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THE WASHINGTON CLAY
GUARDS

A valuable monuseript of twenty-
two closely written pages which has
recently been ncguired by the Lincoln
Historieal Research Foundation
throws much light on the unrest in
Washington during the month of
April, 1861,

It is a paper read befare s Chicago
group in 1862 by W. M. Zearing short-
ly after his return from an extended
sojourn in Washington during the be-
ginning of hostilities between the
fintes,

Accompanying this manuseript is a
signed statement showing that Zear-
ing wus n member of the Washington

Clay Guards. The certificate reads as
follows:

Headquarters of the
Washington Clay Guards.

April 29th, 1861.

This is to certify that W, M. Zear-
ing i®= honorably discharged from
further service in the above corps.

James W, Nye,
Commander.

The Introductory remarks in the
manuseript read by Mr., Zearlng re-
view the events which led to the open-
ing of hostllities and the Imrt played

by the Knights of the Golden Cirele,
He said:
“They concluded that when the

fourth of March messnge of President
Lincoln came, they would kmow how
far they could go, feom its tone. Presi-
dent Lineoln informed me before that
time, in his office at Springfield, what
his views were in ease any portion of
the South distorbed United States
property. The message came and John
C. Breckenridge and other traitors in-
spected it closely and argoed over all
its points and came to the conclusion
they were much perplexed and desived
lght wpon the subjeet. The giant
Douglas assured and renssured them
that it admitied of no other interpre-
tation than that of peace and security
te every law abiding citizen.”

the incidents in Washington that *
to the forming of the Washington
Clay Guards, and continued that

“early in the month of April it was
ohvious thet the South designed to
posgess Washington,. Men who were
willing to muintain their loyalty to the
Government, wore held at  discoont
and conld not give otterance on the
streets of Washington to loyal senti-
ments without being linble to attack.
Secession was in the ascendancy. In
the beginning of the month of April
Cassins M. Clay was stopping at the
same hotel with myself, at Willard's,
and he suggested to the administra-
tion the propriety of declaring mili-
tary law over the clty—and, they re-
plied, it would not be politic owing to
the position we were then in. Mr. Clay
then orgunized our company of Wash-
ington Clay Guards, composed of sev-
ernl ex-governors. Governor Bell of
Tennepsee, Genoral Nye of New York
and others, and all true, tried and
loyal men."

Mr. William Townsend in his book
*Lincoln and His Wife's Home Town™
savs thal the group which was organ-
ized by Cloy waox called the Clay Bat-
talion, and gave its first demonstra-
tion on April 18, 1861, when it
marched to the defémse of the navy
yard,

Zearing then relates some of the
adventurea of the newly organized
company. He says:

“m the uight of April 26th some
Germans saw platols fired in the resr
of the President’s house—and we soon
foond ourselves lodging In the White
House and as we filed into the magni-
ficent rooms of the Executive Mansion,
every man registered a vow that so
long as he had a drop of blood in his
veins, not one hair of the Chief Magis-
trate of the land should be injured.”

This oceasion seemed to have paved
the way for an audience with the
Pmidnnt which i reviewed by Zear-
ing as follows:

“We reccived an Invitation Lo visit
the President in o body in the East
room  of the White Houase. Col.
Vaughan of the company addressed
the President, saying that we had been
in situations of trial and in this dark
hour, had responded to our country’s
call and were there o pledge our lives
and Tortunes to the sapport of the con-
stitution and the vindication of the

hat yet love
this Union, which hax nourished and
fostered them through so many years,
but who dore not speak, lor treason
and disunion were abroad in the land,
and they were powerless. That every
man there had instructed him to say,
so far as they are coneerned, ‘No com-
promise with rebels.” The President
replied in substance, *I have desired as
sincerely as any man, and [ sometimes
think more than any other man, that
our present difficaities might be set-
tied withoot the shedding of blood. I
will not say that all hope has yet gone,
but if the alternative is presented
whether the Union is to be broken in
fragments and the liberties of the
people lowt, or bood be shed, you will
probably make the ehoice with which
I shall nut be dizastisfied. "

The eompany wus evidently a short
lived organization as it was soon dis-
banded to give its members an oppor-
tunity to Join regular military com-
panies then in the process of organiza-
tion. The company seems to have been
disbanded on April 20 n= indicated by
the certificate of Zearing's dizcharge
and the following reminiscence which
appears in the manuseript:

“About the 280th of April the gov-
ernment photographer took a dagoer-
rectype of our company as we stood
at the soulh front of the President’s
Mansion and aldo changed our position
and were taken with trees in the rear
—the range of our guns appear too
irregulir, like cornstalks in n feld, to
appenr well. We recelved lor services,
ete., only onbout five hundred dollars,
which searcely paid expenses, and the
war depariment safd though it was in
the United Stiates service, there were
technieal objections to paying it, and
the President sald if it was nol paid
he woold pay it himself, and it was al-
lowed, We received lengthy discharges
signed by our commander and the Sce-
retary of War and President Lincoln
which are very full in the recital of
our labors against a horde of teaitors
within snd without the eity."”

Mr. Cassios Clay of Kentueky, who
organized the Washington Clay
Guards is said to have hoen called to
the White House by the President who
presented him with a Colt’s revolver
us n testimonial of his regards for
services rendered with this company.



