108
BUDGET
October 27, 1997
1

-

The Great Literary club Spoof
of 1879 .

2 - Here Come the Reformers!

John A. Diehl
Thomas S. Gephardt

1

The Great Literary Club Spoof of 1879
Sometime I'd like to write an essay about changes
in the ambience of the Literary Club over the last
hundred years or so.
Some of the charming, innovative,
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liqht-heartedness 0
t e ea
d s- ., ~.:: _ b r 'ened by
Weive become a bit pondero sf a . . ~~a;e- ~ ag O ed or pure
some 0 w_ ~, " _ - .' - y
.toni ght
so - called tra d't'
~ lons
fabrications. AS an example,
=~e~_.
about the Great Literary Club Spoo _ - _8 9.
while preparing last year ' s ~~S~ ria. ' 5 paper
about our artist member, He nry Fa~ , :
ha . ced upon an
intriguing note pasted on t he ba
.:: 7e =
r Farny
paintings - the nocturnal s now s e~e pa~~ e
n a
wooden door panel.
I'm sure yo '~e see~ 1= a=op the
bookcase in the library.
Farny ~ad pa~=ed che pa els
of a door in the house of his :r~e=d ~d =e~ _ w
Literary Club member, John Wo as.
:= a ~ - .
telling about the painting, t e =o~e 9 es 0=
say,
"Mr. Woods and Farny inst ituted =::e _ c~e=' :: r
,e
Suppression of Music of which - 'oge .~cse5 ":'_5 n wa s a
shining light. This soci ety was ~ ~e= s seri s y by
Theodore Thomas that what bega~ as a ~ ~~e o s ~oke
almost became a tragedy." S d: a =as~ __ a::l::g c e
would whet the appetite of a
=e ~=~e~es-eQ 1
history, so I set out to learn ~::a:: : ~ ~~o abo t this
strange ly incongruous organiza io~ :.= = ', e , . eteenth
century music capital of the ~es = .
Woods , Farny and Wils o ~ere a:: :~-erary Club
members.
Later, I was a ble C =-cie~:::.=y =:.: . een othe r
Literary Club men who were acc:.ve e=o~g~ i . C is
strange society to get their .. a-es :.:: ::::e pape r in
connection with it. Judg e Lo .~~ ~~ 'as . res ' dent,
,John Woods secretary and Thorn=-~::: :e I
ice
president.
Parny is near the - 0 .
= =~e r s er . His
contribution, among others, was cc desl~ ' e coa t- o f arms or insignia of the orga nizac:.o::.
::: sows an
angry member, foot planted f 'rm:: ~ ace :
, coatt ail
swirling in the breeze and bra d~s~~=~ a= ax abo t to
destroy a pile of hated Mus ica l !=s~~~-e_cs.
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This rebel society was co. e~ ven
of the Literary Club and hatc eo ·.rer
at Hoffman's saloon. Browsi g
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source of information on the soc:.e=: :.:: ::~e
Daily Gazette of November and ece-be~ 28~9
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1880.
There are many columns devoted to it and
including cuts of the coat-of-arms.
Since the Gazette
has the story, I'll quote liberally from what it had to
say.
Under the insignia, the issue of November 20, 1879
recites the prospectus of the society in considerable
detail as follows:
"The organizers of this movement have been brought
together by no feelings of malice, but by a growing
sense of the danger in which we are living, and a
desperate resolve to save the community from the Huns
of Harmony, whose shadows stretch ominously across our
thresholds.
. So long as its dread approach was
heralded only by the vague mewlings of 'advanced'
musical critics; so long as its baleful presence was
foreshadowed only by sporadic irruptions of cacophony,
we held our peace .
But the hour of confidence is
past.
The danger is at our gates, thundering (in six
minors) for admission.
"Let it not be said we exaggerate the crisis. We
have seen out Penates overthrown and a sonorous calf
set up, where erst stood the Asolian harp; nay more:
not satisfied with pandering to the ribald dictates of
an unscrupulous management by paying the exorbitant fee
of $1 to be drenched with the drizzling insanity of a
Schumann symphony, we have seen a whole audience rise
up, shameless, at the bidding of a priest of Baal, to
join in the paean of its own degradation.
"It is time our life, our liberty, the pursuit of
our happiness were wrenched from the clutches of these
barbarians, who, in the name of music, have made
harmony a barren ideality.
To the extermination of
their,infamous teachings and the crushing out of their
heresles, we pledge our lives, our fortunes and our
most s~cred h?nor and cordially invite all those who
have slnned wlth them as well as all those who have
suffered with us to join this crusade.
"The organizers of the Society for the Suppression
of Music have already done some noble work.
Two
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committees, one on Vocal Propaganda, the other on
Instrumental Propaganda have been diligently laboring
in the good cause for months past, fostering an intense
and universal disgust for music and making converts
wherever their voices are lifted.
"But this is not enough:
the proportions of the
conflict have outgrown our disjointed efforts.
We must
have organization and a systematic division of labor.
To that end, a meeting will soon be called to which we
invite all those who are with us, in their souls in
their hopes. Your presence is requested: your'
contribution is solicited. Let your donations, should
you be prompted so to express your sympathy, assume the
shape of wine or cigars or other produce easily handled
by the committee.
By order of

