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PREFACE

THIS BOOK IS THE STORY of two American presidents who set off for their inaugurations on the same day, early in 1861, starting from two different places and heading to two different cities: the one to Washington to try to hold the United States together as a single nation, the other to Montgomery to establish a separate, independent nation of the South: the Confederate States of America.

This unprecedented situation featured, on one side, Mr. Abraham Lincoln, the recently elected, self-educated lawyer-cum-politician from Illinois; on the other, the born soldier from Mississippi, General Jefferson Davis. Both men were roughly the same age, both unusually tall, and both traveling as competing presidents-elect: girding themselves to wield their rhetorical, executive, and military power from two different capitals. Their solemn inaugurations would be followed, only weeks later, by open warfare—and after that, inexorably, by an epic military struggle for the true soul of America: a war that would result in more casualties on American soil than any other in American history, before or since, and which would fundamentally shape the nation’s destiny.

The Civil War itself, to be sure, has been the focus of many thousands of books, chronicles, articles, films, and documentaries. My chief focus, however, has been on the two presidents themselves, Abraham Lincoln and Jefferson Davis—along with their wives, Mary Todd Lincoln and Varina Howell Davis—as they struggled to manage their respective sides of the fatal conflict. This story has been told many times, but always from the viewpoint of just one of the rivals: either that of Abraham Lincoln or Jefferson Davis. Lincoln vs. Davis: The War of the Presidents is my attempt, as a biographer, to tell it for the first time from both men’s perspectives. As far as possible, I’ve attempted to get into their warring minds and hearts—hopefully supplying enough context, meanwhile, to judge their actions and decisions, both at the time and in retrospect.

The story of the two competing commanders in chief in their White Houses is, in every way, a unique and unpredictable tale—one that, when viewed close-up, is as mired in treason, treachery, tragedy, and villainy as any Shakespearean history play. It features noble characters, but also egregious ones. A secretary of state plotting a coup d’état; a top commander who switches sides; another who is silenced for freeing the enslaved; a proslavery general who, in opposition to his president, attempts to make the U.S. Army his launchpad to imaginary greatness; a formerly enslaved Black newspaper editor, crying in the wilderness; a passionate woman who threatens a duel with the monarch; a formerly enslaved seamstress working for a loyal First Lady who loses a son in one White House, while another First Lady for whom she had earlier worked gives birth to a son in her White House a mere hundred miles away…

In February 1861, many people viewed the struggle between the two impending presidents, Abe Lincoln and Jeff Davis, as a contest of wills, one that would test the qualities of character of the two leaders. That expectation grew only stronger as they assumed the roles of commanders in chief on behalf of their supporters, not only in their respective White Houses but also in the battles they directed their generals and their men to fight: battles that began with the historic bombardment of Fort Sumter on April 12, 1861, and continued with the great clashes of arms—Bull Run, Shiloh, Seven Pines, the Seven Days Battles, Second Bull Run, Antietam…

Underlying that historic wartime confrontation, however, festered a far deeper division, a far greater issue—the matter of slavery. It was, as Lincoln later admitted, both the cause of the war and the marker of its course from the very start. Yet for different reasons both presidents attempted to “shove it under the rug,” as the great Civil War historian James McPherson once put it, for almost a year and a half of increasingly venomous hostilities.

Slavery couldn’t be kept under the proverbial rug, however. And when Lincoln finally stopped trying—when he finally admitted to himself and the world that the issue of slavery was the key not only to understanding the war but to ending it—everything changed. The conflict and the country would never be the same.

The story of how and why the vacillator in chief was compelled at last to make up his mind and counterstrike at the very root of the Confederacy’s mass armed insurrection, is perhaps the most consequential part of this epic drama.

Abraham Lincoln’s decision would stun both his adversary and the world by changing the very terms of the war—its casus belli—and thereby determining its outcome. For, thanks to this extraordinary turnaround, the Confederacy would, in its very hour of triumph, find itself doomed—shorn of any hope of foreign recognition, with consequences that would alter American history forever.

As such, this is not just a book about the past. The extraordinary presidential duel that Presidents Lincoln and Davis fought has acquired uncanny resonance more than a hundred and sixty years later: a time not only of increasingly contentious, often violent division between American citizens espousing contrasting ideologies, but the clash of opposing leaders over the very concept of democracy and—acknowledged and unacknowledged—the matter of race and racial justice in America still today, just as emancipation had been in the Civil War.

A Shakespearean drama indeed—for their time and ours.







PART ONE

THE RIVALS







1

Competing Presidents

TRAVELING BY TRAIN, two tall Americans set off on the morning of Monday, February 11, 1861, starting seven hundred miles apart from each other from two western American towns, Springfield, Illinois, and Vicksburg, Mississippi, to their respective inaugurations as competing presidents in Washington, D.C., and Montgomery, Alabama.

The first inaugural, ironically, was to be that of the president-elect of the newly formed, treasonous Confederate States of America, General Jefferson Davis—a ceremony slated to take place immediately after Davis’s arrival in Montgomery. In this way, hoped the leaders of the convention being held to establish the new “nation,” Davis’s inauguration would preempt by several weeks that of the president-elect of the United States of America, Abraham Lincoln. For Lincoln’s inaugural in Washington was set by the U.S. Constitution to take place only on March 4, 1861, four months after his victory in the 1860 presidential election.

Two men, then, setting forth to become presidents in what, since 1776, had been one country.
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Whether either of the two presidents-elect would even reach his appointed destination was questionable as they left their homes in Illinois and Mississippi, given the partisanship, secession, and dissension riving the country since Mr. Lincoln’s election on November 6, 1860. Assassination had been threatened against both men in their roles as standard-bearers of their sections of the country: “Black” Republicans (so called because their party opposed slavery) versus Southern Democrats (who were intent upon preserving slavery if not forever, then for as long as possible).

Both individuals were already well known nationally. Though the legitimacy of secession by seven Southern states since the election might be disputed, none of their supporters appeared to question their leaders’ entitlement to travel to their capitals in their upcoming roles as presidents of their opposing factions. Two adversaries-in-waiting, therefore—waiting to don the mantles of command and political rule as their nations’ commanders in chief, if indeed the young Confederacy could be called a nation.

“Honest Abe” Lincoln, born in a log cabin: a former Illinois rail splitter, a pioneer farmer, who’d turned lawyer and had become a sensationally gifted political orator over recent years.

And “Jeff” Davis, a national hero from the Mexican War, then a U.S. senator and U.S. secretary of war in Washington in the 1850s.

In some ways, the two Americans were remarkably similar.

Mr. Lincoln and Major General Davis were almost exactly the same age, born in Kentucky within eight months of each other, little more than 100 miles apart.

Both men had been U.S. congressmen in the 1840s: Davis serving first, for two years in the House of Representatives, then Lincoln immediately after, for two years.

Both men were married with young children who would live with them in their white mansions.

Both had already lost a son and would lose one more in the following struggle.1

Both were tall and imposing: Davis six-foot, Lincoln six-foot-four.

Their long, zigzagging train journeys—1,904 miles for Mr. Lincoln, 700 miles for General Davis—would make their names even better known in an America boasting more than three thousand newspapers.2 Also, however, subjecting them to greater and greater curiosity, support, hostility, and potential violence as the country willfully undertook its most challenging test of democracy since the American Revolution that had expelled the British in 1783.

It would be, therefore, quite a contest.

A quasi-duel between the Northern, democratically elected politician, Mr. Abraham Lincoln, ranged against the distinguished Southern soldier and slaveholder, appointed by Confederate representatives, General Jefferson Davis.

Under these two opposing presidents a civil war, rather than a negotiated settlement, seemed to many observers to be inevitable.

In which one was a trained and experienced warrior, however, the other was not.
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Mr. Lincoln’s train was the first to start, from Springfield, Illinois, at 8:00 a.m. on February 11, 1861. Given the distance to be traveled and its itinerary, it would also be the last to arrive at its final destination, the U.S. capital.

Decorated with much patriotic bunting, Mr. Lincoln’s Special was pulled by a 4-4-0 Hinckley locomotive, the L. M. Wiley—named, ironically, after a Southern slaveholder.3 It comprised a comfortable car for the president-elect, with two cloth-covered tables and leather-backed chairs, together with, initially, only one ordinary passenger car.4 It would soon add more cars, however, and grow to three carriages: the president-elect’s own car; a second, yellow-painted carriage for the president’s staff, bodyguards, and doctor; and a third car for the press and others.

Its first major stop was to be in Indianapolis on the evening of February 11—though with many a station halt (and brief speech made) in between.

At full steam, the clattering Special made about thirty miles per hour: its noisy swaying motion rendering it impossible for the president-elect to write down for an accompanying journalist, the twenty-five-year-old, German-born Henry Villard (né Frederick Hilgard, an émigré under sentence of death in Bavaria for subversion against the monarchy), exactly what he remembered of the wording of his farewell speech at the Great Western depot in Springfield. From memory Mr. Lincoln therefore dictated to Villard what he recalled having said extempore.5

“My friends,” Mr. Lincoln had begun. “My Friends: No one not in my position can appreciate the sadness I feel at this parting. To this people I owe all that I am. Here I have lived more than a quarter of a century; here my children were born, and here one of them lies buried. I know not how soon I shall see you again. A duty devolves upon me which is, perhaps, greater than that which has devolved upon any other man since the days of Washington.”6

George Washington, Lincoln continued, “never would have succeeded except for the aid of Divine Providence, upon which he at all times relied. I feel that I cannot succeed without the same Divine aid which sustained him, and in the same Almighty Being I place my reliance for support; and I hope you, my friends, will all pray that I may receive that Divine assistance, without which I cannot succeed, but with which success is certain. Again I bid you all an affectionate farewell.”7

Mr. Lincoln wasn’t old—in fact he was the third-youngest president ever elected, and slightly younger than his opposing president-elect, General Davis—Mr. Lincoln turning fifty-two the next day, when the two men would be the same age.

Both men seemed, however, oddly reticent over their new status—each humbled at the enormity of the task facing them. The one to preserve the Union of the United States, as established in 1776 when casting off its embarrassing title of “United Colonies.” The other threatening to do the very opposite: namely to preside, in the Deep South, over the disunion of the United States.
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Given the situation in America, it was understandable that Mr. Lincoln looked somber and a bit depressed. He was.

Six states had seceded from the Union, with a seventh awaiting only its governor’s signature. President Buchanan’s lone attempt to take military action to stop the secessionist cascade by force, in South Carolina, had been a fiasco in January 1861, while efforts to find a political compromise, pressed by Senator John Crittenden, had been a failure too.

To make matters worse, Mr. Lincoln’s wife, Mary Todd Lincoln—whose mental stability had been an issue before their marriage and worse still during it—had had a debilitating tantrum at the hotel in Springfield, just as the president-elect made to leave for the station.

Henry Villard—reporting on Mr. Lincoln for the New York Herald since December—had already noted for the newspaper how, understandably, “the close approach of the departure has made him unusually grave and reflecting”: the president-elect’s mind drawn “to his cherished past rather than the uncertain future.”8

That future, however, was inescapable: the country, as a union, seemingly hurtling toward an abyss like a runaway train, traveling far faster than thirty miles an hour. Hearing rumors of murder plots, and daunted by what he considered a national “mission,” as Villard put it, Mr. Lincoln had told his old law partner, William Herndon, that he should keep their sign hanging outside the practice—yet he had also confided that he didn’t think he would come back alive.9

John Hay, the president-elect’s young new assistant personal secretary, who was writing anonymously for the New York World on behalf of Mr. Lincoln, also reported the president-elect’s mood: how he “exhibited much sadness at his approaching departure,” rather than joy or excitement. In fact he’d seemed “to have been quite forsaken by his usual hilarious good spirits.”10

In truth, Mr. Lincoln’s melancholy had reached its nadir half an hour before the Special left. With an omnibus carriage waiting at the Chenery House hotel to take Mr. Lincoln to the station at 7:30 a.m., no president-elect had been found downstairs.

A friend, going to Mr. Lincoln’s room to ascertain the reason for the delay, “found Lincoln seated in a chair,” according to Villard, “with his head bowed and a look of the utmost misery.”11 His wife—who would shortly become the First Lady of the United States and who loved wide crinoline and sweeping silk dresses—was lying on the floor, disconsolate. Not, Villard later maintained, because of the dangers awaiting them in Washington, or even on the way there, but because Abraham had refused to promise to find a position in his forthcoming administration to an office seeker who’d offered Mary a diamond necklace.

“She will not let me go,” Mr. Lincoln had supposedly groaned.12
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The story was thought to have been apocryphal—or mis-chronicled, inasmuch as Mary’s outburst had possibly taken place on another, similar occasion.13 But according to a young well-wisher at the time, Herman Kreisman, it was true: Mary “lying on the floor upstairs, screaming and beating the floor with her hands and feet” over the promised diamond necklace.14

If Mary was anxious, even apoplectic that morning, then, she had abundant cause to be so, however, since Mr. Lincoln had decided to depart without her, taking with him only their eldest son, Robert, sixteen, while Mary would have to follow later with their two younger children, Tad (Thomas), seven, and Willie (William), ten. She’d soon pulled herself together, in any event. Following her husband in a carriage to the station, she’d seen him off, standing under an umbrella together with perhaps a hundred people on the drab platform as Abraham, removing his black stovepipe hat despite the falling rain, had spoken as if in communal prayer—which, in essence, his speech had been.

Harper’s Weekly, reporting on the occasion, recorded that “towards the conclusion of his remarks, himself and his audience were moved to tears.”15 The locomotive’s bell then tolled. With that, and “a final adieu to Mrs. Lincoln and a few near friends,” the L. M. Wiley pulled the cars out of Springfield.

The “crowd stood silent as the train moved slowly from the depot,” Hay reported in the World. There were only “insignificant” numbers of people at the small railway halts on the first stretch, and even at the first real stop in Decatur perhaps only “several thousand people,” if that, given the small size of its population—less than four thousand.16 A strange lack of public excitement observable, then, on the way to Indianapolis, where the president-elect was to stay overnight at the Bates House hotel.

“Something of the gloom” that had hung over the president-elect prior to his journey had “seemed to rest upon the President during the greater part of the day,” as Hay described for the World. “He was abstracted, sad, thoughtful, and spent much of his time in the private car appropriated to his use,” sitting there “alone and distracted.”17

Villard had interviewed Lincoln repeatedly before the train left. “He did not hesitate to say that the Union ought to, and in his opinion would, be preserved,” Villard later recalled. Moreover, he went into “long arguments in support of the proposition”—yet “could not be got to say what he would do in the face of Southern secession, except that as president he should be sworn to maintain the Constitution of the United States, and that he was therefore bound to fulfil that duty.”18

As to slavery, Mr. Lincoln was clearly no radical. He made it “clear that he did not desire to be considered an ‘abolitionist,’” and “still held the opinion that property in slaves was entitled to protection under the Constitution, and that its owners could not be deprived without due compensation.… I think I interpret his views up to the time of his departure for Washington correctly in saying that he had not lost faith in the preservation of peace between the North and the South, and he certainly did not dream that his principal duty would be to raise great armies and fleets, and the means to maintain them, for the suppression of the most determined and sanguinary rebellion, in defence of slavery,” as Villard later put it, “that our planet ever witnessed.”19

Hardly the stuff, in Villard’s view, of a dynamic new presidency—a dynamism which, as the train trundled on to Washington, Lincoln’s supporters hoped they could happily infuse, once he replaced the hapless James Buchanan, the outgoing fifteenth U.S. president.

19







2

A New Nation

PRESIDENT-ELECT JEFFERSON DAVIS’S journey to Montgomery had also begun in gloom on February 11, 1861, that same day.

Everything had happened so fast over recent weeks.

The Mississippi state legislature’s vote to secede from the Union had taken place on January 9, 1861, whereupon Senator Davis, in Washington, had been asked by the Mississippi governor to resign his seat in the U.S. Congress and return home.

This Senator Davis had done, beginning with his formal resignation from the Senate on January 21, 1861. Four days later, however, he’d been appointed the commanding officer of the “Mississippi army” by his state legislature, in the rank now of major general (President James Polk had offered him the lower rank of brigadier general in 1848, but Davis had declined it), thereby releasing him, he thought, from an impossible political position, since he did not favor actual, rather than threatened, secession.1 Nevertheless he’d stood ready to defend his home state, if necessary, as a soldier.

