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ural affinity. A passionate man, he did not flee a contest
though he was quick to point out that he “hated a row.”
Mosby could be blunt and profane privately, and he did
not suffer fools gladly. Yet in public, Mosby was ever the
Virginia gentleman.

Overall, there were seven periods in Mosby’s press life:
the war; immediate postwar; service in China; life in San
Francisco with the Southern Pacific Railroad; service in
the Department of the Interior in Colorado, Nebraska and
Alabama; service in the Department of Justice in Okla-
homa and his forced “retirement” spent in Washington.
During all of these periods Mosby received voluminous
press coverage. Directly after the war, the most prolific
coverage concerned his support of politicians: first Re-
publican Ulysses S. Grant in the election of 1872, then Con-
servative James Kemper in the Virginia gubernatorial elec-
tion of 1873 and, finally, former brigadier general of the
Union Army Rutherford B. Hayes in the disputed election
of 1876. Only a tiny percentage of this coverage was pos-
itive or impartial. The vast majority was categorically neg-
ative—sometimes viciously so—from almost all news-
papers in every section and representing both parties.

In his defense, Mosby made many public statements
hoping to defuse accusations ranging from treason to Vir-
ginia and the South to claims that he had sold his honor
for gold. And it is in these statements on the Grant-Gree-
ley election that his actual motive is revealed for the first
time. Mosby made it clear to Grant and the press, that if
a Democrat ran (Greeley was a Republican who never re-
pudiated his party affiliation) he would vote for the De-
mocrat. Most of his biographers claim that Mosby sup-
ported Grant out of personal gratitude. But the fact is that
Mosby did not vote for Grant; rather, he voted against
Greeley. Until that fact is accepted, the matter—and the
man—are totally misunderstood.

In the Daily State Journal (a Republican paper) on
August 26th, 1872, Mosby challenged the suitability of the
Democratic nominee:

The Baltimore convention represented constituen-
cies, but no principles, and the Cincinnati Convention
principles but no constituencies, and the efforts of the
two were to secure the support of the remarkable coali-
tion for Greeley. Among the “Liberals” who are now lead-
ing in this venal transaction are McNeill of Missouri,
whom President [Jefferson] Davis outlawed at the
same time he outlawed Beast Butler; Kilpatrick, who led
the “pitch, tar and turpentine” raid on Richmond, and
afterward of unsavory Chilean notoriety, and Charles A.
Dana, editor of the vilest and most malignant sheet on
Earth, next to the New York Tribune, and who was sent
by [Sec. of War Edwin] Stanton to Fortress Monroe to
see the chains put on Jefferson Davis. These are the men
who in this new dispensation are to prescribe my po-
litical duties and control my political acts.

Earlier, Mosby had written in the Spirit of Jefferson,
a Democratic organ, that the choice of Greeley by the De-
mocrats flew in the face of their condemnation of Grant;
that is, that the president enforced what they considered
to be “unjust laws.” Meanwhile, the party had chosen as
its nominee the man who forced the passage of those same
laws.

I can’t recognize Horace Greeley as the apostle of
democracy, or his disciple John Brown as entitled to a
place in the Calendar of Saints. Having spent the best
years of my life in combatting the ideas of Horace Gree-
ley, which found their expression in the clash of arms
and tread of armies during the war, and in the infamies
of reconstruction since, I am not willing even in defeat
to admit that we were wrong all the time by voluntari-
ly exalting the chief author of our woes. Nor can I see
the force of the logic of those who argue that Radical-
ism would be extinguished by surrendering to the con-
trol of its high priest, the only organization that opposes
it, or how the cause of Conservatism would triumph by
the election of the Red-Republican defender of the Com-
mune and the advocate of the theories of Fourier.

Now, when the Democratic Party does this thing, it
is dead, its life has gone, its soul has fled [author’s em-
phasis].

Even more to the point, John Mosby, and his whole
family, had been Henry Clay Whigs before the war and
thus had more in common politically with Abraham Lin-
coln than Jefferson Davis. After the war Mosby went with
the Conservatives because he could not abide the local
Radicals, but little or nothing has been made of his Whig
background to explain that by becoming a Republican in
1876, he had merely returned to his political roots. At this
time, some “brave” cavalier took a shot at him from am-
bush one night, and, fearing for his friend’s life, Grant
asked Hayes to give him an office far away from Virginia.
During the campaign of 1872, Mosby had promised that
he would not take any office to avoid the appearance of
self-interest. But now his wife was dead, leaving him with
seven minor children and no income. Also, he had become
an embarrassment to Republicans—state and federal—
because he was so hated and vilified. As a result, Hayes
was pleased enough to send him to Hong Kong as Amer-
ican consul.

