Horace Greeley

Honest Old Horace

While there are doubts as to my fitness for president, nobody seems to deny that I would make a capital beaten candidate.
Enthusiastic publisher Horace Greeley is without doubt the strangest big-party candidate in any American presidential election. In looks he was stranger than gangling Abraham Lincoln, in ideas stranger than free-thinking Thomas Jefferson. It’s strange ever that arch-Republican Greeley came to be the Democrat’s contender against war-hero President Ulysses Grant in 1872. And though he indeed lost to Grant he did not make a capital beaten candidate, for he died even before the electoral votes were counted.

Although the circumstances may be strange, candidate Greeley at bottom was no strange choice. He reflects an American tradition of statesmen-journalists that began with Benjamin Franklin and extends to Al Gore. Born 1811 to penniless farmers in Amherst, New Hampshire, Greeley received irregular education before beginning work at 14 as an itinerant printer and editor. At 20 he migrated to New York City, arriving without capital or connection. Through brainpower and drive he made a name in political newspapers and contributed much to William Henry Harrison’s Whig victory in 1840. 

Those days all papers were biased, gossipy, sensationalistic, and ill-printed, but Greeley had higher ideas. In 1841, age 30, he risked everything to launch the New York Tribune—and thereby invented the modern newspaper. The Tribune thrived; it offered clear printing and clearer writing. The paper reliably reported the arts, literature, and social reform as well as news and politics, though of course it much reflected Greeley’s idealistic and egalitarian views. 

And he had views on everything, many odd and many far beyond the times. Greeley favored free distribution of government homesteads to advance westward expansion; denounced Democrats and slavery and capital punishment; promoted brown bread, vegetarianism, spiritualism, communitarian socialism, most any kind of ‘ism.’ He attacked labor exploitation and government support for railroads. Among the first to speak of government obligations for all citizens, Greeley proposed New Deal-like programs some 100 years before Franklin Roosevelt; he attacked monopolies and trusts 50 years before Teddy Roosevelt. 

Greeley didn’t only editorialize; he acted. The publisher became the first president of the Printer’s Union to lend respectability and clout to that new labor organization. He shared profits with workers; he funded utopian socialist communities such as Red Bank, New Jersey, and Greeley, Colorado; he briefly employed Karl Marx as correspondent. Greeley helped organize the Republican Party to combat slavery, and campaigned mightily for its first candidates, John Fremont in 1856 and Abraham Lincoln in 1860. In all he was much admired—and ofttimes ridiculed.
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Horace Greeley
1872: lost to Ulysses S. Grant

Feb 3, 1811 
Amherst, NY

1834-41 
publisher, The Jeffersonian and Log Cabin

1841-72 
editor and publisher, New York Tribune 

1848-9 
U.S. Representative, NY 

1872 

Presidential candidate, Liberal Republican and Democrat 

Nov 29, 1872

During the Civil War Greeley kept to his independent, idiosyncratic ways. In 1861 he urged emancipation for slaves and chastised Lincoln over delay and war strategy; in 1864 he angered many by urging a negotiated peace; post-war he angered everyone by standing bond to release ex-Confederate President Jefferson Davis from prison. In 1868 he gave but lukewarm support to the Republican candidate, General Grant, and was quick to criticize the massive government malfeasance that followed Grant’s election, as well as the vindictive military rule perpetuated by Congress on the defeated South. 

Greeley was not alone, and in 1872 a group of influential Republicans broke away to oppose a second term for Grant and radical ‘Reconstruction’ of the South. Calling themselves Liberal Republicans, they nominated Greeley for president after the leading candidate, John Quincy Adam’s son Charles, was found unacceptable to southerners. Greeley, though respected as a Republican stalwart, excited few. One reporter blamed "too much brains and not enough whiskey" among conventioneers. 

But the Democrats were weak after 1868 and, vowing “anybody but Grant,” they also adopted the Liberal Republican platform, Greeley and all, after a few hours of convention debate. Many Democrats disliked eccentric Greeley as their nominee—he’d excoriated them in editorials over the years—yet the party felt such fusion offered their best chance against Grant. Still, African missionary David Livingstone found Greeley being the Democrat candidate for president the most unbelievable thing he heard after years of jungle isolation.

The election itself was personal, noisy, and nasty. Greeley made an easy target with his unusual ideas, weird neck-whiskers, and odd ways. A neophyte politician—long before he’d held office as a one-term Whig Congressman—he offended many with careless pronouncements, but on the whole stumped to surprising effect. Nonetheless mainstream Republicans mocked him, waved the ‘bloody shirt,’ and gave Grant a landslide with 56 percent of the popular vote and the electoral support of all but 6 states (Grant lost one supporter when early suffragette Susan B. Anthony was arrested attempting to vote).

It was the worst showing since Andrew Jackson swept Henry Clay in 1832. But Greeley was beyond caring. Exhausted, in despair over his persecution by fellow Republicans and heartbroken at the death of his beloved if harridan wife, he broke down and died three weeks after election day. Greeley was buried even before the electoral votes were counted, which created a minor stir about whom to award them to. It didn’t matter; he won so few. 

If elected and alive, Greeley would have worked to return civilian rule to the South while preserving civil rights for blacks; he would have reformed government. Though bound to make mistakes out of sheer enthusiasm, honest Horace would no doubt have bettered the nation and stood out among the lowlights of post-Civil War politicians. But he was too strange for the White House, and Greeley is remembered now only for his advice to “Go west, young man.” And by that he merely meant western Pennsylvania.
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