The general had not been thrilled, however, by Mississippi’s military condition. The state’s militia was ill-armed and wholly unprepared to fight for its territory, let alone anyone else’s. Still, fighting was an unlikely eventuality, as Governor John Pettus had assured Davis personally in Jackson on January 28.

Davis was disbelieving at such naïveté, and had attempted to disabuse the innocent governor of it. The state would need at least 75,000 stands of arms, Davis had pointed out to him, to be safe from attack.

“General, you overrate the risk,” Pettus had objected.

“I only wish I did,” Davis had replied, glumly.2

Secession had been a marvelous threat in the halls of Southern legislatures and in Congress—a useful form of political blackmail. In reality, however, if enacted it could only lead to hostilities, as Davis had known.3 The federal government, under President Buchanan’s successor, would hardly be willing to stand by and watch while more and more states willfully ditched their fealty to the Union; mass secession would, if tolerated, be national suicide.

After making preliminary military moves to secure Mississippi’s arsenals and meager fortifications—including federal buildings—and after consulting with his four newly appointed brigadier generals, General Davis had traveled to his plantation, Brierfield, at Hurricane Bend on the Mississippi River south of Vicksburg, arriving on February 1, 1861. At Brierfield he’d awaited further developments.

They had not taken long. On February 4, 1861, a convention of six seceding states of the Deep South—South Carolina, Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, and Louisiana (Texas having seceded, too, but was still awaiting gubernatorial signature)—had begun meetings in the majestic Alabama state capitol in Montgomery: a mere forty-two delegates gathering to create a new, independent, slaveholding “Southern nation.”
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Forty-two men changing history, and at reckless yet necessary speed, if the new Southern government was to begin operating before Mr. Lincoln was enthroned.

The four-week “lame duck” window in Washington would also be one in which the current U.S. president, the bachelor James Buchanan, would be unlikely to take firm or punitive federal action before leaving the White House on March 4. Why not, therefore, beat President-elect Lincoln to the punch, secessionist representatives reasoned, by inaugurating their own president preemptively? A chance, surely, to thus face “the Railsplitter,” as he was called, with a done deal: an established new polity, a Southern nation with its own, functioning president.

Thus, inside the capitol building in the small city of Montgomery, Alabama, in a blitz of activity, the forty-two delegates from the six seceding states had drawn up, created, and approved a wholly new country: the Confederate States of America.

Slavishly copying the existing U.S. Constitution, the Confederacy’s new constitution would, this time however, guarantee “the institution of negro slavery” in the South: Article IV specifically stating that “negro slavery, as it now exists in the Confederate States, shall be recognized and protected by Congress and by the Territorial government.” Also, by direct constitutional fiat, fugitive slaves would have to be returned to their owners—though importation of “negroes of the African race from any foreign country,” or even from non-Confederate states, would be “forbidden.” And to cap this, no law in the new nation was ever to be passed “denying or impairing the right of property in negro slaves.” In short, slavery was to be permanent—not only for the enslaved but also for their offspring, and their offspring’s offspring.

Carved out of the Southern states of the old polity, the Confederate States of America would have, like the United States, a president and vice president, to be democratically elected, though for six years, not four. In the meantime, while waiting for the constitution to be ratified by a majority of the constituent CSA states and a formal, popular election to be held, the forty-two delegates would choose six electors, each to stand as representative of their six seceded states. These six electors would appoint a provisional president and vice president.
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It was, in retrospect, madness in the first degree: a gamble, taken with scant thought to the real consequences, and done with breathtaking alacrity by six electors, representing the six seceding states.

Since there was no one at that moment of any proven stature other than hotheads and fanatics to lead the new “nation,” however, the six men had collectively nominated the only Southern individual, as they saw it, with the necessary stature and experience to be provisional Confederate president: a man with proven battle experience and close combat in political infighting in Washington: former U.S. senator Jefferson Davis of Mississippi.

Davis had not, they all knew, favored secession—in fact his wife, Varina, had worn a badge in Washington the previous summer reading “Jeff Davis no seceder!”4 Nor was Davis, though a rich man and an enslaver like so many fellow Southerners, particularly well-liked. People found that he lacked humor, was deeply serious, rigid in his views, and prickly in terms of his pride—especially when criticized, contradicted, or disparaged. In the circumstances, however, particularly if the position of president was to be only provisional, for a year at most—by which time ratification would have been attained, and the new country’s first democratic elections held—it was considered the best the convention delegates and their six electors could do.

“We are directed to inform You,” they’d written to the Mississippi general on the night of February 9, 1861, “that You were this day unanimously elected President of the Provisional Government of the Confederate States of America, and to request you to Come to Montgomery immediately”5—the same urgent summons being sent by messenger to several places, lest Davis not be at home on his plantation at Hurricane Bend on the Mississippi River.

The general was at home at Brierfield, however: still attempting to overcome a bout of ill health and neuralgia that had afflicted him recently. In fact, he was working outside in his plantation rose garden with his winsome young wife, Varina, when the bearer of the telegram arrived there on February 10, after an eighteen-mile ride to deliver it.

Varina later recalled how she’d watched her husband carefully.

Opening the envelope containing the telegram and studying it, “he looked so grieved that I feared some evil had befallen our family. After a few minutes’ painful silence he told me” the news, Varina remembered, “as a man might speak of a sentence of death.”6



[image: image]





How to say no, though?

How to decline the appointment, after Davis’s recent agreement, only two weeks before, to serve as commanding general of all Mississippi military forces to defend his state? It would seem inconsistent, given the man Davis was: a soldier by training and by character. Nevertheless, the general looked—and was—depressed: almost blind in one eye, and subject still to malarial-fever episodes dating back to the time when he had almost died in 1835—as his first wife did—while on his honeymoon in Louisiana.

Despite his poor health, Davis had felt, in January 1861, that he could handle command of Mississippi’s militia and defense forces, regardless of the paucity of arms—in fact, Varina later recalled how “We both congratulated ourselves that he was to be in the field,” after so many years in Franklin Pierce’s cabinet and the Senate, sitting behind a desk.7

This new summons in February had been different, however: six states, gathering like Scottish clans or medieval houses in rebellion, and calling upon him to be their tribal leader. Was he even up to such a task, irrespective of his health?

As Varina reflected later, “I thought his genius was military”—not political. “He did not know the arts of the politician,” she judged candidly, for all that “Jeff,” as she called him, had worked among politicians of differing ilk in the U.S. House and Senate for so many years. He disliked compromise over principles—including principles of conduct—and took them too seriously, too deeply. Not only did Jeff simply not understand the arts of the politician, Varina added, but “he would not practice them if understood.” Nevertheless, as she noted, if her husband did not know the arts of politics, “he did know those of war.”8
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Reluctantly sending the horse rider back to the telegraph office in Vicksburg with his acknowledgment, the general had packed a few things in a travel bag. The next morning, February 11, 1861, he’d left Varina and their three children at Brierfield by rowboat, oared by some of the enslaved Black people who toiled on his plantation, among them his trusted right-hand man and manager of the plantation, Ben Montgomery, who not only kept a store, but kept the accounts.9

The general sat silently in the prow for three miles. “Jeff Davis was a man you couldn’t tell what was in his mind,” Ben later recalled. “He chatted with us just the same as usual.”10

In the middle of the great river, rounding the bend, they finally saw the steamboat Natchez, which had already made its daily departure from the nearby landing. It was heading for Vicksburg, but Davis knew the captain and hailed it. From the rowboat he was helped aboard.

Jefferson Davis would never see Brierfield again.



[image: image]





That evening, at the Southern Railroad Depot in Vicksburg, General Davis boarded the train, a Special.

On arrival in Jackson, Mississippi, the general resigned his commission. And it was there that, while waiting for the next onward train, he was asked by Judge William Sharkey, who’d served as Mississippi’s chief justice and was looking for him on the platform, whether “I believed there would be war,” Davis himself later recounted.

War? Davis did not mince words. “My opinion was freely given,” he recalled—namely “that there would be war, long and bloody, and that it behooved every one to put his house in order.”11

Judge Sharkey was stunned.

He “asked how I supposed war could result from the peaceable withdrawal of a sovereign state.”12

Davis could only shake his head.

The judge was known to have supported nullification—the refusal of states to abide by federal laws, even to secede in order to back such a refusal. Nullification, however, was “a doctrine to which I had never assented,” Davis later made clear.13 The decision to disunite en masse and face the consequences had been made by others, though, and the new polity—the Confederate States of America—had been established. The judge’s claim of “peaceable withdrawal” from the USA, moreover, was naïve. How could secession fail to have warlike consequences, given the takeover of all federal military forts and buildings in Mississippi? Seized under the threat of violence—armed insurrection—how could such actions be parsed as “peaceable” by the federal government? Bloodshed “would be” the inevitable consequence, Davis was well aware.14

Not, in the end, because the doctrine of nullification versus federal authority was right or wrong, but because that was how the world worked.

Actions entailed consequences.

In this case, Jefferson Davis was certain, the consequences would indeed be war.
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Spending almost a week traveling by train through the South to get to the “capital,” Montgomery, Alabama, General Davis was under no illusions about himself, or the direness of the situation.

The train route had required a circuitous meander of more than seven hundred miles, since there were no tracks between Meridian, Mississippi, and the new capital, barely two hundred miles to the east. Nor had there been a special car for the president-elect—only a temporary folding cot set up in one of the coaches, on which he could rest between stops, wearing his plain, homespun clothes.

At every halt and station—from Holly Springs to Stevenson and Tuscumbia, Alabama; Chattanooga, Tennessee; onward to Ringgold, Dalton, Adairsville, Cartersville, and Marietta, Georgia; then Atlanta, Fairburn, Palmetto, Newnan, Grantville, LaGrange, and West Point, followed by Opelika and Auburn, doubling back into Alabama—Davis was asked to address groups of fervid, loud, secessionist supporters.

Later, Davis would claim he’d been misquoted in the “brief addresses” he’d given—speeches that were “grossly misrepresented in sensational reports made by irresponsible persons, which were published in the Northern newspapers,” as he would put it. But in truth he’d known full well how, as the Confederacy’s new leader-to-be, he’d been expected to respond to “calls from the crowds assembled at such points.”15

Not disingenuously, then, but with somewhat forced enthusiasm, the president-elect had answered the fervor gripping white secessionists and enslavers, assuring them there would be no going back on disunion from the North—“we have separated from them, and separated forever,” had been his mantra.16 Refusing, though, to follow the script of Judge Sharkey or Mississippi governor John Pettus—everywhere making clear his own view that, in all probability, the South would now have to fight for its survival and independence. And must immediately prepare for that eventuality.

Could the South win such a struggle, though, in the manner in which, say, George Washington had ultimately defeated the British?

Davis believed strongly in states’ rights, and had been one of six Southern senators who’d accompanied the body of Senator Calhoun—apostle of secession—to his grave in 1850. In truth, though, he’d always opposed the doctrine of nullification, ever since it was attempted by South Carolina in 1832, when he’d been a young U.S. infantry officer. In the years afterward he’d held to his conviction that the threat of secession was a more powerful political weapon in defending Southern interests—primarily slavery—than an ill-judged disbandment of the Union. Establishing a U.S. Department of the Interior would, he’d argued, protect Southern interests more than it might weaken them, for example. Thus, year after year he’d argued with his colleagues for the use of political influence within the polity of the United States, not outside it.

As the Northern states expanded in population and economy, the disparity between them and the Southern states had become greater, however, adding to Southern fears of minority status. Yet this very disparity had reduced still further the chance of getting away with secession (the constitutional right of all states, Calhoun had argued) if it were attempted. Secession, if enacted, would bring only war, Davis feared: one that would be tough to win.

Once the fateful—probably fatal—decision had been made, however, Jefferson Davis had accepted it reluctantly as a fait accompli. Others might convince themselves they could get away with it without consequences, as had seemed possible under Buchanan, but the general knew that the new “nation” of the South would have to be defended and fought for—and the general determined, as a soldier, to do his best, however doomed the outcome.

Privately, therefore, Davis doubted whether the South could do more than play for time, not only in terms of survival in a war, but even in the matter of slavery. As he’d confided to Varina, he thought secession would be followed by war, as night followed day—for the new U.S. administration, once Mr. Lincoln was in Washington, could not simply stand back and watch a third of the nation abscond. And slavery itself would not outlast such a disaster. “In any case,” as Jeff had confided to Varina, “I think our slave property will be eventually lost.”17

Defending slavery, in other words, was probably a losing battle. Defending the rights of Southern states to form a new compact, a new and independent confederation of states, however, was not, of necessity, a losing military proposition—at least, not if the North was poorly led, and the Deep South could hold out as a sovereign new nation with its own defense forces: forces which, as Confederate commander in chief as well as president—like his imminent opposite number in Washington—he would soon command.

In which case, time would tell who would win.

17







3

Mr. Lincoln’s Satchel

ABRAHAM LINCOLN was as anxious as his new Southern adversary to avoid the knotty subject of slavery—and equally intent that the word should be kept out of his forthcoming inaugural speech, for he did not believe that a war over freedom for Black people, in a nation so predominantly (83.5 percent) white, could be won.1

Drafts of Mr. Lincoln’s inaugural address had long since been crafted—in fact, it had already been through four iterations since November. The president-elect had arranged for the fourth version to be privately printed in a dozen copies; these he intended to show, in confidence, to his prospective cabinet and others before he gave the address. His own annotated copy of the draft he kept in his personal valise—a satchel he locked, given that its contents, if leaked ahead of his inauguration, could easily be used to sow untold mischief.

Small wonder, then, that he’d become apoplectic when he realized it was lost, already on Day One of his journey to Washington.
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Mr. Lincoln’s 1,904-mile whistle-stop train trip was originally designed to be like a political campaign, studded with personal appearances, speeches, interviews, and other opportunities to become better known by the public in the Northern states.

At Indianapolis on Day One, though, the president-elect’s staff of secretaries, assistants, bodyguards, and voluntary military personnel had been made anxious by the growing press of the huge crowds—the local police unable to control the mob: impatient, raucous people demanding the president-elect give some indication of what he would declare in his inaugural speech on March 4. Namely: war or no war?

The president-elect was adamant that he would keep his powder dry on that score, however. Facing the crush of people in Indianapolis, he’d therefore handed his satchel, containing the draft of his forthcoming speech, to his eldest son, Robert, for safekeeping.

The entrustment had been intended as a sign of fatherly confidence in the well-meaning teenager. At first Abraham had thought, therefore, that Robert must be joking when, in answer to his father as to the whereabouts of the precious valise, the teenager had said he had no idea—he’d simply given it to the desk clerk at Indianapolis’s Bates Hotel in order to be able to go out with some friends he’d just made.

“A look of stupefaction” had passed over the president-elect’s face when he realized that Robert was telling him the truth, not larking, according to Ward Hill Lamon, who acted as Lincoln’s personal bodyguard on the thirteen-day journey.2 If the draft was leaked, it would surely be in every newspaper the next day—inciting immediate bedlam, given the forthright, unedited clarity of its language.

Afterward, looking back on the episode, Abraham Lincoln had been able to laugh at himself, and the whole business. At the time, however, he’d been close to his namesake in the Bible: ready to kill his firstborn, at least metaphorically. “I had never seen Mr. Lincoln so much annoyed, so much perplexed, and for the time so angry,” Lamon later recalled. “He seldom manifested a spirit of anger toward his children—this was the nearest approach to it I had ever witnessed. He and I started in search of the satchel. We went first to the hotel office, where we were informed that if an employee of the hotel had taken charge of it, it would be found in the baggage-room. On going there, we found a great pile of all kinds of baggage in promiscuous confusion. Mr. Lincoln’s keen eye soon discovered a satchel which he thought his own; taking it in his hand eagerly he tried his key.” To their great relief “it fitted the lock—the bag opened.”3

To their dual mortification, however, the satchel was found to contain “nothing but a soiled shirt, several paper collars, a pack of cards, and a bottle of whiskey nearly full.”4
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To be sure, the satchel story was improved and embellished later. That the loss had indeed taken place, however, was indisputable.

John Hay, Mr. Lincoln’s young new assistant private secretary, certainly recalled the scene: how, without a word, the angry president-elect “opened the door of his room, forced his way through the crowded corridor down to the office, where, with a single stride of his long legs,” the six-foot, four-inch president-elect “swung himself across the clerk’s counter, behind which a small mountain of carpetbags of all colors had accumulated”—each one of which had then been checked before the president-elect had found the locked oilcloth carpetbag, containing its soon-to-be historic contents.5

Robert Lincoln was much chastened. Though dubbed the “Prince of Rails” by the press, he was never allowed to touch the satchel again.