The Board.

P.S. A 'Ladies Branch' will be established at an early
date.
P.S. No.2 Communications addressed to the secretary of
the society, Box 277, Postoffice, will have attention.
The Gazette of December 1, 1879 gave its readers a
full report of the first annual banquet of the new
society.
"Last Saturday evening those selfsacrificing reformers who, for the relief of all
persons not already deaf, have banded themselves
together under the name of the Society for the
Suppression of Music, held an enthusiastic and hopeful
meeting at Hoffman's, 'under the shadow of Music Hall'.
The proceedings were marked by no inflammatory
speeches, such as revolutionaries sometime make.
Though the plotters could have drunk hot blood, they
compromised on wine and they tempered the air laden
with the sounds of oppression by inhaling the smoke of
choice cigars.
"In response to volunteer toasts, patriotic
and eloquent addresses were made by the temporary
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chairman, Thornton M. Hinkle (who incidentally, served
as president of the Literary Club for two terms - 18721874), by Mr. Farny and others. A crown of honor was
presented to the father of the Society, the venerable
John S. Woods with a feeling address which, it is said,
drew tears from eyes unused to weep.
The response from
the oppressed in all sections of the country was
enthusiastic. The members as they listened to these
appeals for relief felt that the organization had
sounded the keynote of liber ty to suffering millions
throughout the land. A few samples of these letters
follow.
The first is marked (Private and confidential)
"To the Society for the Suppression of Music:
I
sympathize heartily with your movement, but
circumstances (domestic in nature) render it impossible
for me to take an open part in its behalf.
I beg leave
to inclose my check which please use freely in
furthering the cause.
I r e gret that I cannot, even in
confidence, disclose to you who I am.
I hope fully to
explain some day soon.
Yours truly,

A Friend

P.S.
I find that if I should sign the inclosed check
my name would be discovered.
Hence I do not do so.
You sign some good solid name to it.
The next letter indicates where reform is most
needed.
"Gentlemen:
I have just read your war prospectus
after due reflection, beg to express my entire
app~oval of the aim and purpose of your a~sociation.
This sudden evolution of discord in our m~dst has
assumed such alarming proportions that only those who
have the good fortune to be stone deaf have any chance
of escaping its ear-tearing ravages.
and

"But gentlemen - festina lente - go slow!
Le t us
commence with the irregulars.
For instance, the fellow
with the 'wry necked fife' and blatant drum, who makes
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night hideous with the announcement of a political
meeting, should be captured, tried by a drumhead court
martial on the spot and executed with the fatal weapon
in his hand.
The circus band - thirty pieces - playing
a tune in 120 flats (that is exactly four flats
apiece), should be waylaid, covered over with
consecutive fifths, and buried in the crossroads, Any
man, woman or child over two years, caught whistling in
the streets should be marched to the nearest glass
factory and made to blow for a living.
"Piano pounders should be forced to wear boxing
gloves and give security to keep them on during the
pleasure of the mayor.
The musical critic who, in
describing an opera or a concert, writes one word more
than can be understood by the Chief of Police, or in
his absence, the Chief of the Fire Department with the
assistance of the Wharfmaster, shall be taken before
breakfast to the largest establishment where boilers
are knocked into shape, and be made to explain Wagner
music of the future, amid the clash of hammers and the
roar of riveters.
"Let us clear away the brushwood first before
attacking the main for.t and reserve our heavy artillery
f o r the main centers where sharps and flats fill the
air and clefs fly about at the risk of the bystanders'
lives.
Yours,

Tacet

In the third letter, the intense earnestness of a
citizen of Kentucky cannot be questioned.
Covington, Ky.

