Mr. Bowers Rebuildsthe Stormy Reconstruction Period: " The Tragic ...

By ARTHUR KROCK

New York Times (1923-Current file); Sep 8, 1929; ProQuest Historical Newspapers. The New Y ork Times

pg. BR2

Mr. Bowers Rebuilds the Stormy Reconstruction Period

“The Tragic Era” Completes the Work of Revaluating President Johnson’s Place in American History

THE TRAGIC ERA: The Revolu-
tion After Llncolu, By Claude
G. Bowers. Boaton'
Houghton lﬁ]ﬂin o:waay

By ARTHUR RROCK
F Mr. Edison should assemble
several hundred American citi-
zens of 40 and under, and
should ask them for their im.
pressions of Andrew Jobnson, the
composite reply would probably be:

The only President who ever
was impeached. A well-meaning
but weak man who provides the
historical valley after the moun-
tain-peak of Lincoln. Somewhat
addicted to liquor. A r white.
A tailor. A political accident.
The least of our Presidents. Was
happily replaced by General
Grant.

If Mr. Edison, not yet despairing
of knowledge of the facts of Amer
jcan history by Americans, should
seek views as to Chief Justice
Chase, and Thaddeus Stevens, and
the figures and events of Recon-
struction generally, he would be
told that Chase was noble and im-
pregnable, as all Chief Justices are
fn this great Republic; and that
Stevens was a Torquemada without
redeeming quality. And as for
dashing, dancing Phil Sheridan,
Rupert of the Union cavalry, it
would be remembered that he rode
from Winchester, ‘‘twenty miles
away,” but not that he put a wall
of bayonets between the people of
Louisiana and their legal right to
rule themselves.

Mr. Bowers has taken up the
labor of revising the proportions of
occupants of the national Hall of
Fame from the hour when Lincoln
was shot down to the election of
Hayes and the end of carpet-bag
rule in the South. He has finished,
with that prodigious documentatton
of which he, more than any other
modern historian, is capable, the
task of rehabilitating Andrew John-
son begun two years ago by Judge
Winston of North Carolina and re-
cently carried further stili by Lloyd
Paul Stryker’s biography. If the
history instructors in American
schools and colleges will put into
the hands of their students the Win-
ston, Stryker and DBowers books
there will be no further excuse for
the crass and biased ignorance sur-
rounding the simple and honest fig-
ure of the Democrat who did most
to preserve the Union and defend
the Constitution. But Mr. Bowers
has gone far beyond the limitations
of o Johnson vindication. He has
spread the broadest canvas in con-
temporary writing of history, a
canvas spotted with blood, tyranny
and corruption yet shining here and
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there with the gold of consistency
and zealotry. He has painted, with
fire and feeling, and yet with deep
regard for personr) dimension, a
forensic battle-scene In  detailed
panorama. What has before been
viewed in sections, Mr. Bowers has
assembled in one vast plece. Al-
lowing for his strong prejudices
(and historlans who lack them leave
their readers without thrill); allow-
ing for the surprising presence in
the midst of fine passages of slov-
enly phrases and aged stereotypes.
“The Tragic Era'’ seems to this re-
viewer the first compilation of the
case and comment of Reconstruc-
tion worthy of its titenic theme.

In style the book is a skiliful
blending of the ‘old’* and ‘‘new'
historical writing. The {footnote
system is followed with so much
care that any searcher, quarreling
with Mr. Bowers's conclusions, can
be certaln to find on what docu-
mentation the assertion is based.
‘There are slx pages of references,
and a painstaking index nearly
twenty pages long. But when the
historian comes to write of such a
duel as that betwéen Stevens and
Johnson, he pauses—in what ia
called the ‘‘new manner''—to draw
a portralt of his characters, to set
the stage, to strike up the orches-
tra, to pull the switch for the rals-
ing of the curtain. In this way he
prepares his audience for the drama
and Invests with entertainment and
thrill the usually dull preliminaries.
Nor is it surprising that Mr. Bow-
erg does this sort of thing so well;
in his “Party Battles of the Jack-
son Perlod,”” written elght years
ago, he was among the inventors of
the device.

The part of Chorus in this book
is played by George W. Julian of
Indiana, the Abolitionist and politi-
cal idealist who kept a diary. This
Chorus suppllez hitherto unpud-
lished material, of very great value
to historians and students. While
in some respects the source was
biased—a criticiszn which can fair-
ly be made also of the stress Mr.

Bowers gives to what The Nation
and The World said in thoae times- -
Julian was ¢ man of high probity,
and in relying on his statements of
things seen the historian is on rea-
sonably firm ground. No one be-
fore, lacking the Julian diary, hes
becn able to present, for exam-
ple, the tone of the caucus held
seven hours after Lincoln’s death
which proves how, even then, he
was unpopular with the Radicals.
This unpopularity is again revealed
in the story of the conference to
select a new Cabinet for President
Jobnson and to make Ben Butler
the Secretary of State. What be-
fell Johnson in trying to carry out
Lincoln’s policy of conciliation to
the defested South was obviously
intended to be the fate of Lin-
coln, had he lived. Those who
find pleasure in musing on the
might-have-beens of history will
find in these pages material for
much reflection upon the propor-
tlons of the inevitably approaching
struggle between two such men as
the rail-splitter from Illinois and
the round-head from Pennsylvania.