Meanwhile, according to Ward Lamon, after cooling down and recovering from his panic, Mr. Lincoln told Lamon a story about a church elder at a summer camp, who’d become similarly distraught—not at having lost his satchel, however, but his wife! The difference, in that case, was that the elder really had no real cause to be vexed, Mr. Lincoln pointed out, since a wife was “sure to pop up serenely somewhere.”6 The loss of such an important document, by contrast, would leave many a husband quite bereft.

Did Lamon laugh at the sexist comparison? Not content with this anecdote, Mr. Lincoln had gone on to tell Lamon of a man who’d lost his entire fortune in deposits he’d made in successive banks—all of which, in turn, had failed. This had left him finally with only fifteen dollars in settlement. “When the fifteen dollars was paid over to him,” Mr. Lincoln related, “he held it in his hand and looked at it thoughtfully; then he said, ‘Now, darn you, I have got you reduced to a portable shape, so I’ll put you in my pocket.’”7

In the same way, Mr. Lincoln had taken his “Address from the bag and carefully placed it in the inside pocket of his vest—but held on to the satchel.”8
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Thorns in Montgomery

JEFFERSON DAVIS WAS THE FIRST to arrive at his inaugural destination, Montgomery, Alabama, on February 16, 1861. There he was feted by fireworks, guns, and cannons firing salvos: Southern crowds welcoming the man who, it was hoped, would now lead the nascent Confederacy in its quest for immediate and sovereign independence. Given the electors’ desire to beat Mr. Lincoln to the lectern, Jefferson Davis was given less than forty-eight hours, however, to compose and print up his formal address, which would be delivered on the steps of the Alabama State House on February 18—two weeks before Mr. Lincoln’s impending inauguration and address.

Throwing himself into the task, the president-elect did his best. Lacking, however, the wit and humor of his opponent—reports of which Davis had read every day on his journey—Davis was aware his challenge would be to come up with an address satisfying to both the baying hounds of secession and those who would have to fight for it on the field of battle—a field he knew all too well. Tone would therefore be the key, he felt, anxious as to whether he’d be able to rise to the historic occasion and impress the assembled ladies and gentlemen as a statesman, not simply a soldier. Without his wife, moreover, who would not come to Montgomery until later, with their children.

Varina, though young—in her early thirties still—had known that the matter of rhetoric would be her husband’s biggest problem, and had always tried to help him with composition and dictation. She was smart, educated, and well-read. She possessed, too, a skeptical ear for insincerity. This time, however, he would have to do without her critical faculties.

Escorted by Howell Cobb, president of the nominating convention, General Jefferson Davis walked from the State House to a special platform erected by the front portico of the building.

Imitating the anointment of U.S. presidents in Washington, the ceremony was not to begin with an oath taken on the Bible, but with the president-elect’s peroration—the vows thus following the promises. It was thus as provisional president-elect, still, that General Davis began to speak at 1:00 p.m. on Monday, February 18, 1861, in Montgomery.

Former U.S. congressman William Yancey, addressing the crowd that had greeted the president-elect on his arrival in Montgomery on February 16, had welcomed him with the words, “the man and the hour have met”: Davis the “statesman, the soldier, and the patriot” they needed.1

Was the general effective enough in those three roles to cement the new nation? people wondered.

Davis “was regarded by nearly the whole South as the fittest man for the position. I certainly so regarded him,” former U.S. senator for South Carolina James Chesnut would later say.2 But Howell Cobb, who was to administer the oath of presidential office, had personal concerns about Davis’s commitment to secession—and was not alone in this. About Davis’s lack of charisma, too, in a South that had grown used to rhetorical firebrands like former congressman and U.S. Senator Robert B. Rhett of South Carolina—a man who’d coveted the presidential appointment himself.

Standing tall and dignified before the several thousand onlookers, President-elect Jefferson Davis, nevertheless, was unintimidated. He had a good tenor voice, and spoke with sincerity and seriousness. He lacked magnetism, however—and because of this, the speech would probably not fully convince those fellow Southerners who disliked him, or found him haughty, or lacking in aggressive rather than defensive spirit. Many of them already worried that they hadn’t, in their haste, “elected” the right man.

Jefferson Davis was certainly “agreeable,” Howell Cobb’s brother wrote his wife, “but he is not great, in any sense of the term.” What Davis possessed, however, was a kind of martial determination: “the power of will,” Thomas Cobb allowed. This, Cobb asserted, the new president “has.” A power of will which, alone, had “made him all he is.”3 It might not, in the circumstances, be enough.

The new president’s delivery, all agreed, was less than stirring.

The address certainly made a stern, lucid case for the South’s position: an extended, rhetorical justification of its right to be taken seriously, not only at home, but abroad. For example, claiming the Confederacy to be a “revolution,” the new president cautioned, was an “abuse of language,” for, as a lifelong conservative, he wished to change nothing in the South—at least, not under pressure from Northern know-it-alls.4

The “Declaration of Independence of 1776” rather than the U.S. Constitution, Davis stated, was the model upon which the new organization of Confederate States would be based—his comparison of its quest for independence from a tyrannical power, such as from Britain in earlier, colonial times, surely designed to persuade Northern audiences as much as to inspire Southern ones. Such a new Declaration would doubtless incur the same response that the original American colonies had faced in 1776, he accepted—Britain having been loath to accept the rights of its colonies to secede. The Confederacy which he, Jefferson Davis, was about to lead wished only for peace, he emphasized—if without much conviction that his wish would be permitted by the U.S. government. But “if we may not hope to avoid war” with the Northern states, he argued, “we may at least expect that posterity will acquit us of having needlessly engaged it.”5 For the South, unlike the North, had no hostile intentions. It would attack no one in the North.

Should the Northern states seek to invade the South, in contrast to the South’s pacific designs, however, they would get a rude awakening, he warned. “If,” he declared, “passion or lust of domination should cloud the judgment or inflame the ambition of those States, we must prepare to meet the emergency and to maintain, by the final arbitrament of the sword, the position which we have assumed among the nations of the earth.”6
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“The arbitrament of the sword.” It was an ominous, telling phrase.

The very real likelihood of war, President-elect Davis warned in his Montgomery address, would require immediate and efficient preparations, in any event, by the South. There would be a need to address “foreign intercourse”—diplomacy and trade—as well as “finance” and the “postal service.” But “military affairs” would be his top priority, Davis made clear—based on his conviction that the Confederacy, to survive, would need to do more than rely on its individual state militias. To survive, the Confederacy would need an army.7

In fact, as Davis declared in his speech, the Confederacy would need a “well-instructed and disciplined army.”8 And navy. Would need also a commander to have ultimate, overall command of these forces, irrespective of states’ rights—namely himself in his new role as president and commander in chief of the Confederate States of America, for which purpose he had reluctantly but loyally “accepted” his provisional commission.

“You will see many errors to forgive,” the president allowed, as well as “many deficiencies to tolerate, but you shall not find in me either a want of zeal or fidelity to the cause that is to me highest in hope and of most enduring affection. Your generosity has bestowed upon me an undeserved distinction, one I neither sought nor desired,” he claimed, truthfully.9 Nevertheless, he promised at least to do his utmost—aware that he, perhaps better than any man alive in the South, knew what was coming.

If the North did not back down and grant at least self-government to the Confederacy, “if this be denied to us, and the integrity of our territory and jurisdiction be assailed, it will but remain for us, with firm resolve, to appeal to arms and invoke the Blessings of Providence on a just cause.”10

In other words: the Confederacy would wage war.

As Confederate president, Davis assured his listeners—and the press—he’d make every effort to parley with Northern states for peace. Peace, though, only acceptable on behalf of a new, separate, independent nation, not a return to the subordinated status quo ante.
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Davis was able to write to his wife only several days later—his executive building having been stormed by people all day long wanting jobs in the new administration.

The audience at his inauguration had been “large and brilliant” in his description: the women, for their part, beautifully attired. “Upon my weary heart was showered,” he mocked himself, “smiles plaudits and flowers.” He was under no illusions, however. “Beyond them I saw troubles and thorns innumerable,” he admitted. “We are without machinery without means and threatened by powerful opposition,” he confided—assuring Varina, though, that he did not “despond and will not shrink from the task imposed upon me.”

Varina, who knew and loved him best, in all his prickly pride, stubbornness, and rigidity, knew the mountains he would have to climb.

Attempting, though, to be positive, Jeff had added she would like Montgomery for its very unpretentiousness: “a gay and handsome town of some 8000 inhabitants,” and one that “will be not an unpleasant residence,” he was certain—once he had time to look for a house for her and the family to live in.

“God bless you my dear wife. Kiss the children for me and remember that I am always with you in spirit and so will be while life lasts. Affectionately your husband.”11
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In Maschera

IN NEW YORK, meanwhile, the crowds welcoming the new U.S. president-elect were growing—in fact, were perhaps forty times the number who’d apparently applauded Jefferson Davis at his coronation, according to newspaper reports: a sign of growing popular interest in Mr. Lincoln, the seemingly simple, backwoods figure they’d elected.

Like Jefferson Davis, Abraham Lincoln had traveled a circuitous route to get to his destination: his train puffing its way north, south, north, and then south again, from Indianapolis to Cincinnati on the Ohio River, then Columbus, Ohio, followed by Pittsburgh, Cleveland, Buffalo, Rochester, Syracuse, Utica, and then—on the day of Davis’s inauguration—Albany, New York, where John Wilkes Booth, a wild Shakespearean actor with strong sympathies for the South, was playing the role of Pescara, a Spaniard, in Richard Shiel’s The Apostate.

Booth liked demonic roles, for he was an actor who relished portraying violent emotions on the stage. Cast as a hater of Islam, his latest character’s job in The Apostate was to kill Muslims on the Albany stage, which Booth did with great ardor—in fact, a week earlier Booth had actually drawn blood with his sword, and then accidentally stabbed himself in the chest, between the ribs. Not in the heart, however, as many would later lament; he’d simply continued his swashbuckling role, blood apparently oozing from the wound.1
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In retrospect, John Wilkes Booth’s Albany performance, on the very night when President-elect Lincoln was in town on his journey to his coronation, would have a tragic irony.

Of further irony, however, would be the fact that Mr. Lincoln thereupon also found himself in a theater. In Lincoln’s case, however, it was the New York Academy of Music in New York City on February 20, 1861.

Already feted before swelling crowds as “Honest Abe” the “Railsplitter” from Illinois, Mr. Lincoln had simply wanted to hear some music and be a member of the audience, not the star, that night. For he’d realized from the increasingly tumultuous multitudes wherever he traveled or spoke on his train journey that now he was himself onstage, a national stage. An awareness that caused him to acknowledge, with a mixture of surprise and pride, that he’d become a species of “public property” for good and ill—accessible to all and anyone, anywhere.2 Tens of thousands of individuals who were anxious to shake his hand, if they could.

At the luxurious Astor House hotel, on the corner of Broadway and Vesey Street in Lower Manhattan, Lincoln had already met with veterans of the War of 1812 and many other well-wishers—or wishers at his well. He’d even been invited by P. T. Barnum to visit the circus owner’s new American Museum on the corner of Ann Street and Broadway—though he’d politely declined.3 For, as the president-elect explained, he had something else on his schedule, a musical engagement that promised to take his mind off politicking and speechifying completely.
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Un Ballo in Maschera (“A Masked Ball”) by the Italian composer Giuseppe Verdi was, in retrospect, an unfortunate choice of opera for the president-elect: a musical drama that ended, onstage, with the assassination of the American protagonist.

Verdi’s new music, however, was reputed to be sublime. Though Mr. Lincoln arrived at the theater, on 14th Street, near Manhattan’s Union Square, late and in darkness, thus missing some of the first act, he was content to be entertained, no longer required to shake any more hands, for a few hours at least.

The audience was content, too—though gossip about the president-elect’s possible appearance had raised expectations among fashionably dressed New York music lovers. “There was but little apparent excitement,” one gossip-column reporter acknowledged of the polite, well-behaved audience, “but countless fair heads were turned to the right and to the left, as though undecided in which quarter the expected apparition would appear.” With no sign of the president-elect, however, the audience had then “settled down to listen to the music. Brignoli sang most charmingly, and Miss Hinkley warbled her Arietta like a bird. We were silently enjoying all this, when a buzz and burr aroused us, and turning to the left, we beheld one thousand double-barreled opera glasses all turned in one direction to the right. We followed the stream of glances, and saw the largest amount of President the country has yet afforded.… We think we saw seven feet of President—at least calculating from the knees upwards.”4

As the curtain fell at the end of Act One, “there were shouts of ‘Lincoln! Lincoln!’”5

The curtain rose yet again. This time the entire cast stepped forward to lead the audience in singing the national anthem, “The Star Spangled Banner”—while above their heads, seemingly ex machina, the great flag of the Stars and Stripes, with thirty-three stars in its canton, unfurled.

Patriotism—support for the Union of the United States of America and its elected leader-to-be—was apparently not a problem in New York City. At least, not among opera lovers.

What was less clear was why the president-elect slipped out of the theater after the second act.
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Was the president-elect’s exit caused by sheer exhaustion? some wondered.

To be sure, Mr. Lincoln had been traveling and feted by hundreds of thousands of people over long, demanding days since leaving Springfield. Or was it because Mr. Lincoln knew—or could guess—the bloody outcome of the opera’s story: the true tale of a political conspiracy that had culminated in the assassination of King Gustav III of Sweden in the 1790s.

Whatever the reason, in not staying to witness—and hear—the concluding spectacle in the third act, and retreating instead to the Astor House hotel—his wife, Mary, having caught up with him at Indianapolis, with their other children—the president-elect was undoubtedly being wise. His huge head might be full of Verdi’s tunes, but the opera’s plot was disturbing.

Owing to censorship problems in often fiercely anti-monarchical, revolutionary Europe, the part of King Gustav, the powerful Swedish monarch, had had to be revised by Verdi and his producers, and transposed into a political leader on a faraway continent: America. The ill-fated King Gustav had therefore been reimagined as “Ricardo, Governor of Boston”—the city outside of which the American Revolution had begun.

On the grand stage of the New York Academy of Music the American president-elect had thus been faced by a fictional American drama based on a true story: that of a political leader’s assassination. In the context of a country facing possible mass insurrection and violence—with many calls for Mr. Lincoln’s head in the South, where in New Orleans some $40,000 had been offered for his murder—the parallel was uncomfortable.6

Unknown to the audience, in fact, Mr. Lincoln had especial reason to be concerned about possible assassination. For he’d been warned of serious plans to assassinate him in Baltimore, Maryland, a slaveholding state, before he could reach Washington, the capital.
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Abraham Lincoln’s only military training or experience had been as a military scout in the Black Hawk War. He’d been elected captain for a few weeks by his fellow volunteers, but had seen no combat, and had then served another twenty days as a mounted volunteer scout—ending ignominiously when his horse was stolen.7

Famously modest, indeed self-deprecating, Mr. Lincoln entertained no delusions of personal military merit. Once, earlier, when campaigning for Zachary Taylor to be president, he’d ridiculed himself as a “military hero”—telling his audience how, in the manner of Don Quixote, he’d volunteered for military service but had conducted fierce charges only against vicious “wild onions.” He’d also suffered “a good many bloody struggles with the mosquitoes.” But he had not, unfortunately, seen “any live, fighting Indians.”8

Mr. Lincoln’s humor, as well as his penchant for storytelling, tickled many of his listeners. Would the president-elect be tough enough, though—military-minded enough—to deal with the secessionist fever currently sweeping the fast-arming, fractious, and rebellious South, once he donned the mantle of U.S. president and commander in chief? Or soldier stern enough to meet General Davis, the new Confederate commander in chief, in battle, should war become inevitable?

The threat of mass violence was in the air—with many antagonistic voters, North as well as South, feeling that Mr. Lincoln was a usurper—for he hadn’t, after all, been elected by a majority of American voters in November 1860, only by a plurality—indeed, he’d come first in the electoral contest only because the opposing Democratic Party had split into two factions, headed by two Democratic candidates, John Breckinridge and Stephen Douglas. However constitutionally correct the result may have been, such voters simply could not bring themselves to accept the result.