Nov. 20, 1879

"To the Hon. secretary of the Society for the
suppression of Music:
"Sir - I note your appeal to the public.
, Thems
my sentiments'.
I also note your appeal for wine,
money and cigars.
I happen just now to be out of wine
and cigars but with pleasure $500 wherewith to buy the
necessa ri es named.
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"The evil your society contends against must be
out if it takes all the wine, money and cigars
In the country to do it.
I haven't had a free ticket
to a concert or an opera this season and I heartily
endorse the stamping out of the aesthetic barbarians.
~tamped

"Would it be possible to establish a branch of
your society in Covington? It is much needed.
Yours,

Kentucky

An open letter from the society appeared under its
insignia in the Gazette in early May 1880.
It says:
"Slowly, surely and silently our emissaries have
been at work sapping the foundations and undermining
the gigantic Upas tree of music which had hitherto
spread its unwholesome exfoliations uncheck~d ove~ a
slumbering people.
Not only has the Harmonlc Soclety
hung its harps on the willows, but the Choral society
has followed its example. Garbed with the badge of
authority, uur untiring emissaricG fill the highest and
most trusted positions in the College of Music.
Slowly
but relentlessly the misguided apostles of music are
being eliminated from this, the very citadel of our
enemies. Andras, Krehbiel, Brockhoven, Bloom and
others have already resigned. Whiting and Singer are
tottering on the dizzy verge, and the last few days
convince us that even the High Priest, Theodore Thomas,
will shortly be relegated to other climes."
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This announcement apparently incited the
indignation of a number of influential Cincinnati music
lovers, particularly Maria Longworth Nichols, one of
the prime supporters of Theodore Thomas.
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Nevertheless, on May 9, 1880, the Gazette, again
under the now famous coat of arms, reported the
crowning achievement of the Society as follows:
"This Society, an account of whose herculean
labors has been given from time to time, has d i scovered
that the hydra-headed monster still retains some
vitality and that a threatened May Musical Festival is
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imminent.
The members for the past few days have been
very active, and at a meeting held last night in the
St. Nicholas cafe, they laid the axe at the root by
introducing Mr. Theodore Thomas to active membership
and making him a sincere convert. This, it is
believed, will be a death blow to music in all its
forms.
"The glorious results were signalized by a
macaroni dinner partaken from a 'T' shaped table."
There were fifteen listed in attendance, thirteen
of them also Literary Club members, one guest and at
t.he foot of t.he table, the Society's newest member,
Theodore Thomas.
"It was announced that the Society's president,
Judge Longworth, was absent, since he was engaged in
the consideration of an injunction to prevent the
street railway from running to Music Hall during the
alleged May FestivaJ. The vice president, Thornton
Hinkle, then took the chair and announced the first
toast:
'Ourselves, the Savior of our Country' which
was responded to by Bellamy Storer (who later became
Maria Longworth Nichols' husband).
"The Banjo, 'America's National Instrument' was
the second toast which was handled by Dwight
Huntington. He said his constant use of this
instrument had depopulated the musical ward where he
lived and had depreciated the value of its real estate.
If I were a grasping man, he continued, he could have
purchased all the property in his neighborhood for a
song, but the use of this musical term was greeted by
hisses. At the close of his remarks, Mr. Huntington
was presented with an enormous banjo on which was
painted the Society's insignia.
"The Hon. John Woods declared that he was the
first to embrace the Society's faith, and that his
manly frame was swelled with pride and macaroni.
"The evening's great event came with the
presentation by Mr. Hinkle of the Society's newest
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member, Theodore Thomas, who was greeted by cheers,
roars and howls.
He said that Cincinnati had
accomplished more for music in one year than New York
had done in twenty.
This remark was followed by
doubtful applause.
"Following the appeal of Hon. Job Stevenson for
missionaries in foreign lands, chairman Hinkle
announced that Emperor Wilhelm of Germany had sent a
representative to Cincinnati to study the Society's
workings.
Otto von Mohl, Imperial German Consul (and
Literary Club member) was presented.
IIMr. Farny then distinguished himself by giving an
address in German. While this was no doubt a masterly
effort, it was beyond the intellect of the assemblage,
and a careful investigation of the speaker's
countenance created a suspicion that he was not very
clear on the matter himself.
"A guest of the evening was a Cincinnati
Commercial representative who when introduced, replied
with a few appropriate remarks in a Peruvian dialect.
IIMr. Ed. Goepper closed the program by performing
an obligato in C minor on a feather duster handle
across which he drew a light bamboo cane.
He gave also
an imitation of a cello sound as he played the
composition, 'Do you know the beautiful Miss Draper' ,
after which the meeting adjourned.
So there you have the Literary Club in one its
light - hearted, unhibited modes.
It's interesting to
note that the Cincinnati Daily Ga2ette in additinn

