of the day. He then stayed up long past dark to measure the angle of Polaris, the North Star. From these and other readings it was possible to determine latitude and longitude. A barometer measured air pressure, which varied with altitude. Once these readings were compared with readings that had been meticulously recorded at other times and places, Nicollet could determine exactly where he stood on the surface of the earth, how far he was from other points, and how far above sea level. He was a master at this craft, a disciple of the great European geographer Alexander von Humboldt; had Nicollet never emigrated to America, it would have been hard for Lieutenant Frémont to find anyone who had so much to teach him.

			The explorer’s apprentice learned equally important lessons in wilderness survival from the French-speaking voyageurs. One night, when detached from the rest of the expedition, Frémont and two other men camped on the prairie, and woke in the night to a crackling noise. A prairie fire was sweeping in their direction, swift and unstoppable. The voyageurs understood that the only safe place was on ground that was already burned. They lit a prairie fire of their own, let the wind blow it away from them, and with moments to spare stepped into the blackened area. On another day John persuaded the expedition’s hunters to allow him to join the pursuit of a buffalo herd. “This,” he said, “was an event on which my imagination had been dwelling.” The men approached the herd on horseback, working toward it from downwind so the buffalo would not catch their scent. Topping a low ridge, the men looked down on a “compact mass” of brown creatures making “the loud incessant grunting noise peculiar to them.” And then the chase began as the buffalo thundered away in clouds of dust, which was so thick that as the hunters charged after the herd they couldn’t see the ground. Frémont learned how green he was: “I made repeated ineffectual attempts to steady myself for a shot at a cow after a hard struggle to get up with her, and each time barely escaped a fall. In such work a man must be able to forget his horse, but my horsemanship was not yet equal to such a proof.”

			John accompanied Nicollet on a second expedition in 1839, and afterward returned with him to the East. They had grown close, the mentor and protégé. Nicollet, who was Catholic, was living on the grounds of St. Mary’s, a Catholic college in Baltimore, and John sometimes visited him there, meeting Nicollet’s friends among the Catholic clergy who ran the school. Returning to Washington, the two men set up a workroom near the Capitol and began to produce a map. The periodic celestial readings became dots on paper, the expedition’s precise location on certain dates. The men would then use the journal entries and sketches to reconstruct the routes they had taken between these points and the landscape they had seen. It was slow and painstaking work, as Lieutenant Frémont was awkwardly reminded one day when a man appeared in the doorway. He was a man in black, in his late fifties, with a massive body that filled the doorframe, a full head of hair, and piercing blue eyes. He introduced himself as Senator Thomas Hart Benton of Missouri, chairman of the Senate Committee on Military Affairs. He said he wanted to see Joseph Nicollet’s map of the northern plains. Frémont gestured with regret to the map projection, which was blank; they were still organizing the raw material.

			Senator Benton was disappointed, but the two men made a connection: Benton wanted to absorb Frémont’s firsthand knowledge, as he did with every western traveler he met. Though he had never gone west of Missouri, he soaked up so many details from those who had that it could seem he must have walked the ground himself. Frémont began visiting the senator’s home a few blocks from the Capitol, where they sat in Benton’s upstairs library. Soon John had a new mentor. Sometimes John stayed for dinner at the Benton house, and got to know members of the family. He took an interest in the senator’s oldest daughter, Elizabeth, when she came home from her boarding school in Georgetown, the little river port at the edge of Washington.

			Elizabeth agreed to attend a school concert with him in Georgetown—and it was at the concert that he noticed Elizabeth’s sister Jessie, who was attending the same school. Afterward, John C. Frémont recorded the moment of their first encounter. “She was just then in the bloom of her girlish beauty,” he said. “There was no experience of life to brush away the bloom.” The “pleasure of seeing her sister” drew her out in “bright talk,” he said. “Naturally, I was attracted.” He came away thinking of Jessie rather than her older sister.
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							St. Louis, 1832: the gateway to empire.

						
					
				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			THE EQUAL MERITS OF DIFFERING PEOPLES

			Jessie Ann Benton, 1824–1840

			Cherry Grove, St. Louis, and Washington

			Jessie Benton Frémont could not have been more different from John in her family ties. While he lost touch with everyone but his mother and could hardly describe his background without risking shame, she came from an intact family. She had multiple siblings and many illustrious relatives. Her mother’s family, the McDowells, were a mass of grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins, deeply embedded in Virginia since colonial times, with connections by marriage to other leading families and generations of ancestral lore.