Taking the Cortlandt Street ferry the next day following his visit to the opera, Mr. Lincoln—no stranger to river navigation all his life, having twice journeyed down the Mississippi to New Orleans by flatboat from Indiana—had, in any event, proceeded to Trenton, New Jersey, a city with powerful memories of an earlier historic contest.9

Speaking before the New Jersey General Assembly, Abraham recalled how, as a child, growing up poor in a log cabin, he’d read M. L. Weems’s Life of Washington with its indelible account of “the battlefields and struggles for the liberties of the country”—wartime struggles that had encapsulated the aims and burgeoning ideals of “this Union, the Constitution, and the liberties of the people.” Addressing his audience without notes, he’d emphasized that, once inaugurated, he would “do all that may be in my power to promote a peaceful settlement of all our difficulties.” “The man does not live who is more devoted to peace than I am,” he claimed—anxious not to say anything that might further inflame agitators on either side.10

Was the president-elect being coy, or did he have a plan, like his now-inaugurated opponent in Montgomery, President Davis? If peace proved impossible to preserve, would its converse be the nation’s fate, as Davis had warned in his inaugural speech?

Across the country millions were wondering about this—with newspaper sales soaring, and multiple editions per day being printed.
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Civil war was not unthinkable, certainly: the United States was a country born in civil war, after all. Had it not been created out of rebellion? Had it not arisen in secession, as Americans fought against fellow Americans—“Loyalists,” supporting their monarch, King George III, and his armed colonial forces?

Many other armed conflicts had shaped the young nation, too: the Whiskey Rebellion between 1791 and 1794; the War of 1812; the Mexican War of 1846–48; wars against indigenous Americans, too, such as the Black Hawk War, which were arguably also civil wars, or wars between inhabitants. Even, in a way, the great Louisiana Purchase, which—doubling the size of the country—had been negotiated under the shadow of war involving France. War, war, war!

Bit by bit, the United States had extended its boundaries to reach the Pacific to the west; Canada to the north; the Gulf of Mexico to the south—railways binding together the constituent states and territories, too, in an ever-expanding network of commerce, industry, and popular migration. Given the skyrocketing value of cotton as a commodity on the world market, however, opposition had only grown to enfranchising the four million enslaved Black people in the United States—from servants to the laborers who produced and picked the cotton—in counter-voice to antislavery fanatics: an abolitionist political pressure that stirred moral passions as perhaps no other economic and social inequity in the nation.11

With the United States more and more polarized over slavery—indeed, both its continued existence and its possible extension into new territories—feelings on both sides of the argument had risen to hysterical, even homicidal levels.

In the North, there was widespread fury over the mandatory return of “fugitive slaves” to their “owners,” going back to the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, which had been followed by the Supreme Court’s Dred Scott decision of 1857, denying citizenship (present or future) to any Black person, whether enslaved or free. More and more violent “incidents” had been provoked by the Court’s legal folly, resulting in John Brown’s inflammatory raid on Harpers Ferry, in western Virginia, in 1859.

Secession had thus become the go-to solution in Southern minds—South Carolina taking the first step in seceding from the Union barely six weeks after the 1860 election, before the winner could even be inaugurated. Thanks to lame-duck president Buchanan’s refusal to immediately use federal force to disarm seceding state militias and stop them from seizing federal installations or buying weapons, six other states—which had initially waited to see the consequences of secession—had then followed suit, with total impunity.

What hope was there, then, that President-elect Lincoln, in the aftermath of such pusillanimity, could now reverse secession without war?

Yet even if peaceful reconciliation was unlikely, might there not be at least a standoff, Mr. Lincoln suggested in his speeches—a kind of cooling-off period, during which saner heads might prevail, and perhaps persuade secessionists to rethink whether civil war was truly what they wanted, or were willing to risk? And if so, was it better to be conciliatory, rather than threaten force? To offer an olive branch, rather than seek the “arbitrament of the sword”?

Appeasement, then, rather than preparation for war.
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Conciliation, of course, was becoming less and less realistic, in view of President Buchanan’s spineless, dawdling timidity: his cowardly refusal to act resolutely. Even Jefferson Davis, who’d long considered Mr. Buchanan to be a friend of the South, had become critical of Buchanan’s so-called leadership, which had left no one clear as to the federal government’s position.

Northerners, for their part, were indignant.

“He seems to me the basest specimen of the human race ever raised on this continent,” as the diarist George Templeton Strong, a New York Republican attorney, described Buchanan in disgust in his private journal.12 The fifteenth president had failed utterly, Strong lamented, to reinforce government garrisons, let alone successfully repossess “stolen” federal forts situated in the South. Or do anything contentious that might further inflame passions in the “Cotton States,” whose treasonable actions, not just words, had thus continued in a vacuum, to the despair of most patriots.

Thanks largely to Buchanan’s cravenness, the U.S. Army’s active list numbered barely fourteen hundred enlisted men in total—if that. This left the federal government with limited ability to put down a major insurrection unless augmented by emergency presidential proclamation—which never came.

The small number of federal troops that did exist, moreover, were dispersed across the entire nation, and in small units, mostly occupying frontier outposts. President Buchanan had declined to move or assemble any of them, anywhere—let alone seek congressional authority and finance to increase their number. Nothing, but nothing, should be done to exacerbate the situation, Mr. Buchanan, the conciliator, had insisted.

By contrast, the Confederates were busy “organizing,” George Strong noted, and would soon count upon many times the number of extant U.S. forces, while the U.S. government did… what?13
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Behind the scenes, of course, Abraham Lincoln had known in the depths of his being how hopeless were the prospects of peace.

Before departing Springfield, the president-elect had already told Joseph Gillespie, a friend, that it was probably too late: war was “inevitable,” he’d confided. “I only wish I could have got there [to Washington] to lock the door before the horse was stolen.”14

Before Mr. Lincoln even reached New York, the barn itself was burning: Jefferson Davis had already been inaugurated as president in Montgomery the day before—and Abraham was still not United States president and commander in chief; in fact, another two weeks had to pass before he would become so, on March 4. What would be left of the once-United States of America, let alone of “peace,” by then?

“It may be necessary to put the foot down firmly,” Mr. Lincoln stated almost sotto voce before entraining in Trenton for his next major stop, Philadelphia.15 Lacking presidential power, however, he could only make things worse by making ill-chosen remarks that would swiftly be printed in the South, and impel the remaining, tottering, “Upper South” slaveholding states to throw in their lot with the Confederacy in protest against threatened Northern “aggression.” “I have kept silence,” he’d apologized in New York, “until the time came when, according to the customs of this country, I should speak officially.”16

The president-elect had thus bitten his lip, and chosen for the most part to hold his peace, rather than give up on peace. He was especially determined—perhaps too determined—to remain rational, calm, and civil when he reached Philadelphia—the font of American democracy. The city, after all, had great symbolic value for the nation. It was where the historic Continental Congresses had taken place, following the surrender and evacuation of the British forces from what had been British America. It was there that representatives of the thirteen triumphant states, amid passionate but mostly peaceful argument, had sought to hammer out and accept a U.S. Constitution which, when unanimously agreed upon by the attending, constituent participants, and ratified by their states, would bind the new nation—even if it proved impossible to outlaw slavery by federal fiat, given Southern slaveholders’ greed, power, privilege, and racial arrogance, fanned and authorized by the British during their long colonial suzerainty.

The problem of slavery, like Original Sin, had thus been left unresolved by the U.S. federal government from the start—or left, rather, to individual states. It had not even proven possible to stop slavery from tarnishing the nation’s chosen new capital, Washington, D.C., as a legal if “peculiar institution”—the term Senator John C. Calhoun had approvingly given it, much to the amazement of diplomats and visitors from slave-free Europe. It was nevertheless important, President-elect Lincoln felt, to be positive: to remind people of the merits and history of the Union—an improbable, riven nation yet still surviving. Imperfect, to be sure, but a Union surely worth preserving, in spite of all the varieties of opinion expressed in such a unique and still relatively young democratic experiment among the nations of the world.

With matters spinning out of presidential control in the “lame duck” Buchanan administration, however, there were many men and women—too many—who had simply tired of further debate. Men and women done with talk; men and women who entertained ideas of action, whether those in the South on behalf of the independence movement or those in the North wishing to kill the secession-child at birth.

Thus, after a rapturous reception by large crowds of Philadelphians estimated at 100,000 people, Mr. Lincoln, speaking in Independence Hall, sounded almost fatalistic as he valiantly protested against the tide of violence, claiming there was “no need of bloodshed and war”—there was “no necessity for it.” If, nevertheless, war should come, it would not be of his making, he declared. “There will be no blood shed unless it be forced upon the Government. The Government will not use force unless force be used against it.”17

Clearly Mr. Lincoln was hoping—almost desperately—to hold the moral high ground. Whether hope alone would be enough to save the Union of the United States, however, was debatable, given that President Davis had called for a Confederate Army in his inaugural address—and was doubtless already translating words into action.
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Siege

FORCE BE USED AGAINST IT”?

In the new Confederate capital in Montgomery, President Jefferson Davis made clear that the new Confederate “army” he was attempting to assemble was not going to march north, however, as some were urging. Firebrands like Senator Louis Wigfall of Texas might goad him to try to intimidate outgoing President Buchanan into granting Southern independence—but Wigfall was a well-known clown, and voters’ ratification of his state of Texas’s secession had not even taken place.

As president of the Confederacy, Davis thus had no intention of using force against the rump United States. His task, as he saw it, was simply to marshal the South to defend its borders.

Fort Sumter, in the waters off Charleston, South Carolina, was in this respect a problem. There was naturally great popular clamor in South Carolina—first of the Southern states to secede—to seize the federally owned and garrisoned fortress: a thorn in the Confederate side, set on a speck of land, or sand, in the midst of the city’s magnificent harbor. The fort was occupied by only eighty federal troops, as reliably reported to the state and city authorities—though this number did not account for soldiers’ wives, consorts, and day laborers, who were also on the island.

Tiny though the Sumter garrison might be, the hexagonal brick fortress boasted sixty big cannons poking out of its fifty-foot-high walls. Its moat comprised a wide estuary, with no land closer than a mile away, as Davis was aware from his time as U.S. secretary of war. A preemptive attack on the fortress by untrained South Carolina militia forces might lead to a riposte that would energize the U.S. government, not cause it to retreat. Watching from the sidelines while preparing to hold state conventions on possible secession, the still-hesitating states of the Upper South like Virginia would inevitably be unimpressed by a premature Confederate fiasco at Charleston. It would only invite ridicule, Davis reckoned.

There was, however, a secret, deeper reason to be cautious yet resolute in wanting possession of federal Fort Sumter: the military importance that a Union fort at Charleston would possess for the Confederate defense strategy that Jefferson Davis had been mulling since resigning as a U.S. senator and leaving Washington in late January—in fact even before that, when he had merely been considering the consequences of a Southern exodus from the Union.

Creating, from virtually nothing, a Confederate Army capable of undertaking grand campaigns of interior defense would take time, Davis knew, as well as money and the agreement of the Confederacy’s six, soon-to-be seven governors, a fact that he accepted. Smaller, more specific tactical ventures to help steel a defensive chain around the new nation might well be undertaken, though—especially if they could simultaneously be used to help rouse a spirit of loyalty and patriotism in the new republic. All the while, however, Davis would be pursuing in secret a cleverer, subtler, longer-term agenda—beginning at Fort Sumter.

An example Davis knew well was that of Captain Napoleon Bonaparte, a young artillery officer, who had more or less taken charge of the Siege of Toulon in 1793, winning a fierce battle for the Mediterranean port and helping assure the new republic that it could—and would—defeat the Royalists and their foreign allies. Thanks to Bonaparte’s possession of its great harbor, the patient, successful investment, bombardment, and battle for Toulon had duly made France’s Mediterranean coast secure against all subsequent attempts at invasion to crush the anti-monarchist rebellion.

Toulon was thus an interesting model, Davis reflected. The capture of the centerpiece of its French fort system had cemented the southern border of the new republic. The young Corsican artillery captain had been only twenty-three at the time, a trained officer. Moreover, he’d had 32,000 soldiers of the National Convention at hand. Yet it had nevertheless taken him almost four months before he’d felt ready to launch his assault on the “Little Gibraltar,” as he called it: the fortifications that French Royalists and their British allies had thrown up. By contrast, the Confederate Army currently had only a few thousand militia volunteers to seize Fort Sumter if it resisted capture.

The Napoleonic model was daunting, in short. There was “enough in my situation,” the president wrote candidly to the governor of South Carolina, Francis Pickens, two days after his inauguration in Montgomery, “to discourage one more confident than myself.”1 As president he was creating six departments to run the new country—State, Treasury, War, Navy, Justice, and a Post Office—but the truth was: the six cabinet officials were selected primarily to secure the support of the six constituent states. The appointees were at best mediocre; at worst, useless or conniving.2

Governor Pickens had already been warned by President Davis, speaking as a soldier, that seizing Fort Sumter would be a tricky, long-term business; Pickens should not, he instructed, allow fanatics to preempt a more thoughtful Confederate approach. Dutifully, Governor Pickens had therefore asked the president to send a professional, trained soldier—“an Engineer of Military skill”—to “examine and report on the condition of Charleston harbour, and its works of defence and offence,” as Davis, agreeing to dispatch such an officer, described the inspector’s task.

As the Confederacy’s new commander in chief, he wasn’t rushing to attack the North, Davis reminded the governor—and he did not want Pickens to jump the gun, despite ever-rising popular clamor in South Carolina to seize Sumter. “I am prepared for the criticism which the rash often bestow upon necessary caution,” Davis confided as a distinguished soldier. In fact, he wrote, “I will be more than content to have the censure which in the meantime may be encountered.” What the new president wanted was a more careful, considered assault—one that would be successful once launched, “and the blood of the brave be thus saved.”3

“We are poorly prepared for war,” Davis confided to Pickens. All the Confederacy had, as yet, was the “valor” of its youth and “the justice of our cause”—namely sovereign independence—“to meet the issue of unequal conflict.” Nonetheless, as he put it, “we must seek to render the inequality as small as it can be made” by undertaking only what would work, and what would contribute to an overall strategy.4

This was, in truth, neither Napoleonic nor very inspiring. But then, Jefferson Davis was, he knew himself, no Bonaparte, nor particularly inspiring. Rather, he was a fifty-two-year-old former soldier, who stood and rode ramrod straight, and had a wholly different conception of the task ahead than the firebrands by whom he was surrounded.

Had the blood or youth of le petit caporal run in the recent general’s veins, he might well have authorized—even taken command of—an immediate Confederate assault on Fort Sumter, which South Carolina’s Governor Pickens had initially pressed him to do. And yes, on his journey to Montgomery he’d spoken to excited crowds of “taking the war to the North.” But in reality, as would become evident in the following months, he had not meant farther north than the still-wavering slaveholding states of the Upper South, if they were attacked. He was not into aggression. Rather, he favored a strategy of patient defense—defense which, after all, had ultimately clipped Napoleon’s wings when practiced by the Russians.

Southern politicians like Robert Rhett, Robert Toombs, and Louis Wigfall, who called for an aggressive, swashbuckling Confederate military policy to frighten the federal U.S. government into granting Southern independence under the aegis of lame-duck President Buchanan, were therefore quite correct in questioning President Davis’s character as the commander in chief of the new Confederacy. For Jefferson Davis—a man whose commitment to independence they did not trust—was indifferent to their cravings and ravings.5

In fact, it had been Davis himself who had leaked to the authorities in Washington a plot to assassinate President-elect Lincoln, back in January, for he did not like cowardice, or approve of skullduggery. Davis was a soldier, a fine and distinguished soldier—and as such he had a wholly different strategy: a military vision that many of his fellow Southerners did not necessarily share. Not a cat-and-mouse strategy, exactly, but taunt-and-destroy, certainly, just as he’d practiced in Mexico as an infantry colonel. It was a military policy of which President James Buchanan had simply no idea—nor President-elect Abraham Lincoln, his impending successor, still making his long train journey to Washington.
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Assassination Plot

DESPITE THE RISING LEVEL of public concern over the prospect of war, Mr. Lincoln’s stay in Philadelphia passed off safely. Loath to give hostage to fortune, the U.S. president-elect thus kept claiming in public that there would be no war—though less and less convinced himself by his own words.

The partisan hostility and violent emotion expressed at the assemblies where he spoke only seemed to grow worse, the closer Abraham Lincoln approached the capital. Plus the ever-increasing crowds: crowds gathering in numbers never seen in American history. A potential for violence, too, that could no longer be disregarded given that, at 4:00 p.m. on February 21, 1861, during a side trip from Philadelphia, the U.S. president-elect had been given confirmation of the suspected plot to murder him in Maryland: the final state through which he would have to travel by train to get to Washington.