~n

reporting a blow-by-blow account of the activities of
the Society for the Suppression of Music also devoted
page after page of lavish coverage of the May Festival
of 1880 and that Henry Farny not only drew the insignia
of the Society but also designed the beautiful
Minnesinger that adorned the show cards and the
handsomely-bound lOO-page program for the May Festival.
I'm sure that members of the Society for Suppression
were prom i nently in attendance at every concert of the
Festival - and that except for the few with little or
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no sense of humor - everyone in town enjoyed the Great
Literary Club Spoof of 1879.
John Diehl

2

Here Come the Reformers!
The early 1850s were productive years in the young
life of Rutherford B. Hayes. Born in Delaware, Ohio,
in 1822, Hayes studies briefly at the Norwalk Methodist
Seminary and then at a private school in Middletown,
Conn.
In 1842 he received his undergraduate degree
from Kenyon College and three years later his law
degree from Harvard.
Hayes began his work as a legal practitioner in
Lower Sandusky, Ohio, (now known as Fremont), and on
Christmas Day, l849, moved to Cincinnati, the largest
city in the American West .
"To fill his idle time," writes one of his
biographers, "Hayes read more deeply in the law,
attended lectures, made social calls, and, most
important joined the recently founded Literary Club,
which afforded him excellent opportunities to improve
his speaking ability and to win new clients and
friends."
As his popularity and professional reputation
grew, Hayes in 1858 was invited to become a Common
Pleas judge. He chose instead to accept appointment as
Cincinnati's city solicitor.
With the outbreak of the Civil War, Hayes enlisted
in the Ohio volunteer Infantry and saw early service in
the Shenandoah Valley campaign. Most of his soldiering
came in the West Virginia mountains and the Kanawha
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Valley. By the time the war ended, Hayes had been
wounded three times and risen to the rank of major
general.
Hayes was still in the Army in 1864 when his
Cincinnati friends engineered his nomination for
congres s and, though he refused as a soldier to
campaign, he was elected and began his congressional
service on March 4, 1865.
Hayes' arriva l in Washington roughly coincided
with the election of three other ambitious young men
whose names were to loom large in the second half of
the century.
From Northern Ohio came James A.
Garfield, another Civil War general.
From Augusta,
Maine, came a journalist who had moved into politics,
James G. Bla ine. And from Utica, N.Y., came Roscoe
Conkling.
None of the four began his service in more
auspicious circumstances than Conkling. By the
begi nning of his second term in the House he was
already a member of the Ways and Means Committee, the
most prestigious and powerful in the House.
In due
time he also became a member of the Joint Committee on
Reconstruction, which spearheaded Congress' bitter,
unrelenting struggle with President Andrew Johnson on
how best to bind up the nation's wounds.
Politics was an almost inevitable course for
Roscoe Conkling. His father served on the federal
bench by appointment by President John Quincy Adams.
Several decades later, President Millard Fillmore
cal led upon the elder Conkling to be United States
minister to Mexico in the wake of the Mexican War.
Unlike his father, Roscoe shunned a classical
education - though he read prodigiously the works of
~yron, Shakespeare, Milton and Macaulay.
He chose
lnstead to enter a law office and thereby qualified for
legal practice.
As a new member of Congress Conkling didn't take
long to clash with another of the newcomers, James G.
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Blaine. After one exchange, Blaine took the floor of
the House for a personal denunciation:
"The contempt
of that large-minded man," he said, "is so wilting, his
haughty disdain, his grandiloquent swell, his majestic,
supereminent, overpowering turkle-gobbler strut has
been so crushing to myself and all members of this
house that I know it was an act of the greatest
temerity for me to venture a controversy with him."
It was a characterization that Conkling never
forgot and never forgave.
We don't know whether Congressman Hayes of Ohio
even noticed Congressman Conkling of New York, although
it's difficult to imagine that he did not.
Because
Conkling was a singularly striking figure on Capitol
Hill.
Several inches over six feet, Conkling was
unfailingly noticed for his handsomeness, his elegant
clothe s, his pointed reddish beard, and his broad
forehead dominated by a Hyperion curl. Most of all,