			Jessie was born at her mother’s childhood home, on the McDowell land some two hundred miles southwest of Washington in the Blue Ridge Mountains. It was in Rockbridge County, named for its natural bridge, a stone formation that spanned a river and so charmed Thomas Jefferson that in the 1700s he bought the land on which it stood. If the McDowells were not so famed as the Jeffersons, they did own an expansive estate. A long private avenue led to the house, lined on both sides with cherry trees that had been cut to form a canopy overhead. The estate was called Cherry Grove, and there Elizabeth Benton bore her second child on May 31, 1824.

			It is not certain that Jessie’s father arrived in time for the delivery. Senator Thomas Hart Benton likely remained at work in Washington until May 27, when Congress adjourned, and then he faced a ride of a few days to reach the home of his in-laws. It was not from any lack of interest in his wife and child that Benton cut it so close; he had been thinking about the baby, perhaps too much. His first child had been a daughter, and he was hoping this time for a son. Although he was disappointed, he never gave up easily on an idea, and he chose for the girl what sounded like a boy’s name, a variation on the name of his late father, Jesse Benton.

			One of the earliest stories of her childhood illustrated Jessie’s bond with her father. When Jessie was three, she received a new dress—purple, with chinchilla trim that she could run her fingers through. Her five-year-old sister, Elizabeth, received a matching outfit, which so excited the girls that they put on their finery and raced through the house to show their father. Finding him absent from the home library where he usually worked, they noticed piles of paper there. Jessie seized some of the pages and began scribbling with a red pencil and scattering them about the room. Elizabeth followed her example, though Jessie thought she was “timid and nervous” about it. Not until their father returned did they discover that they were defacing one of Senator Benton’s speeches. “Who did this?” he demanded when he returned.

			Jessie stalled for time. “Do you really want to know?”

			He said he did, and she came up with an answer that melted his anger: “It’s a little girl who cries, ‘Hurrah for Jackson!’” Andrew Jackson was the candidate her father was supporting in the next presidential election. The ploy worked: her father embraced her.

			This family story, as Jessie wrote it down much later, suggested the way she viewed herself. She was assertive and self-confident, leading her older sister rather than being led. She made her own rules and sometimes got away with it, even though men ruled her world. She was politically astute—knowing Senator Benton’s candidate preference and sensing that she could disarm him by endorsing it. Above all, she was devoted to her father, and he to her. “Catching me up in his strong arms he held me close,” Jessie wrote. “By what flash of instinct did I go straight to the hidden spot in my Father’s armor? Did he even then feel the germ of that instinctive sympathy which made us one?”

			Part of their connection involved her name. She felt as if he had assigned her a different gender. “My father gave me early the place a son would have had,” she said, and when a third daughter arrived without a son, Jessie embraced the role of his boyish sidekick. When he went hunting at the McDowell estate, she followed him through sloping wheat fields covered in stubble after the harvest. “Especially he liked autumn shooting,” she said. “I stuck to him like a pet doggie, and trotted everywhere with him. . . . It tried my young feet but I trudged on, proud to carry the game bag, and presently when my Father shot a quail I had the honor of carrying the limp warm thing.” At midday, resting under a tree, he produced biscuits and a book from his shooting jacket, and she leaned against him while he read aloud in French, challenging her to follow along.

			She remained beside him as he moved about Washington, and this assured her a special view of the world. Their house, at 334 C Street Northwest, was just off Pennsylvania Avenue, the city’s main street and the center of life. Although Pennsylvania was an unattractive ribbon of dirt, it offered amenities to the elite of an aspiring nation: the Foreign Book Store was selling works in French, Spanish, Italian, and Latin, while a few doors down one could visit a carriage dealership or even buy a used chariot, “very little worn.” Many kinds of people appeared on the street—lawmakers from every state, diplomats from European countries, visiting chiefs of Indian nations, free black servants, and slaves. The Capitol rose just a few blocks from the Benton house, topped by a green copper dome; Jessie sometimes trailed her father to work in the Senate, and he would deposit her at the Library of Congress for safekeeping.

			Sometimes she even followed when he called on the president. Andrew Jackson, the candidate for whom Jessie had strategically cheered as a toddler, won election in 1828 and was inaugurated shortly before Jessie’s fifth birthday, in 1829. Her father was a leading figure in Jackson’s political movement, which came to be called the Democracy and then the Democratic Party, and Jessie was in tow when Senator Benton climbed the stairs inside the white presidential mansion. They found Jackson in an upper room, “where the tall south windows sent in long breadths of sunshine; but his big rocking-chair was always drawn close to the large wood-fire.” Jackson needed the warmth. He suffered constant digestive attacks and was shockingly thin, with a hatchet face and a mass of gray hair. His wrecked body was the consequence of a life of exertion and moments of rage. He had once been shot during a pointless gunfight with Thomas Hart Benton when both were living in Tennessee, though they later reconciled. More recently Jackson had survived the first assassination attempt on a president, which suggested the passions he stirred as he destroyed the national bank and painted political rivals as aristocrats and elitists. Jessie, of course, did not yet know his politics, only that he was an old man whose wife was dead. She thought she perceived “sadness and loneliness” in his haggard face.