Different sources confirmed the conspiracy—the latest warning coming direct from U.S. Senator William Seward of New York, the man Mr. Lincoln had beaten for the Republican Party presidential nomination in 1860. Another warning, independently, had been sent by messenger from aging Lieutenant-General Winfield Scott, general-in-chief of the United States, in Washington. Most concerned of all was detective Allan Pinkerton, the security chief employed by the Philadelphia, Wilmington and Baltimore Railroad, who’d put together a network of informants to report to the president-elect from different cities.

The assassination attempt on Mr. Lincoln, Allan Pinkerton now warned the president-elect in Harrisburg, would definitely take place in Baltimore. Popularly known as “Mobtown,” forty miles north of Washington, the city was a boisterous, high-crime metropolis where the police chief—an open supporter of secession—had admitted that he could not guarantee Mr. Lincoln’s safety, and in fact had advised the president-elect not to travel through the state. The huge crowds and narrow streets of Baltimore—a railway bottleneck—would make the work of the assassins easy, Pinkerton warned.1

The plot of Verdi’s Un Ballo in Maschera in New York had thus been weirdly appropriate. Or became so when Mr. Lincoln, at the Jones House in Harrisburg, reluctantly decided that he should not only heed the warnings of his advisers and proceed to Washington that very night, but do so in maschera.
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In the days and weeks afterward, there were to be many accusations of timorousness—“this surreptitious nocturnal dodging or sneaking of the President-elect into his capital city,” as George Strong sniffed in his diary, “under cloud of night.”2

Though the precise details were not made public until later, Mr. Lincoln was advised to travel through Baltimore dressed as an “invalid”: his huge and distinctive body covered in a cape or “gentleman’s shawl,” and a soft, wide-brimmed felt hat, like a sombrero, to hide his face, instead of his unmistakable stovepipe headgear. Even the conductors on the several trains on which he would need to travel as an ordinary passenger, under Mr. Pinkerton’s plan, were not to be privy to his real identity—the president-elect traveling in the back of the sleeping car with just two companions: “herculean” Ward Lamon, his former legal associate and bodyguard, as well as his security officer, Allan Pinkerton. One of Pinkerton’s female detectives, Kate Warne, had booked four double berths for the night of February 22, telling the conductor they were for her “sick brother.”3

Colonel “Bull Head” Sumner, Mr. Lincoln’s military equerry and protector, had been outraged at the proposed disguise. A “d[amne]d piece of cowardice,” he’d protested in Harrisburg, after being told he would not be allowed to accompany the president-elect, lest he himself draw too much attention. A “squad of cavalry,” was all that was required, he’d assured the president-elect—cavalry with which they would “cut our way to Washington, sir.”4

Instead, Colonel Sumner had been ordered to follow with the president-elect’s party the next day and guard its members, especially Mrs. Mary Lincoln. She was so distraught at the plan for Abraham to proceed on his own, ahead of her, though, that she’d had to be physically restrained when told of it. To Colonel Sumner’s added frustration, Ward Lamon insisted on traveling without weapons, lest these compromise the president-elect’s maschera.

Cowardly or not, however, Mr. Lincoln’s decision to pose as a “sick man” in order to avoid the serious threat of assassination, before he’d even been inaugurated, probably best bespoke Abraham’s simple common sense. More importantly, it reflected the increasing fragility of his mission—in particular the weakness of the U.S. Army as a federal authority, unable to protect the president-elect in loyal states that were still, by their own definition, part of the Union.5

Mr. Lincoln confided to those around him that he was not ashamed. He had a sort of semi-sacred obligation to keep the still-young nation from being dismembered through wanton violence. The Confederacy already had a president. As things stood, he himself would be facing “a great rebellion,” and war was probably “inevitable,” he’d confided, privately, to Joseph Gillespie, but until inaugurated he was still not vested with the presidency of the United States; whereas the Southern states, since February 18, not only possessed a sworn-in president, but a president who was reported to be raising an entire Confederate States army on behalf of his new country!6

In short Mr. Lincoln, as president-elect, needed to get to the U.S. capital, quickly—and there establish his bona fides before his own impending inauguration on March 4. He was not afraid of possible “ridicule” by cartoonists and Southerners, as he quietly explained before setting off.7 He was no stranger to ridicule, after all. He’d suffered it all his life—on account of his simple origins, his lack of formal education, his towering, gangly height and long limbs, his long, heavy countenance and features, his difficulties with fiancées as a young man, his refusal to drink hard liquor, his reputedly “mad” wife, Mary. Also his frequent simplemindedness, or distractedness, as well as his love of telling long stories, and his habit of allowing the cat to eat from his table.

The president-elect was, in short, heedless of ridicule. Mockery, in itself, was not the worst of outcomes.
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Ridiculous or not, Mr. Lincoln was no patsy, or puppet; rather, he felt himself to be the chief actor in his own life’s drama.

The telegraph lines from both Harrisburg and Philadelphia to Baltimore were duly cut, lest word of the president-elect’s revised itinerary reach the conspirators. With only two unarmed companions to protect him, the president-elect of the United States thus set off in disguise and in the dark—his version of Paul Revere’s “midnight ride” even conducted in the early hours of the morning by horse, when his small railway car was pulled painfully slowly along the train rails through the deserted center of Baltimore from one railway terminus to the next by a team of braying steeds, thanks to a city ordinance against locomotives being used at night and disturbing innocent citizens’ sleep.

Mr. Lincoln’s maschera was maintained all the way to the capital, in fact. So good was his disguise that, when he finally departed the train at 6:00 a.m. on February 23, 1861, at 30th Street Station, Washington, D.C., the “invalid” was not even recognized.

“We passed out of the car unobserved,” recalled Lamon, years later, to join “the living stream of men and women toward the outer door” of the station. “Abe, you can’t pull that on me!” shouted a voice, though, as its speaker reached to seize the “sick man” by the hand.8

Ward Lamon and Allan Pinkerton leaped to the president-elect’s defense. “Don’t strike him!” Mr. Lincoln cautioned his two companions, however—for it was his good friend, Congressman Elihu Washburne, who’d heard of the scheme through Seward’s indiscreet son, William Jr. “Don’t you know him?”9

Lamon and Pinkerton didn’t. In Washburne’s private carriage, still incognito, the little group then made their way to the Willard Hotel. There the subterfuge was finally abandoned: President-elect Abraham Lincoln safe, finally, in the capital of the formerly united United States.

A telegram was immediately sent for delivery to Mrs. Lincoln, in Harrisburg. “Plums” had gotten “Nuts” to Washington, alive and well.10

When it broke, news of the president-elect’s safe arrival in the capital spread like proverbial wildfire. After breakfasting with Senator Seward, Mr. Lincoln set off to meet the nonconfrontational, seventy-year-old President Buchanan and his cabinet at the White House—after Buchanan had done nothing, incredibly, to ensure the safety of his successor’s trip from Illinois.

Mrs. Lincoln, for her part, traveled without disguise in the presidential Special, arriving in Washington at 4:00 p.m. on February 23, with Robert, Willie, and little Tad, as well as the president-elect’s remaining entourage. Before long, the Willard Hotel was inundated with supporters and people clamoring for official positions in the forthcoming administration.

Somewhat to Mr. Lincoln’s disappointment, the general-in-chief of the U.S. Army, seventy-four-year-old General Winfield Scott, was said to be “out” when Mr. Lincoln tried to call on him that morning. But at least the president-elect’s wife, Mary, and their children were now with him, safe, and by nightfall Mr. Lincoln could rest content at the Willard Hotel and prepare the final version of his forthcoming inaugural address, which he’d kept securely in his pocket.

He’d read carefully his opponent’s inaugural address in Montgomery, and thought that, at the very least, he could do better than “Jeff Davis,” or “Jeffy D.,” as he called him—just as he’d felt he could outdo Senator Stephen Douglas in their celebrated debates in 1858. He was, then, remarkably unintimidated by the challenge made by his rival, President Jefferson Davis, whom he’d never met, but had heard much about.

As also about Davis’s beautiful young wife, Varina, who was reported to have been decidedly popular and admired in Washington during the years she and her husband had lived and entertained there: a woman of high intelligence, considerable learning, and beguiling manner.

A very different personality, it was said, from Mary—just as he himself was very different from his opponent, the warrior rebel in Montgomery.

10







8

Uncle Jeff

AT HIS HOTEL, the Spottiswood, in Montgomery, President Davis remained alone every night—his wife and their children would be able to join the new president only on March 1, after making final arrangements at Brierfield.

Varina was, however, even less confident about the political future than her husband—in fact, she privately thought the Confederacy “doomed.” And by extension, her husband’s new role as its provisional president: exchanging their once-comfortable life as a U.S. senator and his wife in Washington for a proverbial mess of pottage.

Still only thirty-four—eighteen years younger than her husband—Varina had found herself completely unswayed by the fever infecting women as well as men in the Southern states. Her husband had not served as a delegate to the Mississippi state convention which had opted—against his advice—to leave the Union. She’d thus felt initially grateful that his task would only be that of major general in charge of Mississippi’s armed forces, a role in which he would simply do his duty as a soldier, and do it as competently as she knew he would. Jeff was not one to question orders, after all—the corollary of which, of course, had been his agreement, despite his personal misgivings, to serve as president and commander in chief when summoned.

It was too bad, Varina had felt—especially given the trajectory of their lives, which had begun awkwardly and with repeated conflict, but had seemed to improve manifestly over the years.
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Varina Howell hadn’t, in truth, wanted to marry Jeff Davis, given the disparity in their ages, their political party affiliations, and his lingering depression over the death of his first wife, Sarah Knox Taylor—“Knoxie” as she was known—on their honeymoon.

When serving as a young U.S. Army lieutenant on the frontier, Jeff, Varina had been told, had fallen in love with the beautiful daughter of his commanding officer, Colonel Zachary Taylor, who would later become president of the United States. The colonel had considered the army an unsuitable career for a suitor to his darling daughter Sarah’s hand, however, and the propertyless lieutenant was therefore an unsuitable match. On the advice of his much older, diminutive—and cunning—brother, the Mississippi lawyer and plantation owner Joseph Davis, Lieutenant Davis had therefore resigned his army commission in order to marry “Knoxie,” with Joseph’s financial backing, and became a plantation owner.

For his part, Joe had earlier purchased—at fire-sale prices from the Mississippi state government—extensive prime alluvial lands by the banks of the Mississippi River near Vicksburg, and had promised his younger brother Jeff an 890-acre undeveloped parcel there, next to his own on Hurricane Plantation, as a wedding gift. Not only the land, moreover, but enough money, as a loan, to buy enslaved Black workers, clear the land, and plant cotton.1 Armed with this promise, Jefferson had duly married the pretty Miss Taylor in 1835, and become a planter. The marriage had ended, however, in almost immediate tragedy when, on their honeymoon in Louisiana, the two contracted malaria from mosquito bites. Jefferson had survived—though would suffer the aftereffects all his life. “Knoxie,” however, had died an agonizing death, and the groom, who’d been sent off with such good wishes, had returned to Hurricane Bend a widower—never to be forgiven by Colonel Taylor.

Keeping largely to himself, the former army lieutenant, using James Pemberton, his loyal but enslaved Black servant as overseer, had focused for eight years on clearing his estate, Brierfield—so-named for the brambly, thornbush-covered tract—and planting cotton. Following which, still a widower, he had entered local politics as a Democrat. In December, 1843, however, at his manipulative brother Joe’s request, the thirty-five-year-old widower had agreed to fetch and chaperone Varina Howell, the rail-thin seventeen-year-old daughter of Joseph’s old comrade and friend William Burr Howell, who lived in Natchez.

If Joe had hoped to start a romance to help his old friend William, the improvident father of eight children, it had appeared not to have worked, however—at least in the first instance. Joe lived in considerable wealth with an extended family of wife, relatives, and numerous children by a former liaison or liaisons (no one was quite sure), residing on what was considered a model plantation, modeled on the “socialistic reform” theories of Robert Owen, the Welsh pioneer cotton mill owner and philanthropist, but using enslaved Black workers. Joe’s extended family, as plantation owners, was an environment the seventeen-year-old Varina found interesting, convivial, and welcoming, since it mirrored, domestically, that of her own multifaceted family.

Varina’s father, William Howell, had been wellborn. He was the son of Richard Howell, the governor of New Jersey, where William had grown up. William had served with distinction as a Marine Corps officer in the War of 1812, and in the aftermath, on half-pay, had come by flatboat to Natchez, by the Mississippi, where he’d gotten to know Joseph Davis, also a veteran. There the two men had become fast friends—both of them enjoying the company of “loose” as well as “proper” women—and marrying, eventually, rich ones. But whereas Joseph Davis had prospered in his career as a lawyer—and even more in his investments—William Howell’s fortunes had veered from boom to bust. Possessing a jovial personality, Howell was a gambler by nature. He made big money in Mississippi, but had become overextended and had lost it, heavily, in the wake of the Panic of 1837. The Howells’ property and belongings—including their household’s enslaved staff—had had to be auctioned and sold by the sheriff, to the lasting shame of the family.

Varina’s mother, a once-wealthy widow who’d taken William as her second husband, had nevertheless stood by him, financially—and maritally, too, even when he’d exhausted her dowry. She’d continued to bear more children by him—one of them being born after Varina’s own first child.

Mitigating the shame of the Howell family’s fall from financial grace, however, Richard Howell—Varina’s grandfather—had been the very opposite of William: a brilliant warrior-hero of the American Revolutionary War, a major who had served under General George Washington, and, as a lawyer, had then enjoyed a highly distinguished political career, becoming the Federalist governor of New Jersey no fewer than four times, from 1793 to 1801. Varina thus had a genealogical heritage that Jefferson Davis—having chaperoned the teenager from Natchez to come stay on Joe’s Hurricane Plantation, but having then continued his journey to Vicksburg for a Democratic Party meeting—had lacked. And while she found Joe Davis, the plantation owner, generous and intriguing, his much, much younger brother, Jefferson, perplexed her.
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He stood six feet tall and was slim of build, with wavy dark hair, a narrow, ascetic face, a high forehead, pronounced cheekbones, somewhat hollow cheeks, a long aquiline nose, and a sharp chin.

In every way, “Jeff”—as Jefferson asked Miss Howell to call him—had seemed the opposite of his diminutive, sly, much older brother, both in build and—seemingly—rigidity of character. “I do not know whether this Mr. Jefferson Davis is young or old,” Varina had written her mother the night she first met him, in the fall of 1843. “He looks both at times,” she’d observed, “but I believe he is old”—which, relatively speaking, Jeff was: in fact, only two years younger than her mother. “He impresses me as a remarkable kind of man, but of uncertain temper, and has a way of taking for granted that everybody agrees with him when he expresses an opinion, which offends me.” On the other hand, “he is most agreeable and has a particularly sweet voice and a winning manner of asserting himself. The fact is, he is the kind of person I should expect to rescue one from a mad dog at any risk, but to insist upon a stoical indifference to the fright afterward. I do not think I shall ever like him as I do his brother Joe. Would you believe it, he is refined and cultivated, and yet he is a Democrat!”2

Written as an opiniated seventeen-year-old Whig—whose party leader, Henry Clay of Kentucky, would contest the next year’s presidential election—this would be one of the more penetrating observations of Jefferson Davis’s inherent contradictions.

Not that Varina lacked her own. She loved Natchez, on the Mississippi River, and loved the Southern landscape, but she’d been partly educated in Philadelphia and had multiple Howell relatives still in New Jersey. An elderly mentor, bachelor Judge George Winchester from Massachusetts, had rented a room in her parents’ house in Natchez to help them, and had taught her French, Latin, and the classics of world literature.

Varina had done the judge proud. She was clever and independent-minded, able to hold her own not only in conversation but in letter-writing to friends and relatives—especially her long-suffering but devoted mother, Margaret. Certainly she’d been unintimidated by Jeff Davis’s standoffish behavior.

He was good-looking, yes, in his way. Smart: very. But arrogant, too, in a cold, forbidding way that had turned her off.
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Margaret Howell had warned her daughter against the widower-lieutenant: too old in his certitudes; too striking in his tall, martial bearing; too set in his ways; and too inflexibly rigid—the necessary backbone for a fighting lieutenant, but a deficit in a new husband. And unwise for a would-be political representative, which was what Jeff became in 1846, when elected to Congress for his district in Mississippi.