Conkling was noted for his acerbic tongue, his
persuasiveness, his intrepidity.
Conkling's first major speech as a congressman was
a commentary on the Supreme Court's Dred Scott
decision, which declared that Negro slaves had no
rights the courts of the United States were obliged to
respect.
"The infallibility ascribed to the Supreme
Court," he declared, "makes the Constitution nothing
but wax in the hands of judges; it amounts to a running
power of amendment." A comparable lament has been
heard at periodic intervals in the years since.
The bond that connected Conkling with his
congressional contemporaries - Hayes, Garfield and
Blaines - was the Gilded Age, so christened by Mark
Twain because, once the lustrous gilt had been worn
off, what lay was a base of common brass.
The Gilded Age and the corruption that
characterized it were perhaps the inescapable
consequence of the Civil War.
The Union's triumph had
stemmed less from the North's superior numbers, less
from the toughness and talent of its generals, than
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from its financial and industrial might. No one put it
better than Roscoe Conkling:
"War is not a question of
valor, but a question of money."
With the war won, the power and influence that had
accrued to the North's financial and industrial
apparatus were not to be surrendered easily or quickly.
The election of ulysses S. Grant as president in
1868, moreover, brought to power not only the North's
pre-eminent military hero, but also a man of humble
origins who was all but hypnotized by men of wealth and
accomplishment.
It was to the world of business that Grant first
turned to enlist his most trusted administrators and
advisers.
He turned secondarily to his old comrades
from the Union Army. Neither category served him well.
The national climate, the arrival of the financial
barons at the seat of political power, and the personal
indolence of President Grant -- these circumstances
conspired to assure an era of unparalleled scandal, the
Gilded Age of which Mark Twain spoke.
The most egregious of the scandals involved Credit
Mobiliere, a corporation created by the promoters of
the Union Pacific Railroad to pay the costs of the
railroad's construction.
Credit Mobiliere very nearly
bankrupted the Union Pacific, but it enriched its own
shareholders.
To forestall a congressional inquiry
into their misdeeds, the creators of Credit Mobiliere
made it possible for members of Congress to buy stock
at minimal cost. Among those who purportedly did so
were Schuyler Colfax, speaker of the House who became
Grant's first vice president, and Ohio's James A.
Garfield.
There was also a Whiskey Ring scandal, in which a
group that included President Grant's personal
secretary, another former general, defrauded ~he
federal government of millions of dollars - wlth the
connivance of well-placed figures in the Treasury
Department.
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Yet another former general, now secretary of war,
accepted a $25,000 bribe in exchange for appointment as
a post trader at Fort Sill, Okla.
There were scandals as well in the Post Office
Department, the Interior Department, and the Navy.
What made such scandals all the more reprehensible
was President Grant's disposition to leave Washington
in May for his vacation retreat in Long Branch, N.J.,
where he normally remained until October.
The Grant years had only a minimal impact on
Rutherford B. Hayes and his career . After only two
years in washington, he won the governorship of Ohio in
three successive elections and built a reputation for
fairness, honesty, and competence.
When Indiana's Schuyler Colfax vacated his lofty
post as speaker of the House to become vice president
in Grant's first term, James G. Blaine was elected to
succeed him.
And Roscoe Conkling, who had moved up to the
Senate two y e ars before Grant's election, had remained
relatively detached from Grant's first campaign.
It
was not from any lack o[ [dlLh, but rather because his
wife's brother, Gov . Horatio Seymour of New York, was
the Democratic nominee challenging Grant - and Roscoe's
relations with Mrs. Conkling were strained enough
without Conkling's exacerbating them.
Once Grant was in the White House, however,
Conkling emerged as his staunchest and most reliable
defender, and the bond of mutual admiration between the
two grew.
Indeed, in 1873, upon the death of Chief Justice
Salmon P. Chase, another former member of this club,
Grant allowed several months to pass as if to encourage
speculation and then settled upon Roscoe Conkling to
succeed him.
Conkling preferred to remain in the
Senate grappling with the issues that beset the
Republic, although to friends he put his feelings