In China, Mosby discovered a ring of consular thieves
who had purloined hundreds of thousands of dollars from
the government. Their leader was Frederick Seward,
nephew of William Seward, Lincoln’s secretary of state
and a very powerful Republican. Of course, the new con-
sul’s efforts to end the corruption in China set a pattern
that followed throughout Mosby’s service with the gov-
ernment for the rest of his life—he was punished and the
criminals rewarded. Apparently the fate of whistle-
blowers was no better then than now. Aside from some
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nasty personal attacks, the vast majority of press cover-
age during his years in Hong Kong [1880-1885] involved
his war against the “consular ring” and, as a consequence,
the stonewalling of the Department of State.

With the election of Grover Cleveland, the first De-
mocrat president since James Buchanan, Mosby was re-
lieved of his position and returned home. Knowing that
he was still hated in the South for his “apostasy” and in
the rest of the country for his “war crimes,” he had writ-
ten to his friend Grant asking his help to obtain a posi-
tion. Unbeknownst to Mosby, Grant was dying—but on
his deathbed he wrote a letter to California Sen. Leland
Stanford asking him to find Mosby a place with the South-
ern Pacific Railroad, and there Mosby remained for 16
years, until January of 1901. Yet his position with the com-
pany was never very secure. Many have implied that this
was the result of his failure as an employee, but the news-
papers provide overwhelming testimony to Mosby’s ex-
cellence as an attorney. It is probable that he suffered from
the enmity of former Union officers as an article in a San
Francisco paper in 1910 reveals:

The first time Col. Mosby presented to Assistant
Treasurer Charles H. Redington of the South Pacific a
pay voucher, he remarked that he supposed that he
would have to be identified, whereupon Redington (who
had belonged to the Eighth Illinois Cavalry) replied: “No,
that is not necessary. I have chased you and been chased
by you too many times down in Virginia to need any iden-
tification for you.”

Mosby, who was naïve in many ways, thought the mat-
ter humorous, but the fact that his employment appeared
tenuous virtually from the beginning suggests that it was
a very different matter to men like Redington. During his
time with the railroad Mosby appeared extensively in the

press on all of the important issues of the day because the
press aggressively sought his opinions. He also wrote and
lectured about the war to earn extra money to send to his
children, some of whom he had barely seen since leav-
ing Virginia years earlier. When Collis P. Huntington, pres-
ident of the railroad and Mosby’s friend, died in 1900, there
was a general “housecleaning,” and Mosby, along with
many others in the “old guard,” was released.

After Mosby returned from China, he had hoped for
a position in a Republican administration. But neither Ben-
jamin Harrison (Mosby’s cousin) nor William McKinley
reached out to him—or any other Southerner for that mat-
ter, illustrating that Mosby’s belief that the national Re-
publican Party had no prejudice against Southern whites
was seriously flawed. However, once Mosby became un-
employed, McKinley had no choice but to offer him some-
thing as many important people—even Democrats—be-
lieved it was the right thing to do, a belief strongly reflected
in the press. But instead of a consulship, a position fitting
for his age and talents, Mosby was offered “a job” in the
Department of the Interior at a yearly salary inferior to
the amount that his Rangers earned for an hour’s work
during the famous “Greenback” raid of 1864.

But, alas, the same thing happened as had happened
in Hong Kong—and he was eventually removed first from
the Department of the Interior and then from the De-
partment of Justice for uncovering corruption that the gov-
ernment wanted overlooked or attempting to enforce laws
that important people found “inconvenient.” President Ted-
dy Roosevelt himself removed Mosby for attempting to
enforce a fencing law at Roosevelt’s explicit direction. Roo-
sevelt did so in order to preserve the votes of the cattle
states in the election of 1904, thus proving that he
“would rather be president than right.” Of course, all of

Above, Hong Kong harbor at the time Mosby served there, ca. 1880. Right, a silver cup presented to Mosby by Chinese merchants.
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