Certainly Jeff was loyal—far too loyal, in Varina’s view, to his much older, quasi-parental brother Joe, to whom Jeff felt he owed his success in life—first in getting him selected to attend West Point (and financially supported while there), then, later, in giving him a big Mississippi estate by the Mississippi River as a prospective plantation. Jeff’s success as a planter, however, was tainted, inevitably, by slavery—the back-breaking work of many hundreds of laborers: enslaved Black people bought at auction in New Orleans, where the firm of George E. Payne handled all his transactions.3 Using scores of enslaved and unpaid workers, Jeff—assisted by James Pemberton—had directed the clearing of the huge, overgrown, swampy tract running two miles down the snaking Mississippi, eighteen miles south of Vicksburg.4 With unrelenting determination, the former army lieutenant had, like a minor pharaoh, transformed the land into a highly profitable cotton plantation.

“Uncle Jeff”—as the teenage Varina had mockingly called him during their courtship—had certainly proved a contrast to his conniving brother Joe, both in his loyalty to those who, like Pemberton (who had been given to him as a slave, when Jeff was a child, by his grandfather, and had accompanied him in combat in the Indian wars), he trusted with his life, and in his absolute integrity.

Courage, too—and in that respect, Varina’s immediate insight had not been wrong. The former lieutenant rode well, bolt upright, and was lauded by his peers as a fine shot and skillful hunter. Imperturbable in a crisis. Also: more romantic, more stoic, and more resolute than Varina had first imagined him capable of—as she’d discovered when, after fifteen months of dogged courtship, Jeff, a widower for the past decade, had asked Varina—a penniless, dowerless teenager, thanks to her father’s disgrace—to marry him.
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The wedding had taken place at her parents’ home, The Briars, in Natchez on February 26, 1845. But if Varina had thought Jeff would move to the bustling town, near her parents, she’d been mistaken. He’d adamantly refused to budge from his brother’s three-story brick mansion on Hurricane Plantation—and the real battle of wills between husband and wife had begun.

From courtship to quasi-ownership in marriage was but a short step; the former lieutenant insisting that Varina mend her ways, mind her smart tongue, and be more accommodating to his Davis relatives at Hurricane Plantation, alive or dead. She’d intensely disliked, for example, being confused with the “sainted Sarah,” her predecessor—whose cemetery grave they were required to visit on her own honeymoon in Louisiana. Though charmed by bustling New Orleans, she’d been uncomfortable at the parallel honeymoon trip, as well as at having to meet people who, inevitably, had known Sarah.5 And by the auctions of enslaved people that took place there.

Jeff had wanted, in short, to mold his new acquisition against her will and inclination, insisting that the nineteen-year-old become “calmer,” show more adult “self-control” in front of others—display, in fact, the manners of a married Southern “belle.” Since he himself was supremely self-controlled, and ran his Brierfield plantation—which still lacked its own plantation house—in a benign, patriarchal, no-nonsense manner, forbidding the maltreatment or whipping of enslaved people, no matter the offense, and using James Pemberton—who had a wife, Jullia Ann, and son on the plantation—as his right-hand man, Varina had never feared Jeff would be violent toward her.6 She later reflected, though, on the “constant compromises of temper and mode of life” necessary between two people who were wide apart in age in the first year of marriage.7 A difference in age and character that had become all the more vexing when, within six months of their wedding, Jeff had left her alone with his Hurricane relatives so that he could campaign for a likely Democratic seat in the U.S. House of Representatives.

Since “Uncle Jeff” had duly won the fall election of 1845, and agreed to take her with him to Washington in December (unlike most Southern congressmen, who left their spouses behind), Varina had been grateful, in the end. Grateful, too, at being thereby able to leave behind Jeff’s overbearing, vacuous, and often intellectually unstimulating Davis relatives, who judged her every word and expression, not to mention her attire, deportment, and slightly dusky complexion.

Like its neighboring states of Virginia and Maryland, Washington, D.C., was still a slaveholding district, with strict policing of curfews even for free Black people, and patrols seeking runaway slaves. In contrast to Hurricane Plantation, however, the nation’s capital had, socially, been like a breath of fresh air, even in winter. Varina had found herself in the company of men and women with whom she could converse about the books and authors she loved; who spoke French, often, and who hailed from all parts of the republic—thus giving her a new perspective on marriage as a white woman’s passport to freedom of mind, if not from marital obligations.

In the capital there had been open discussion of the merits and evils of slavery, as the abolitionist movement in the North grew ever-more strident. And although Jeff would not discuss the ethics of slavery with her—or with anyone else for the most part, taking for granted the “peculiar domestick institution”—she herself was conflicted.

In Jeff’s view—and that of most of his Southern colleagues—slavery was as old as civilization, going back to pre-Pharaonic times; moreover, he believed that, when well led, such enslaved humans, if humanely treated, could live hard-working but contented lives. More importantly to the nation’s exchequer, the unpaid output of slavery was crucial, since the enslaved were helping build the new nation itself—the fruits of their labor providing vast profits for Northern investors and cotton merchants, too, thanks to the ever-expanding international market for the commodity.8

Varina herself had remained ambivalent, however. Not only about the ethics of slavery, but about former Lieutenant Davis’s foray into national politics as a Southern Democrat, upholding the party line on slavery and its perpetuation—even expansion into other territories—rather than as paid labor, as in the case, say, of indentured servants, whose contractual terms gave them the option to stay or leave once they’d completed their service. On the way to Washington Varina had met former vice president Calhoun himself, the distinguished theorist of slavery’s merits, who’d been appointed senator for South Carolina that year, and who judged the teenager talented and well-mannered, despite her combativeness.9 For herself, however, Varina had been skeptical whether she had the “fortitude to be a Politician’s wife,” given Jeff’s absolutism over slavery, which he conveniently masked as “States’ rights.” Rights, of course, to permit their white citizens to continue to hold other human beings in bondage against their will, permanently—and their children and grandchildren, too—without any legal rights of their own, however they were treated or abused: especially in the matter of sexual abuse, where rape by white plantation owners, indeed by white men generally, was not a crime.

Far from the brutality of Southern plantation life, though, enslaved Black people in Washington were more like indentured servants. They comprised almost a third of the population—the majority of them manumitted.10 Liberated from such guilt as the congressman’s wife, Varina had thrown herself into acting as Jeff’s young congressional scribe and amanuensis in the capital, even taking dictation for his speeches and writing letters for him. She’d made friends with the Blairs of New Hampshire, Daniel Webster of Massachusetts, and had discussed Dante, Wordsworth, and Byron with the chairman of the House Committee on Foreign Affairs. Moreover she’d found, despite her young age and her gender, that she had no inhibition talking with men like President Polk’s secretary of the navy, George Bancroft—feeling equal to them in intelligence and education, if not in life experience. Unwittingly, she’d thus rehearsed her eventual role as First Lady of her husband’s “country” almost sixteen years before she ever reached Montgomery. Varina was musical, well-read, clever, witty, a born conversationalist—in fact deemed, in her time, to be one of the great women conversationalists of the age. At the time, she was only nineteen.11

Given her precocious talent for listening and open discussion, it was debatable whether it was a good thing, then, that Varina Howell Davis had arguably enslaved herself to a military autocrat: a man handsome, tall, seriously intellectual, and gracious on the outside, but on the inside profoundly inflexible, jealous, quick to threaten a duel when crossed, and driven by his nature to exercise command. For no sooner had the first year’s session of the new Congress in Washington ended than, to Varina’s dismay, she’d found he’d gone ahead and asked to serve in the military as commander of a volunteer regiment that the governor of Mississippi was contributing to the burgeoning American war in the West with Mexico. A war to wrest territory north of the Rio Grande and secure California permanently for the Union.

Varina had been frantic and furious, since Jeff had given her his solemn word he would not volunteer.12 He’d spoiled her, indulging her teenage whims in Washington, purchased fashionable hats and dresses for her, encouraged her to give parties, called her his “Baby.” He’d been proud of her—even sharing his work as a U.S. legislator and representative with her. He’d been patient, and tender, too, using instruct-and-reward tactics. “My manners are much improved,” Varina had written her mother. Thanks to “Jeffy’s” good example, she’d reported, “I have lost a great deal of that emb[ar]rassed angry looking manner which made me [appear] to so much disadvantage.”13

Varina’s attempts to curb her defiant nature, however, had not been enough to defeat Jeff in the things that really mattered to him: his Davis family; slavery, which was the key to his wealth; and, beneath the veneer of good manners, controlled violence, which he saw as the ultimate means to achieve and defend one’s aims and honor in life—both on the plantation and on the battlefield.

Having taken Varina to the Virginia countryside to escape the worsening summer heat in the city, Jeff had then broken his promise, almost immediately.14 He was determined to fight in President Polk’s controversial new war, which he’d voted to support and fund in Congress on May 11, 1846. It was, after all, an armed struggle that spoke to his—and Polk’s—deepest, slavery-expansionist, patriotic American soul: a war conducted on the flimsiest pretext, however, and at the expense both of Mexico and local Indian tribes.

Since the U.S. Army of the time had been too small, at 7,300 men, to intimidate others—whether mighty Britain in a squabble over the borders of Oregon, or Mexico over its disputed territory above the Rio Grande—a call had swiftly been made to states to muster militia volunteers. Mississippi had not been found wanting—in fact, by June 1846 it had been at the forefront of Southern war fever.15 At Vicksburg, seventeen thousand militia volunteers assembled—but with other states also anxious to contribute, only a single Mississippi regiment of a thousand men was permitted to be raised, funded, and provided for by the state.16 To serve in the “First Mississippi Regiment,” Congressman Jefferson Davis, as former first lieutenant of the U.S. Army, had put forward his own name—and after contested balloting (since by tradition, volunteers chose their own colonel), Jeff had been appointed as a full colonel.17

Colonel Davis might claim, after the fact, that duty had called. The fact was, however, that he’d made the call himself. Had volunteered—reneging on his promise to Varina—and for a deeply contentious cause. The Mexican War, as it became known, was deprecated by many prominent figures in America, and by many Whigs—Abraham Lincoln among them. By Varina’s own Howell family also. By all, in fact, who’d felt that calm negotiation—and money—would eventually secure American interests, just as the Louisiana Purchase had done, without the need to go to war.

Thirty-eight-year-old Jefferson Davis’s promise to his young wife had never, then, been sincere. It had become evident in their marriage that war came first—regardless of whatever apologies Jeff subsequently gave for his change of mind. Thus Varina had “found out last night accidentally that he had committed himself about going,” she’d written in anguish to her mother. “I have cried until I am stupid, but you know there is ‘no use crying, better luck next time’”—repeating her mother Margaret’s mantra, born of years of disappointment and the fecklessness of an unreliable, forever gambling, bankrupt husband, William Howell.18

At least “Jeffy” was not feckless. “I am so miserable I feel as if I could lay down my life to be with you and Father,” Varina had penned. “Jeff thinks there is something the matter with me,” she added, given her frenzied reaction to the discovery of his lying, “but I know there is not.”19 The Mississippi volunteer regiment was being authorized by the U.S. War Department for twelve months’ active duty—despite Jeff’s urging that the call should be for the duration of the war, which might last much longer, as the warrior in him was well aware, and as Varina feared.

If only, she wrote her mother, “Jeff was a cross bad husband, old, ugly, or stupid I could better bear for him to go on a year’s campaign, but he is so tender, and good,” the now twenty-year-old congressman’s wife allowed, “that I feel like he ought never to leave me.”20

Davis had left her, however. And the U.S. Congress, too.

Resigning, belatedly and reluctantly, his seat—which meant young Varina would have to go back to Brierfield—he’d set off. In tears, Varina had had to accept the “bitter” reality. She’d married him. Although an aunt of hers had famously divorced her husband to keep her money—and sanity—Varina had no money of her own. Moreover she was too much in love with her “Jeffy,” at the end of the day, to do anything but submit, and be calm about it.21
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Mexico, almost inevitably, had been the making of Jefferson Davis.

It had made General Zachary Taylor, too—Jeff’s former commanding officer, brief father-in-law, and ultimately army commander of the U.S. expeditionary force, who afterward became twelfth president of the United States, in 1849. It had also made the reputation of General Winfield Scott, the war’s other senior commander, who had stood unsuccessfully for the U.S. presidency in 1852, but had nevertheless remained general-in-chief of the U.S. Army thereafter—in fact, was promoted to lieutenant general: the first such promotion since George Washington.

Mounted on Tartar, the Arab horse his brother Joseph had given him, and wielding his sword above his head, Colonel Davis had led his Mississippi troops in the storming of Monterey and its several Mexican forts in September 1846—thereafter resisting all counterattacks by the Mexican army under General Santa Anna. “I very believe that if he should tell his men to jump into a cannon’s mouth they would think it all right,” Varina’s younger brother had written home from the front—which hadn’t quieted Varina’s nerves.22 She’d fallen “unwell” again, as she’d done in June, and in the lull of the armistice signed between General Taylor and General Santa Anna, Jeff had rushed a thousand miles back to Brierfield—only to find Varina at war with his brother.23

It seemed Varina had only just learned of her husband’s secret last will and testament, written in the event that he be killed in Mexico. Discovering that her husband—or more likely, his snake of a lawyer-brother, Joe—had drawn up the will so that Varina, the twenty-year-old widow, would inherit nothing beyond the right to “reside” at Hurricane Plantation with members of the Joe Davis family until she died, Varina had been incensed, accusing Joe of depriving her of her “legal rights.” For Brierfield, it appeared, did not even belong to Jeff, since Joe had deliberately kept the title to the property in his own name.24 This as a safeguard against any of the Davis family assets exiting to the “wild” and improvident Howell family.

Varina had also learned of a stipulation that, even if Jeff failed to die in combat, Joe and Jeff’s widowed sister, Amanda, was nevertheless to live at Brierfield alongside her, in the new house currently being built on the plantation, together with Amanda’s seven children.25

Varina—still childless—had been stunned and disappointed by what she saw as personal betrayal by both Davis brothers. It was not only the beginning of years of resentment and ill will toward Joe, but also a Lysistrata-style war between Varina and Jeff, as Varina fell frequently ill and refused to have conjugal relations, and the couple waged a battle of psychological and behavioral attrition: Jeff determined that his child-bride—his “Baby”—should conform to his expectations and demands as a wealthy husband, while Varina, without money of her own and with no offspring, resisted as best she could.

The battle of wills had been additionally difficult, not only because her father, as a bankrupt individual unable to get credit, was wholly dependent on the largesse of his family relations and friends such as Joseph Davis, but also because Colonel Davis, her husband, had then promptly left her again in the midst of this family feud. A popular veteran already on account of the great victory at Monterey, Colonel Jeff had returned to his regiment in Mexico—where hostilities had recommenced when President Polk repudiated General Taylor’s armistice. The war, it seemed, must resume.

This time Colonel Davis had distinguished himself yet again in command of his regiment. Though outnumbered by an enemy of four thousand troops seeking to turn the American flank at Buena Vista, on the Rio Grande, Colonel Davis had saved the day. With the Mexican army having broken through the neighboring 2nd Indiana Regiment, Colonel Davis had ordered his men to “advance firing”—twenty-one rounds—in counterattack, and had halted General Santa Anna’s threatened breakthrough. He’d remained mounted on his horse, leading his men despite a bullet hitting his metal stirrup, penetrating his ankle and peppering his foot with brass shards. When General Santa Anna, puzzled by the reverse, had ordered an entire brigade of Mexican cavalry—“richly caparisoned lancers”—to resume the attack, Colonel Davis had thereupon employed a tactic that would become legendary in the U.S. Army: a soon-to-be famous V-formation pointed at the enemy, instead of the old hollow defensive square used by Wellington at Waterloo.26 Ordering his men—strengthened by troops of the Third Indiana Regiment—to wait until they could virtually see the eyes of the Mexican cavalry brigade riding toward them, Davis’s men had destroyed the lancers with concentrated Mississippi Regiment gunfire, using the new percussion-cap, rifle-barreled weapons without which Davis had refused to go into combat—a feat that led to the regiment being rechristened the “First Mississippi Rifles.”27

Colonel Davis’s performance had been duly feted in New Orleans and Vicksburg—but it had proved the death knell to any hopes Varina might cherish of changing her husband’s approach to life. Or marriage. He’d become a national combat hero—but he did, at least, turn down President Polk’s written offer of a generalship in the U.S. Army at the rank of brigadier general in favor of an appointment to Mississippi’s vacant U.S. Senate seat.