l22

III'd rather talk to the
somewhat less delicately.
sons-of - b it ches, II he said, IIthan listen to the sons - ofbitches . II
While Conkling was doggedly defending Grant and
all his works, a growing number of Republicans were
becoming disaffected. By the time Grant was seeking
his second term in 1872, there was a new Liberal
Republican Party to challen$e him. ,Democrats, w~t~out
hope on their own of unseatlng a stlll - popular C1Vll
War hero, chose to endorse the Liberal Republican
nominee, who turned out to be Horace Greeley.
Senator
conkling dismissed him as "grotesque and harmless .
a man of oddities, flattered by many and most of all
himself. II
Greeley surprised everyone by conducting an
energetic campaign, although he was handicapped by
having devoted his entire adult career to writing his
opinions on every conceivable subj ec t.
In particular
he was haunted by his consistent denunciation of
Democrats, now his electoral partners. After hearing
the calumnies against him, Greeley signed, "I hardly
knew whether I was running for the presidency or the
penitentiary. II
Grant, of course, was re-elected, and within days
of the election, Horace Greeley lost what remained of
his sanity and died soon thereafter. But he left
behind a growingly vocal reform movement, which
qualified for the implacable detestation of Senator
Conkling, particularly since the senator had finally
established himself as the undisputed boss of New York
Republicanism.
One demonstration of his power was his ability to
one of his closest and most trustworthy
lleutenants, Chester Alan Arthur, installed as
col~ector for the port of New York.
The collectorship,
as lt happened, was one of the most consequential and
lucrative sinecures in the nation.
The customhouse
payroll was indefinitely elastic, with an endless
variety of jobs for ward heelers and precinct workers.
It was possib le , they say, to travel almost anywhere in
h~ve
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America and run across an employee of the port of New
York.
Now, with one of his confederates installed as
collector, Senator Conkling was assured of the loyalty
and diligence of those on whom he depended to maintain
his influence.
As 1876 began, the political scene was dominated
by speculation on whether President Grant would seek a
third term - a distinction from which Washington and
Jefferson and Jackson had shrunk.
Grant dreaded the
thought of vacating the presidency, and Mrs. Grant was
even more determined that the Grant administration
continue for another four year8.
But the hostility to
a third term induced the president to abandon any
further ambitions, and the struggle to succeed him
began.
Frustrated in his hopes for President Grant,
Senator Conkling became a candidate himself.
So did
James G. Blaine. When the Republican National
Convention opened in Cincinnati, the Conkling forces
took over the Grand Hotel and stretched across Fourth
Street a banner proclaiming, "Senator Conkling's
Nomination Assures the 35 Electoral Votes of New York."
Convention delegates, it turned out, wanted more in
their nominee.
When the balloting began, Blaine was in the lead;
Conkling was far behind. A smattering votes went to
Ohio's Governor Hayes.
But as Blaine began slipping,
Conkling's support all but disappeared, and Hayes
emerged on the sixth ballot as the party's nominee.
Hayes moved quickly to enlist Conkling's support
for November and asked him to make several major
speeches across the country.
"I shall feel," Hayes
wrote him, "that you have placed the country and all of
us under great obligation."
As it turned out, Conkling made only one campaign
speech - in his hometown, Utica - and even then he
f~i17d even to mention Hayes or his running-mate, Rep.
Wllllam A. Wheeler, an anti-Conkling New Yorker.
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Hayes was a supporter of civil service.
Even more
enthusiastic champions of civil service were many of
his supporters whom Roscoe Conkling habitually
condemned.
Yet, once the campaign began in earnest,
Hayes had almost nothing to say about civil service or,
for that matter, the other issues he deemed important.
So Republican platforms across the country were
dominated by "bloody shirt" oratory of the sort
exemplified by Robert Ingersoll, one of the age's
notable orators.
"Every man that starved Union
soldiers and refused them in the extremity of death,"
he said, "was a Democrat. Every man that loved slavery
better than liberty was a Democrat
. Every man that
raised bloodhounds to pursue human beings was a
Democrat."
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The Democratic nominee, Gov. Samuel J. Tilden of
New York, withstood the bloody-shirt assaults and
outpolled Hayes by 250,000 votes.
But when the
Electoral College certifications were assembled, three
Southern states were unresolved - Luulsiana, South
Carolina and Florida. All three were still governed by
carpet-baggers who apparently had disqualified large
numbers of Democratic voters.
Each of the three, as a
result, came up with two sets of returns.
As Inauguration Day neared, the dispute deepened.
Some feared a renewal of the Civil War.
Finally,
Senator Conkling proposed the creation of a commission
of senators, representatives and Supreme Court justices
to delve into the controversy and advance a solution.
GIlly on March 2, 1877, two days before President Grant
was to leave office, was the issue settled in favor of
Rutherford B. Hayes - 185 electoral votes for Hayes,
184 for Tilden. A byproduct of the settlement was the
withdrawal of ~he last federal troops from the former
Confederacy, which meant the establishment of a regime
of segregation that persisted for nearly a century.
conkling was anything but optimistic about the
party's future with Hayes in the White House.
The
first bad news came with the appointment of William M.
Evarts of New York as secretary of state. Evarts was
among the most distinguished lawyers in the nation, but
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he was anathema to Conkling and his friends.
Thereafter came a succession of steps that reflected
Hayes' determination to wrest contr?l of the New York
Republican Party from senator Conkllng.
The unkindest cut came with Hayes' abrupt
dismissal of Chester Arthur as collector of the port of
New York and the nomination of the elder Theodore
Roosevelt to succeed him.
Roosevelt was a New York
socialite and a defiant opponent of Senator Conkling.
Indeed, Roosevelt had done all in his power to scuttle
Conkling's presidential nomination within the New York
delegation.
Senator Conkling's reaction to this personal
cataclysm was a newspaper interview in which he said:
"There are about 300 persons here (in New York) who
believe themselves to occupy the solar walk and milky
way, and even up there they lift their skirts very
carefully for fear even the heavens might stain them."
It was a theme to which Conkling would return
again and again in the next few years.
Conkling took the Senate floor to oppose the
Roosevelt nomination, and all but five Senate
RepUblicans voted with him.
Roosevelt's rejection was
a stunning defeat for President Hayes; it was also the
beginning of open war with Senator Conkling.
Hayes bided his time until thp. following June,
1878, shortly after Congress adjourned.
Then the
president suspended Arthur and offered a new nominee to
replace him.
This time Conkling's best efforts, once
Congress had reconvened, to frustrate the president
failed.
Chester Arthur was, at last, out.
Even before he was elected president, Hayes had
pledged to serve only one term.
His four years were
scarcely half over before the political movers were
looking ahead to 1880.