			Jessie said afterward, “I was to keep still and not fidget, or show pain, even if General Jackson twisted his fingers a little too tightly in my curls.” The near-skeletal president “would keep me by him, his hand on my head—forgetting me of course in the interest of discussion—so that sometimes, his long, bony fingers took an unconscious grip.”
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			JESSIE’S FATHER IMPOSED HARD ROUTINES ON HIMSELF, and his family had to follow them too. Having been stricken with tuberculosis as a youth, he believed it was better for the lungs if he slept with the windows open even in winter, so everyone else had to burrow as deeply as they could under their covers. He dictated a simple diet for himself, and thus for everyone at his table. Above all he was a nomad, who moved back and forth between several homes and often brought his family. In addition to the house in Washington, he had a house at his political base in St. Louis. He spent long periods with his wife’s family in Virginia, owned a farm in Kentucky, and sometimes made business trips to New Orleans. Rotating between homes every few months depending on the work of the Senate, he left behind a trail of notes asking newspapers to forward subscriptions to his next address. The Bentons moved so much—when travel was so difficult—that Jessie said her life was seen “almost as a reproach and a matter of sympathy among the stay-at-home friends and relations.” Of course, constant travel also gave her a more expansive view of the nation than her “stay-at-home friends and relations,” who, when a crisis came many years later, felt less attached to the nation than to their state.

			In 1832, when Jessie was eight, the family made one of its journeys from Washington to St. Louis. The trip was eight hundred miles, so far beyond the Appalachians that the family did not get there every year, although the pace of travel was growing faster. In 1800 the journey had required up to six weeks, but now steamboats and better roads made it possible to arrive in well under three. The first leg of the journey led over the National Road, a smooth ribbon of crushed stone called macadam, which the Bentons traveled in style, hiring a “reserved” stagecoach that the family had to itself. Senator Benton liked to sit outside with the driver, and even took the reins. Elizabeth Benton sat inside with the children—there were five now: Elizabeth and Jessie; another sister, Sarah; and two boys at last, an infant named James and his older brother, Randolph. Randolph was about two years old, meaning that in the jolting vehicle Mrs. Benton faced the eternal struggle between a toddler’s desire to stand and the parent’s desire that the child should sit. Stables operated every ten miles or so, and the Bentons used them to change horses. Sometimes when they stopped, Jessie asked to sit up with her father for the next ten miles, and when they started off she saw “the four eager horses dash away as the black stable-men jumped back when they loosed their heads and cheered them off.”

			At the Ohio River the family transferred to the first of the steamboats that would relay them downriver to its junction with the Mississippi. There the boat would swing northward, churning against the current toward St. Louis. On its final approach the craft angled toward the west bank, making a left turn just before Bloody Island, a fabled spot where men fought duels; then the crew tied up at the waterfront. Looking up the slope from the gangplank, Jessie saw the tightly packed houses of the city, topped by the rising facade of a cathedral under construction—a Catholic cathedral. It served the population left over from French colonial days, who could be heard speaking their ancestral language as they moved about the town. The Benton family had a short walk along streets lined by locust trees to reach their house, which occupied its own city block amid more locusts. Here Jessie’s father liked to sit on an upholstered sofa on a long covered porch, drinking his coffee outdoors even on a rainy day. When Jessie came to the porch and looked out at the street, she saw a “kaleidoscopic variety of figures” passing by, including “long files of Indians,” Catholic priests, “hunters and trappers in fringed deer-skins; army officers in worn uniforms going by on horseback,” and poor residents in French “peasant dress.” Her time in the West, she wrote later, “rubbed out many little prejudices, and fitted [me] better than any reading could have done to comprehend the necessary differences and equal merits of differing peoples, and that although different, each could be right.”

			The most recent census showed only 4,977 inhabitants, who, according to the map drawn by
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“Revelatory . ..If the book’s purpose is to illuminate and chill,

mission accomplished.”—=THE NEW YORK TIMES

How JESSIE AND JOHN FREMONT
MAPPED THE WEST. INVENTED CELEBRITY,
AND HELPED CAUSE THE CIVIL WAR 0