A resolution of sorts had thus been achieved. The husband who had written bitterly how badly she’d treated him, a “cripple” from his war wound, thanks to the “miserable business of Brother Joe’s” title to the plantation, turned his back on the military, and the former congressman’s young bride became, at age twenty-one in 1847, a U.S. senator’s wife in Washington, not a minor relative on Hurricane Plantation, Mississippi. Once installed in Washington, the more cosmopolitan society had permitted her to take full advantage of the change of culture—which she did. However, as for their marital equation, she’d had to admit ultimate defeat in terms of family power. Not only was the will not immediately changed, but Jeff himself was not going to change, either.

Over time, though—and with a distance of more than a thousand miles from Brother Joseph—the senator and his wife had been able to patch up their romantic relationship, emotionally and physically. Finally, after several miscarriages and visits to a consultant in Philadelphia, Varina had given birth to a son, Sam—causing Jeff, belatedly, to supposedly change his will: at least, insofar as she would not be made to share Brierfield with Jeff’s widowed sister, Amanda Bradford, and her children.28

Sam, however, had then died of measles, aged two. It was the second devastating loss that Jeff Davis had suffered—the first being “Knoxie,” his first wife. Now, at least, Varina was alive and by his side.
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Grief had certainly bonded Jeff and Varina still closer, as heartbroken parents—enough, at least, for Varina to conceive three more children during their years in Washington, far away from Mississippi. Jeff had been appointed U.S. secretary of war under President Franklin Pierce in 1853, with a seat in the cabinet that allowed the Davises to move into a bigger, more imposing house in the capital.

Beneath the genuine, often quite passionate effusions of love between them, however, and their unusually physical bond—Varina becoming more “voluptuous” (as one biographer put it) in her late twenties and early thirties, as motherhood swelled her once-boney figure—they were living two lives: Varina in her cultural element in the city, while in the halls of the Capitol the tall, austere soldier-senator warned more and more of war—civil war—unless the South was treated better in terms of perpetual guarantees of Southern slavery and its expansion, as his wife attempted to keep the proverbial peace among her friends and acquaintances from North, East, South, and West.29

In an increasingly fractious U.S. Senate—to which Davis was again elected, following the change of administration under President James Buchanan in 1857—and with patience fraying on all sides, this had not been easy. Discourse had too often turned into demand: demand that, unless the formerly Whig, now Republican, party were to conform to Southern Democratic insistence that slavery be permitted as part and parcel of America’s western expansion, the Southern states would have every “right” to leave the Union: to secede. Senator Davis not only warned of this, moreover, but openly threatened it, in order to secure further concessions in the U.S. Congress.

And in the meantime Jeff, as a celebrated combat soldier, quietly prepared for the worst—advising his own state, and other slaveholding states, to obtain and stockpile weapons. For if civil war should divide the Southern states from Northern states, like the Wars of the Roses in old England, former colonel Jefferson Davis was determined to use his battlefield experience, as well as his administrative skills in running the U.S. War Department for four years, to put the South in a favorable position to conduct its defense.

Using his military standing, Jeff had therefore leveraged his reputation to urge the Mississippi governor, John Pettus, and governors of other Southern states such as South Carolina (the most anxious of all to secede), to hold back until they were properly organized and equipped for military action—however slim the odds of the South winning such a war.
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The disparity between the North and the South—in population as well as economic power—made real secession a nonsensical gamble, as Davis was privately aware.

The senator for Mississippi had, however, faced far superior odds and forces in Mexico, after all, and had prevailed. The officer who at West Point had earlier challenged fellow students and officers to duel on the slightest pretext—or on the pretext of a slight—had become more adept at holding himself in check, for the most part: perhaps in tribute to Varina’s influence, since Jeff seemed to see and adore her as an integral form of Davis family property, now that she was the mother of his three children.

Secession, as a concept, might be damned as “treason” by opponents, but with the splitting of the Democratic ticket—and the election of Mr. Lincoln as a “Black” Republican by a plurality of votes in November 1860—the switch from threat of secession to reality had become, in Varina’s husband’s opinion, almost culturally unavoidable, however impractical. It betokened a kind of preexisting tribal divergence between North and South that had gotten steadily worse as the North had industrialized and, thanks to open immigration, became ever more dominant—finally reaching a climax with South Carolina’s secession in December of that year and Mississippi’s withdrawal from the Union soon after that, on January 9, 1861.

The rest—the farewells in Washington, Jeff’s brief appointment to command Mississippi’s state forces as a major general, his summons to Montgomery as president-elect, his inauguration in Montgomery, Varina’s arrival there as First Lady on March 1, 1861—had passed, in retrospect, in a blur, so remorselessly fast had it all taken place.

Jeff had greeted her off the boat, at the pier in Montgomery, and had ridden with her to the Spottiswood Hotel, where he’d been living since his inauguration. And shown her also the houses they’d been offered as the president’s new residence, or White House.

Behind the scenes, however, Jeff had also met with Major P. G. T. Beauregard, late of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers: a Louisiana officer who’d been offering his services to the Confederacy since February 26, 1861.

Jeff knew and admired the young major, but in contemplating how he could best use the talents of the creole officer, he had little idea just how the engineer’s brilliance would soon spark the near collapse of the United States.
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In the president’s modest office in the Confederate War Department in Montgomery, unnoticed by members of the cabinet, former general Davis and former major Beauregard quietly discussed Beauregard’s future—and in particular, the most pressing item on the president’s agenda: the securing of Fort Sumter, at the mouth of Charleston’s famous harbor, for his secret Southern defense strategy.

The fortress, as President Davis saw it, would be the centerpiece of Confederate defenses against seaborne attack, once war came—as both knew it must, once Mr. Lincoln took the reins from his pathetic predecessor.

Major Beauregard was quirky—short, and devilishly handsome in a Gallic way, with wavy curls and dark, darting eyes set in a small-featured, strong-cheekboned, boyish countenance. Most striking of all, however, was the fact he was a highly trained, experienced, professional engineer. According to preliminary reports that President Davis had received from Major William H. C. Whiting, Davis’s initial inspector of Charleston’s defenses, it was clear that seizure of the federal fort would be no mean task. It would, therefore, have to be done, the president and Major Beauregard agreed, as Napoleon had earlier besieged Toulon: with relentless tactical preparation, leading up to a coordinated rather than piecemeal assault—unless the Lincoln administration, in the meantime, could be persuaded to evacuate it.

Satisfied, Davis promoted the Louisiana native to the rank of brigadier general without further ado. Bearing his commission to take field command of the new Confederate Army forces at Charleston, General Beauregard had thus set off from Montgomery for South Carolina by train on March 1, three days before Mr. Lincoln was inaugurated in Washington.

Once in Charleston, Beauregard was to direct a methodical, relentless siege and occupation of the great fortress—a seemingly impregnable castle which, unbeknownst to Mr. Lincoln (who saw it merely as one of the few token installations in the South still boasting a federal garrison), was to be the vital key to Davis’s plan to defend the nascent Confederacy against assault.30
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Sermon on the Mount

MARCH 4, 1861, dawned cloudy and windy in Washington, District of Columbia, seven hundred miles from Montgomery—though the day promised to get brighter.

Rising at 5:00 a.m. at the Willard Hotel, the U.S. president-elect looked over the text of his inaugural address and made final revisions. He also received a number of visitors—including Simon Cameron, the prominent Pennsylvania journalist, banker, railway builder, and U.S. senator: a Republican supporter to whom Mr. Lincoln had offered the plum if forbidding post of secretary of war—a crucial cabinet appointment if hostilities proved inevitable. Yet a curious appointment, too, given that Senator Cameron had even less military experience than the president-elect.

Cameron also had a dark reputation, having been accused—among myriad other schemes—of defrauding the Winnebago Indians and making himself rich when appointed the official commissioner to settle land claims in Pennsylvania. The senator, however, was too politically powerful in the Republican Party to leave out of the cabinet; in fact, he’d come third in the party’s presidential nominating ballot in August 1860, and remained the most prominent political leader in Pennsylvania—a crucial state if the new president were to call for troops to be raised. During the jostling that took place at the Willard Hotel prior to the inauguration, Senator Cameron was thus his state’s prime contender in the filling of cabinet positions—a process the president-elect heartily disliked, but understood he must swallow. It was the price, after all, of ultimate executive power in a democracy.

Some writers would later claim that Mr. Lincoln had, in fact, deliberately chosen rivals: men who would squabble among themselves but thereby remain loyal to him, as the new president who had appointed them. This was debatable, however—indeed unlikely. The truth was, Mr. Lincoln had arrived as an outsider in Washington. He came with zero experience of executive or military command. He was, in short, simply feeling his way, by trial and error. The only real rivalry would be between him and his more experienced opponent in Montgomery, President Jefferson Davis.

Lacking experience to match that of President Davis, Mr. Lincoln had in truth only a vague idea of whom he should appoint in his administration, and had found himself immediately bombarded by advice from those who did have experience—each of whom, however, had a different idea of how to proceed in terms of the national crisis facing the government. Should he appease the secession states, or should he coerce them into reconciliation? That was the question.

There was, too, the matter of voter support, in a country that had not voted overwhelmingly for him—Mr. Lincoln had received a million fewer votes than his opponents in the November election. The president-elect’s initial appointments were thus, in the end, entirely and understandably political: meant to placate constituencies of powerful factions and important sections of supporters. Appointments made not carelessly at all, in a political sense, yet with little or no notion of how effective or ineffective the appointees would fare in their new cabinet roles.

Which left rhetoric, in the meantime, as the president-elect’s only real authority: the power of speechmaking.
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Thus far, Mr. Lincoln’s addresses had been widely reported in newspapers across the nation, but—given his desire not to exacerbate tensions—they had not necessarily been applauded by a Northern press yearning for a more muscular performance than that of outgoing President Buchanan. Nor had they been considered to be as serious in tone as the speeches that President Davis had made on his journey to his inauguration.

“The other President, Mr. Davis,” as Gordon Bennett had pointed out in the New York Herald, on February 19, had been received “with the greatest enthusiasm during his journey from Mississippi to Montgomery, Alabama. He made five and twenty speeches on the route, but we do not hear that he told any stories, cracked any jokes, asked the advice of young women about his whiskers, or discussed political platforms,” the editor had sneered. Instead, President Davis had made clear his view that “civil war is inevitable. But we must recollect that Mr. Davis is a soldier, a graduate of West Point, a hero of the Mexican War and a statesman of military turn of mind.” Mr. Lincoln, by contrast, was “a splitter of [fence] rails, a distiller of whisky. A storyteller and a joke maker. He afterward became a stump orator, and used his early experiences as his literary capital. Now we have the rails abandoned, the whisky still stopped, but the scent of both hangs about the manner and the matter of his speeches.”1

Mr. Lincoln should pay attention and get his act together, the editor had opined.

“For the future, the Northern President should profit by the example of his Southern rival, who does not attempt to tell the Southern people that the crisis is nothing, that nobody is hurt (on the contrary he acknowledges that the revolution hurts both North and South), but declares that the South is ready to meet any hardship rather than abandon its principles. Mr. Lincoln must look the state of things in the face,” Bennett had declared. “It cannot be turned off with a joke, and when next he opens his mouth we trust he will not put his foot in it.”2
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Undeterred ever since his safe arrival at the Willard Hotel, Abraham Lincoln had sought advice from many people on what, in the end, to say at his inauguration. Also, the best way of saying it.

Chief among the president-elect’s advisers had been the big man on the capital’s campus, though a foot shorter in height: Senator William Seward, who not only literally had a big head, out of all proportion with his small body, but was widely known to be supremely arrogant as well. Asked by the president-elect for his comments on the fourth draft of the carefully protected inaugural address, Senator Seward had tried to delete or soften anything abrasive or coercive in the draft—convinced, despite President Davis’s recent inaugural in Montgomery, that a negotiated settlement was still possible which could bring the Confederacy back into the Union fold.

As an outsider to Washington since his brief term in Congress in the 1840s, Abraham Lincoln had listened carefully to the New Yorker, who was backed by Thurlow Weed, the publisher of the Albany Evening Journal—Weed, a man widely considered to be kingmaker in New York politics. For good or ill, Mr. Lincoln had therefore mulled over their suggestions before finalizing his text: one by which he would introduce himself to the nation, at the most combustible moment in eighty years and more. He’d rolled it into a scroll, and though naturally nervous, it was from excitement more than nerves, for he’d grown to love addressing crowds after a lifetime of small Illinois courtrooms. Unlike his opponent in Montgomery, he liked people; found them fascinating in terms of their variety of personalities and egos. In small gatherings this often played against his authority. But in front of crowds, his height, his voice, his command of rhetoric—unstilted, direct, as if addressing each individual in the audience—made people listen. So much so, he was often given to lacing his speeches with anecdotes and asides. This occasion, however, would be too important, too august, to risk newspaper irritation, at least from supportive editors. He’d thus worn a new suit and behaved with resolute dignity as President Buchanan led him from his hotel to the open carriage, and had doffed his stovepipe hat to the crowds lining Pennsylvania Avenue, aware of armed sentinels on the rooftops, cavalry at intersections, bands playing, soldiers everywhere. Half the country—well, not half, but a vast part of it—might be, in a sense, absent without leave, having celebrated their illegal, even criminal absence in pouring rain in Alabama the month before, lauding their provisional, unelected “president” as he threatened use of the sword, if thwarted. Nevertheless, Abraham Lincoln was elected by the people of the United States, even if only by a plurality. He would become the sixteenth president since the nation’s independence, and had to hope that his words would serve to calm tempers and show confidence in the outcome. Patience and understanding, too, as the father of the nation.

Very much in the same manner as Jefferson Davis, Abraham Lincoln wished still to be seen as a man of reason, despite being widely traduced by Democrats as a radical Black Republican. Standing taller even than his adversary in Montgomery, and showing a chiseled, almost sculpted head with a recently grown black beard framing his long, bony face, he was proud of his new coat as, hand in hand with President Buchanan, he walked through the boarded tunnel into the unfinished Capitol building and out onto the specially erected stage or platform on the east side to take his place in the front row of the assembled dignitaries.

Above them all, the arm of a huge crane leaned, at rest, awaiting resumption of its work, namely completion of the planned dome. On the ground lay the bronze statue of Freedom, which would one day rise above it.3 Somehow this seemed uncannily symbolic, as the thousands of onlookers pressed forward, the better to hear the new president as he rose to his feet and, unsure where to put down his soon-to-be signature black silk stovepipe hat, he turned to the seated figure of Senator Stephen Douglas—the Democrat from Illinois who’d beaten him to sit in the U.S. Senate in 1858, but whom, as one of the two competing Democratic candidates, Abraham had then beaten by nearly half a million votes in the 1860 presidential election.4

Without hurrying or showing any trace of anxiety, Mr. Lincoln unfurled his much-amended speech upon the lectern, and reached for his spectacles in his jacket pocket.

Then he began.
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Intent upon reminding listeners of the merits of orderly succession rather than secession—the president-elect began with a historical preamble, going back to the nation’s parting from the British colonial empire. He spoke with firm, commanding assurance, yet he was fully aware that he was probably speaking pour l’histoire. For, whatever Mr. Lincoln might say about wishing to find a peaceful solution to the current national crisis, it was probably too late, he knew; the horse had bolted, and the barn was ablaze.

“Apprehension seems to exist,” Mr. Lincoln declared (once he’d disposed of the niceties of U.S. inaugural tradition), “among the people of the Southern States, that by the accession of a Republican Administration, their property”—meaning enslaved Black people—“and their peace, and personal security, are to be endangered.”5

With that he set about assuring them—or trying to—it wasn’t so.

As sixteenth U.S. president-to-be (for he, like Davis, would take his oath only after delivering his address), Lincoln now formally, and in public, denied that his Republican administration was planning to take anything from anybody. He’d never, after all, said or threatened he would interfere with extant slavery in the South or the border states, as he emphasized. And he vowed he never would.

Assuming, of course, that the Confederacy was forthwith dissolved.

The incoming president even repeated the same with regard to other possessions: solemnly assuring the thousands of listeners standing in front of the Capitol—and the many more who would, in due course, read or learn of his address—that “fugitives” would continue to be returned by state or federal authorities to their Southern enslavers as human “property,” as per the law, if they escaped—just so long as “free men” of color, legally manumitted former enslaved Black men, were not re-enslaved.

To those deeply worried by all that had not happened since the November 1860 election—namely the failure of the U.S. government under President Buchanan to stop the secession of seven Southern states over the past four months (now including the formal secession of Texas on March 2)—this sounded horribly Buchanan-esque.