l26
For Roscoe Conkling there was only one conceivable
choice - Ulysses S. Grant, who had spent most of the
Hayes years on a triumphant world tour.
So Conkling went to the Republican National
Convention in Chicago wholly committed to bringing
Grant back to the presidency.
James A. Garfield went
to the convention to manage the campaign of Ohio's John
S. Sherman, former representative and senator and
secretary of the treasury in Hayes' cabinet.
James G.
Blaine emerged as Grant's principal challenger.
When the moment came for him to make the
nominating speech for Grant, Senator Conkling leaped
onto a table at the center of the convention floor,
stretched out his arms, and shouted out the words of a
Civil War song:
When asked what state he hails from,
Our sole reply shall be,
He comes from Appomattox,
And its famous apple tree.
It was 10 minutes before the convention allowed
him to proceed. At the speech's end, there was another
ovation, this one of 20 minutes.

c

On the first day of voting there were no fewer
than l7 ballots.
Grant, by the end of the day, led
with 307 votes; Garfield's man, John Sherman, had only
99, and Garfield himself had 2.

c

On the following day, there was no early sign of a
break in the deadlock.
But on the 30th ballot,
Wisconsin switched its 16 votes to Garfield.
Blaine
turned his support over to Garfield as well, and
Conkling's final effort in behalf of Grant failed to
stem the tide.
Garfield was nominated.
The Garfield forces next looked about for a vice
presidential nominee.
They offered it first to Levi P.
Morton of New York, a Conkling friend.
When he
declined, the offer went to Chester Arthur, the
dethroned collector of the port of New York.
Conkling,

I

c
i
n

R

c
a

127

when he heard, was contemptuous of the offer and
assumed that any self-respecting public man would
refuse.
But Arthur did not. The ticket was Garfield
of ohio and Arthur of New York.
In early August, Garfield made a campaign swing
through New York State, culminating in a visit to New
York City.
There he sat down at the Fifth Avenue Hotel
not with Conkling, hut with Conkling's principal
lieutenants.
They put their expectations bluntly, and
Garfield reportedly responded without equivocation: A
Garfield administration would be no Hayes
administration; Senator Conkling and his friends would
continue to control federal patronage in New York.
That was a signal for Conkling to enlist in the
campaign. He traveled extensively in behalf of the
Republican ticket; one of his speeches came in
Cincinnati. At one point in the campaign, Garfield
shook Conkling's hand warmly - in gratitude, he said,
for saving him.
When election day came, it gave the victory to
Garfield, but by fewer than 10,000 votes nationally.
Senator Conkling, always with serious reservations
about the president-elect, found himself quickly
disenchanted. His doubts soared with Garfield's
selection of James G. Blaine to be secretary of state.
It expanded when Garfield rejected the notion that he
owed New York the opportunity to appoint the new
secretary of the treasury.
Finally, in May, after his
inauguration, Garfield sent to the Senate the
nomination of another of Conkling's enemies, William H.
Robertson, to be collector of the port of New York.
An outraged Conkling struggled to keep the
Robertson nomination from reaching the Senate floor.
But he failed; he had lost his magic with his fellow
senators, and Robertson won easy and swift
confirmation.
Conkling's response was to resign from the Senate
and to induce his New York colleague, Thomas Platt, to
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do the same.
Conkling had no doubt that both would be
quick ly returned by the New York legislature - to
President Garfield's embarrassment.
As it turned out, the legislature had another
mind . . conkli~g was out of the Senate for good and the
crumblng of hlS New York organization had begun.