The clack of linotypes and the roar
of presses are in the ears of Mr.
Bowers as he earns his daily bread
in the Pulitzer Building. And so
it is in character for him to present
“news’ to this generation when,
in the quiet of libraries, pursuing
the task of a historian. No writ;
er before has given the proceed.
ings behind locked doors when the
House committee was drawing up
the articles of impeachment against
Johnson; or Julian's colorful pic-
ture (he was a member of the com-
mittee) of Stevens and Bingham
snarling and cursing at each other.
With what grudging assent the
Radicals nominated Grant, having
forced him to break with Johnson,
has not been made clear before.
Nor has the sensational fact hith-
erto appeared that Ben Butler hired
a detective to check the General's
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personal habits. It was not known the Johnson-Grant argument as to on the President's side.'” Mr. Bow-

heretofore that Thad Stevens, lean- which was a linr, 'thought the pre-

ers departs also from the practice

ing back in his chair after reading ponderance of the cvidence to be of most hiastorlans to treat the de-

bate in December, 1885, between
Stevens and Raymond of THr Nsw
York Timre as an oratorical duel.
He moves to the front of the scene.
where it belongs, the gallant fig-
ure of Voorhees, representing the
minority party which was to vote
2,700,000 strong in 1868 and had
all the disfranchised Southern
whites on its side. Voorhees was
speaking to more white Americans
of voting age than the other two
combined.

From a reportorial viewpoint the
chapters on Reconstruction condi-
tions in the South are masterpicces.
There are old men lving now who
saw New Orlesns and Columbia
and Raleigh and Little Rock when
carpetbaggers and the freedmen
they deluded bawled out their votos
in assemblies between pulls from
champagne botties, bought at the
expense of the helpless States. They
will recognize the nicture that has
been painted from the best source
material that hss ever been gath-
ered. The mixed soclety at For-
ney’s parties in Washington, where
negro guests were occasionally
mistaken for waiters; the ‘salon*
of the mulatto sisters when Scott
and Moses were the carpetbag
kings at Columbla; the glittering
other side of soclety where Kate
Chase Sprague, Mra. Hamilton
Fish, the Kentucky belles who mar-
ried Secretary Belknap, Mme. Cat-
acary afd the beautiful hired iob-
byists entertained the blacklegs,
statesmen, zealots and soldiers of
the tragic age—the atmosphere of
all this is recreated by Mr. Bow-
ers as If he had been therp the
evening before. Let those who de-
spair of modern soclal conditions,
or who think the government is on
its way to the dogs, read these
pages describing what followed the
War of the States, and it will muke
optimists of them. Every day some.
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‘The Stormy
Period
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thing happened in Washington or
:n the crushed South which modern
journalism would use columbs to
describe.  Spiritualism, as after
31l wars, captured the thought of
the time. Men like Sumuner and
Sprague went on mad visionary ad-
ventures, Sprague suddeniy at-
.acking ‘“‘the money power” of
whick he long had been a symbol
and being cailed crazy by those
who looked up long enough to iis-
ten from the flesh-pots where they
were gorging themselves. The fuli-
length portraits of the carpet-hag
Governors and Senators will make
this age marvel that the party
wrich had produced Lincoln could
have permitted such buzzards to
feast amid the ruins of his policy.
Aud the drama of the impeach-
ment, which Mr. Rowers calls *'the
great American farce.” but which
was realiy a tragedy for Johnson.
is set in a background of gambling
houses, hotel lobbies and private
conspiracy chambers that made its
infamy shine, as Henry Winter
Davis once said of something else,
“‘like a rotten mackerel in the
mooniight.’’

There are gentler scenes and
finer figures on this immense can-
vas. Those who believe that Mr.
Bowers’s political disapproval of
Hamilton crept into his study of
the statesman cannot reasonably
make this criticism oi his pictures
of Stevens or of Suminer. For what
he says of Grant and Morton, he
gives ample contemporary author-
ity. His arnazement at the sectional
bitterness of Greeley ends in a fine
sympathetic description of that
piteous death after defeat. Through
this book the brooding Lamar, the
magnificent Bill Hill and the
charming Johrn Quincy Adams 24
find places in American bistory to
which tneir talents, characters and
contributions entitle them.

With a flaming brend Mr. Bow-
ers has searched out the darkest
places in our history, and he has
cast a light upon them which has
both lengthened and diminished the
shadows of many who dwell there-
in. His own opinion is that bis
researches into thé causes of the
shoddy melodrama make ‘‘many
statues in our public squares and
parks seem & bjt grotesque.”” But
if this review has made it appeat
that the {inqairy is mere muck:
raking, it has not properly re
flected either the purpose or con-
tent of this immensely importani
contribution to history.

WESTERN HE-MAN STUFF

JIM THE CONQUEROR. By Peter
B. Kyne. 303 pp. New York:
Cgsmopolitan Book Corporation.

N *‘Jim the Conqueror,”” Mr.
Kyne has added a few variants
to the formulized Westarn sad-

venture story and romance. The
hero, for instance, is part Spanish,
but the name Don Jaime Miguel
Higuenes becomes simgply Jimmy
Higgins to his rancher friands and
enemies. The heroine is not in this
story, the daughter of the aged
rancher, about to be evicted from
his home, or worse, by the villain,
hut an Eastern society girl, whose
visit to Los Algondonzs, Texas. is
prompted by the report that J.mmy
has shot and killed her uncle Tom
Antrim. Aside from these trifling
differences ‘‘Jim the Conqueror”
follows carefully and skillfully tke
conventional pattern of precedinz
tales about the great oren spaces.
Mr. Kyne is too practiced a writer
to overlook the slightest possibility
to introduce dramatic climaxes in
his narrative, and the passages con-
necting these stirring episodes are
marked by an economy of phrase-
nivgy. A battle royal between Jim-
ny and a gang of sheep thieves
enncludes the novel.
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