By the end of 1881, of course, Garfield had been
assassinated, and Chester Alan Arthur had become the
21st president.
Ironically, President Arthur, who had never been a
candidate for public office until his campaign for vice
president, became the most vehement supporter of true
civil service reform - a cause that Conkling continued
to deride as "snivel service."
Congress passed the
legislation offered by Sen. George H. Pendleton of
Cincinnati, establishing a Civil Service Commission and
requiring competitive examinations for most positions
in government.
By that time, Conkling had gone full-time into the
practice of law in New York City, where he attracted
such clients as Jay Gould and Thomas A. Edison and
began to earn real money for the first time in his
life.
President Arthur in 1882 offered him an
appointment to the Supreme Court, but Conkling once
more declined.
Conkling had an opportunity to return to the
political wars in 1884, when James G. Blaine finally
achieved his dream of being the Republican presidential
nominee. A group of Blaine's supporters, mindf~l of
Conkling's power as a campaigner, went to Conkllng and
urged him to become active in Blaine's behalf.
"You
are misinformed," Conkling told them.
"I do not engage
in criminal practice." Blaine, of course, lost to
Grover Cleveland, who became the first Democrat elected
to the White House since James Buchanan in 1856.
Conkling's end came in 1888, a few weeks after he
walked 2-1/2 miles from his New York office to his club
in the fiercest blizzard in New York's memory. What
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began as
and then
combined
Conkling

an ear infection eventually became an abscess
an inflammation of the brain membrane,
with raging fevers and delirium. At 66 Roscoe
was dead.

Had he been capable of rational reflection as he
lay dying, Roscoe Conkling would have suffered a final
indignity to know that Rutherford B. Hayes was
comfortably ensconced in his Fremont mansion, enjoying
good health and a happy family and basking in the
growing admirat ion of his countrymen.
He would have been equally disgruntled to see
another nemesis, James G. Blaine, continuing to enjoy a
measure of public esteem, which eventually would make
him secrecary of scate in another president's cabinet,
Benjamin Harrison 's.
Conkling was a master political strategist, an
orator of almost unmatched distinction, and a legal
mind among the most distinguished in the country.
Yet
in his two decades in Congress, he left not a single
notable piece of legislation bearing his nume.
His
congressional service was rendered at a time when great
issues were being debated and resolved - issues related
to reconstruction, industrialization and consolidation.
Yet, as one of his biographers recalls, "Roscoe
Conkling was d e fending his right to have the last word
in the appoi ntme nt of weighers and gaugers in the Ne w
York Customs House."
What entitle s Conkling to more than a footnote in
our memories is the zeal with which he challenged those
who , as he put it, "parade their own thin veneering of
superiac puri ty. "
"Some of these wO:L·thi~::.;," h e declared in his mo::>t
memorable pronouncement, "masquerade as reformers.
Their vocation and ministry is to lament the sins of
ot her peop le.
Their stock in trade is rancid, canting
self-righteousness.
Their real object is office and
plunder . Whe n Dr. Johnson defined patriotism as the
last refuge of a scoundrel, he was unconscious of the
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then-undeveloped capabilities and uses of the word
reform. II
This Conkling epigram should have come to mind in
every subsequent generation as the word "reform" was
resuscitated to justify what was, at bottom, merely
c hange . Campaign reform, school reform, labor reform,
pension reform, health-care reform - all of which have
br()11ght a host of byproducts scarcely anyone foresaw;
everyone left an arena for a new generation of
reformers.
"If (Alexander) Pope were living now," Roscoe
Conkling told us, "he would never dare to say that
'whatever is, is right.'
If he wished to conform to
the prevailing spirit he would have to reverse it and
affirm that whatever is, is wrong."
Amen.
Thomas S. Gephardt

MOMENTS OF NOURISHMENT

November 3, 1997

Edward S. Gleason

God will not look us over for medals or diplomas,
but for scars.

- S.S. Drury; notes for a
VI Form Sacred Studies
Class, 1935, St. Paul's
School.
The words appear immediately following the
Dedication - to "The Gleaners" - of Roger W. Drury's
biography of his father, Samuel S. Drury, Drury and St.
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