As the president-elect continued his oration, however, it soon became clear he’d merely been clearing the legal and rhetorical decks. What he wanted to do, Mr. Lincoln then declared, was to focus on what was really at issue, in his mind: not slavery but the survival of the United States as a single nation.

As he’d said in his many speeches as president-in-waiting over the past weeks, the new U.S. president did not intend to be intimidated by acts of secession, or grand declarations of independence, whether politically inspired or accompanied by the use of weapons against the federal government. For the Union was sacrosanct: a union established by and in the U.S. Constitution.

“It follows from these views that no State, upon its own mere motion, can lawfully get out of the Union,” the impending president solemnly stated after recapitulating the swelling history of the United States over the past seven decades. “I therefore consider that, in view of the Constitution and the laws, the Union is unbroken.”6 The new Confederate States of America, in his view—and that of the majority of other American patriots—was a myth, a fantasy.

He then affirmed that to the “extent of my ability, I shall take care, as the Constitution itself expressly enjoins upon me”—which was to say, as impending commander in chief—“that the laws of the Union be faithfully executed in all the States.”7 All included those states that had absconded or were now contemplating secession.

“I trust this will not be regarded as a menace,” the president-elect added, but should be seen “only as the declared purpose of the Union”—namely “that it will constitutionally defend, and maintain itself.” He foresaw no bloodshed “in doing this”—at least, not “unless it be forced upon the national authority.” For the “power confided to me,” as sixteenth president of the United States, “will be used to hold, occupy, and possess the property, and places belonging to the government, and to collect the duties and imposts” owing to the United States, at all federal harbors and ports. Beyond “what may be necessary for these objects,” he promised, “there will be no invasion” of Southern states, “no using of force against, or among the people anywhere.”8

No invasion. No use of force. These were words, delivered under oath and in public, that soon enough would be ridiculed and used against him—for how otherwise, in reality, could the new president subdue mass insurrection by the South, and in the South?

In the meantime, however, Mr. Lincoln promised that “discretion” would be exercised regarding past outrages and illegal seizures, in the interest of finding “a peaceful solution of the national troubles, and the restoration of fraternal sympathies and affections.”9

As elected sixteenth president of the entire country he would, in short, overlook recent acts of treason and rebellion, if the Confederate states now stood down and rejoined the Union.
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It was the mix of firmness and concession, together with a fawning acknowledgment of Southern enslavers’ rights and their concern over preserving slavery in the South, that made Mr. Lincoln’s latest speech unusually intriguing.

Mr. Lincoln came across, thus far, as honest, frank, and realistic as to the current situation, as well as the need for understanding and patience in reconstituting a fractured but still inherently unbroken Union, however theoretical that notion might be.

Having set this hospitable table, so to speak, Mr. Lincoln stated he was not even going to address the hotheads “who seek to destroy the Union.” Instead, he wanted to move on and speak to “those, who really love the Union.”10

Telegram after telegram, meantime, was already transmitting across the nation the first half of the new U.S. president’s peroration.

“I like the way this document opens,” the lawyer George Strong immediately penned in his diary in New York. After dinner Strong therefore sent out for a later edition, containing the second half of the inaugural address, “but in vain—all copies having been sold.”11
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Directness of speech, allied with thoughtfulness and goodwill—these were, of course, tactics Mr. Lincoln was able to bring to bear as a practiced courtroom lawyer: first examining before the jury the supposed legal basis for the current challenge, then exposing its weakness.

Using a gold-topped cane laid across the pages of his thirty-five-minute address to stop them blowing away, the president-elect had gone on to address the idea of secession head-on—and demonstrate not only the notion’s lack of constitutional legality, but its inherent impracticality.

“Physically speaking we cannot separate,” the new president-to-be explained of North and South, as well as those of differing, conflicting persuasions within the two. “We cannot remove our respective sections from each other, nor build an impassable wall between them.” The citizens of the Union, North and South, were stuck together like glue even within their own states, whether they liked it or not. “A husband and wife may be divorced, and go out of the presence, and beyond the reach of each other; but the different parts of our country cannot do this. They cannot but remain face to face; and intercourse, either amicable or hostile, must continue between them.” How, then, would “secession” make such intercourse “more advantageous, or more satisfactory, after separation than before?” he asked rhetorically.12

Somehow, by patience and goodwill, the constituent states of the American republic had to remain as one, he argued, and find ways to compromise and get along. The nation, as constituted and ratified in 1790, was a democracy. Hence, if the majority of the citizens, in their wisdom, decided on their “revolutionary right to dismember the Union,” then so be it. But that would need to be decided by majority vote in the next democratically held national election, with a democratically elected U.S. Congress, and the decision ratified as a constitutional amendment. Until then, the current United States of America was an indissoluble union—and no individual state, or a subsidiary collection of them, could merely decide, on the spur of the moment, to decamp because the Union no longer suited them. It wasn’t right, it wasn’t legal, it wasn’t workable—and it wasn’t going to happen under the new president’s watch. Or at least, if it was attempted, it would not be the fault of the government of the Union or its duly elected “chief magistrate”—himself.

“My countrymen, one and all,” said Mr. Lincoln, approaching his crescendo, “think calmly and well, upon this whole subject. Nothing valuable can be lost by taking time,” by not acting “in hot haste” and taking a “step which you would never take deliberately.” There was no “single good reason for precipitate action. Intelligence, patriotism, Christianity, and a firm reliance on Him, who has never yet forsaken this favored land, are still competent to adjust, in the best way, all our present difficulty.”13 Which led Mr. Lincoln to his own warning, despite his earlier assurances he was not addressing the hotheads, nor issuing a “menace.”

It was a warning, in particular, to President Davis—a direct response, or counterpunch—to the claim that Jefferson Davis, in his inaugural address three weeks earlier, had made in public, regarding the “arbitrament of the sword.” A challenge, or counter-challenge: daring Davis to make the first move. If he dared.

“In your hands, my dissatisfied fellow countrymen, and not in mine, is the momentous issue of civil war,” Mr. Lincoln maintained, addressing the frightening prospect directly for the first time. He paused.

“The government will not assail you,” the president-elect repeated, with emphasis.14

And he followed this by casting down the gauntlet to President Davis and his would-be rebels: “You can have no conflict, without being the aggressors.”15
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As president-elect, Abraham Lincoln had intended, earlier, to end his speech right there: a glove thrown down before President Davis—a former duelist—as well as the more than five million white inhabitants of Davis’s so-called Confederate States of America.

Against his better judgment, however, Mr. Lincoln had been persuaded by Senator William Seward—who only that very morning, after declining to serve in the Lincoln administration, had chosen to reconsider and agree, after all, to become the new U.S. secretary of state—to add a new ending to his speech. One that would permit the legally and constitutionally elected new president of the entire Union, the USA, to finish on an even more magnanimous, almost pleading note.

Mr. Lincoln’s last words, therefore, were more poetic, indeed saccharine. “We are not enemies, but friends. We must not be enemies. Though passion may have strained, it must not break our bonds of affection. The mystic chords of memory, stretching from every battlefield, and patriot grave, to every living heart and hearthstone, all over this broad land, will yet swell the chorus of the Union, when again touched, as surely they will be, by the better angels of our nature.”16

Without evident nervousness, the president-elect had delivered his entire oration in a loud, clear voice—for earlier that morning he’d wisely asked his son Robert to read it back to him, aloud, in order to hear how it sounded.
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Standing on the platform with his thick, full, wavy black hair and even thicker eyebrows, and dressed in his shiny new attire, Mr. Lincoln had looked and sounded convincing. Moreover, his confident bearing, in the view of most who heard him, had been matched by the sheer muscularity of his diction, and the calm seriousness of what he had to say, with no anecdotes or attempt at humor.

The sun continued to shine beneath the Capitol as Roger Taney—the eighty-three-year-old chief justice of the Supreme Court who had upheld the 1857 Dred Scott decision against the right of enslaved or even free Black people to be considered U.S. citizens, or to sue in federal court, and had ruled that slavery could not legally be excluded by Congress from the western “territories”—administered the traditional presidential oath of office, sworn by the sixteenth U.S. president on the Holy Bible.

Handing back Mr. Lincoln’s stovepipe hat, Democratic senator Stephen Douglas—the “Great Believer in Concession” to Southern political demands if their states would but remain in the Union—congratulated the Republican who’d beaten him in the November presidential election. Turning to others on the podium, Douglas said he thought the address “very dignified,” and would do much to “restore harmony to the country.”17

The Marine Band played “God Save the President,” as President Lincoln, now the official sixteenth president of the United States of America, accompanied by his loyal wife, Mary, was taken to the White House by James Buchanan in his open barouche: the enfeebled, outgoing president desperately anxious to get away from Washington to his home estate, Wheatfield, in Pennsylvania, as soon as possible.

One eager supporter—a young railway surveyor who would become a distinguished Union general—wrote his wife in near ecstasy, telling her: “Old Abe delivered the greatest speech of the age. The ‘Sermon on the Mount’ only excels it. It is backbone all over.”18
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A Fiat of War

AS THE TRANSCRIPT of Lincoln’s inaugural address made its way across the border of the new Confederate States of America, slaveholders and their spokesmen across the South were not amused. Or buying.

The Charleston Mercury’s Washington correspondent likened the U.S. president physically to an “Ourang-Outang.” Moreover, Mr. Lincoln’s solemn promises that “everything” in the South would stay just as it had been, if the Union was forthwith restored to amity, fell completely flat for the secession-mad journalist. The new president’s assurances were obviously a fiction; the inaugural speech was nothing, the journalist declared, if not a “fiat of war”—in fact the journalist called it a “declaration of war.”1

The paper’s editor was of like mind—the Mercury warning readers in South Carolina that, if the new president insisted upon carrying out what he’d called “the laws to preserve the Union,” then “there will be war.” It would be, in fact, “open, declared, positive war—with booming cannon and blood.”2

“If ignorance could add anything to folly, or insolence to brutality,” the newspaper’s editorial went on, “the President of the Northern States of America has, in this address, achieved it. A more lamentable display of feeble inability to grasp the circumstances of this momentous emergency could scarcely have been exhibited.”3

In Montgomery, new capital of the new Confederate States of America, there was a similar response. Vice President Alexander Stephens, the small, cadaverous-looking former U.S. congressman from Georgia, who had initially opposed secession, was of like mind. He’d opposed secession “to the last minute,” but had accepted his appointment as a way of tying the more conservative elements of the secession states to the Confederate government, once it was clear that secession was unstoppable.4 It was simply too late, Stephens felt—denouncing Mr. Lincoln’s lunacy in attempting to reglue the broken vessel that had once been the United States. (Though Stephens, himself a considerable orator, was heard to acknowledge, after reading it more carefully, that it was “the most adroit State paper ever published on this Continent.”)5

The secession of seven major states of the Deep South had duly taken place, one by one, with Texas now formally in the Confederate fold, after all. It was plainly fatuous to try to cajole and sweet-talk—but also frighten—the South into reconsidering its recent Declaration of Independence under its own Confederate Constitution.

Secession was now set in stone—or, if not quite stone, then in formal votes, declarations, and legal documentation, with a Confederate Constitution modeled almost entirely on that of the United States, but with the addition of slavery as a constitutionally protected slaveholder’s right, no longer a mere individual state’s right. The Deep South, in short, was now its own country, with its own laws: those of what they called, proudly, the Confederate States of America, or CSA.

The sixteenth U.S. president’s assurance that things in the South would stay the same as before, if the Southern states reversed engines, was thus worthless—not because people in the South didn’t believe Mr. Lincoln’s personal sincerity, necessarily, but because it was now no longer possible for Southern separatists to “think well” on their decision, and take back their steps. Were Confederate citizens really expected by Mr. Lincoln—a man who himself had feared assassination in the loyal but slaveholding state of Maryland, it had been reported—to simply tear up the pages of the new Confederate Constitution, and abandon their new Confederate Congress, as well as their new president and commander in chief—the hero of the battle of Buena Vista—and his cabinet in Montgomery?

Mr. Lincoln’s offer in his speech to be forbearing—to overlook, in effect, recent outrages against federal officials and places—was judged especially jejune. The new Confederacy was booming, economically. Cotton—which had enjoyed a bumper harvest in late 1860, picked by enslaved and unpaid Black laborers—was king: a product of the white South that was in demand across the entire world, and delivering immense profits. What possible reason was there for the seven Southern states, having plighted their troth to the “Confederate States of America” as a new, sovereign, and independent nation, to go back on their sworn commitment to pull together in the exciting new world: a world that was energizing frenzied Southern political leaders, cotton planters, slaveholders, slave auctioneers, and slave traffickers, as well as die-hard anti-abolitionists, young and old—white men and women indulging in a mass frenzy of defiance, anticipation, and renewal of Southern resolve in the face of Northern “domination”?

Mr. Lincoln’s address to his courtroom jury—the American public—amounted to nothing more than juridical semantics and reminders of how good were the good old political days of Union, going back to the previous century. Which they hadn’t been, in the Southern view, as a shrinking white minority facing a continually expanding, industrializing Northern section of the country, sporting their own paid but still very cheap labor force: immigrants.

Which left only war, if Mr. Lincoln was serious in trying to “hold” onto the last vestiges of federal control in the South. In particular: the major U.S. offshore fortresses of Fort Sumter at Charleston, South Carolina, and Fort Pickens at Pensacola, in Florida, on the Gulf of Mexico.

Reading Mr. Lincoln’s speech as it had come in over the telegraph, Davis’s vice president, Alexander Stephens, was heard to declare “the man is a fool!”6
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FORT SUMTER
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The Gathering Storm

LOOKING BACK, in the months afterward, President Lincoln would bewail the five excruciating weeks that followed his inauguration in Washington—even though the ceremony itself had, surprisingly, gone off without a hitch. The subsequent days and weeks, however, as Abraham rued in a private talk with his Illinois friend Senator Orville Browning, had become the worst of his entire life.

How, Lincoln would confide to his dear friend, could such a national military crisis have arisen so quickly over Fort Sumter, of all places, in far-off South Carolina—and over such a tiny fort, with a garrison of barely eighty men? Mournfully, Mr. Lincoln would confess that “all the troubles and anxieties” of his existence on earth had not “equaled those which intervened” between March 4 and April 13, 1861, leading to open warfare between North and South—between the USA and the CSA.1

John Nicolay, the president’s new White House secretary, had been present at this, the president’s lament, and had jotted down that night in his diary the precise words that Mr. Lincoln, his hero, had used.

None of the many setbacks he’d ever faced, the president had confided, could compare with the countdown to war. Trials “so great,” Lincoln had reflected, that even had he “anticipated them, I would not have believed it possible to survive them.”2
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True, the sixteenth U.S. president had been dealt a poor hand by fate—or rather by the fifteenth U.S. president, James Buchanan, who had dared do nothing that might exacerbate the powder-keg situation in the country before handing over the reins of office. And nothing, either, to resolve it.

President Buchanan’s final, egregious failure to act manfully had come on the very day of Mr. Lincoln’s inauguration, on March 4, 1861.

At the White House that morning, Buchanan had known exactly the military quandary or crisis he was about to hand to his successor. For by messenger early that day an alarming new report had been received at the U.S. War Department from Major Robert Anderson, federal commanding officer of Fort Sumter, warning the secretary of war of ever-diminishing rations at the fortress. Major Anderson’s considered recommendation, as a trained and experienced military officer, was that it would be best now to evacuate the fort, and give it to the Confederacy. Because, the major went on to explain, it would probably require twenty thousand trained men to land on the adjacent coast to relieve and protect the fortress, and such an effort wasn’t worth it—at least, if the cost would be civil war.

At the final morning meeting of his cabinet on March 4, President Buchanan had shared this “alarming” news with his colleagues and advisers—including General Winfield Scott, the general-in-chief of the army. But not with Mr. Lincoln, his successor.

The cabinet sent no response, or even confirmation of receipt, to Major Anderson, nor did it prepare any memorandum on the subject for the incoming president. After ending the cabinet meeting and wishing his colleagues the best, President Buchanan simply set off in his carriage to collect Mr. Lincoln from the Willard Hotel for the inauguration ceremony itself at the Capitol—with no intention of mentioning the impending crisis at Charleston.

Neither in the open carriage nor on the specially erected stand beneath the Capitol building did President Buchanan share the alarming news with the president-elect. For the fact was: President Buchanan had nothing against Mr. Lincoln as a politician, but possessed no more faith in Mr. Lincoln as a military man than he did in himself. The matter would have to be dealt with by the new president’s cabinet, Buchanan felt, once the new president announced it, and the Senate approved Mr. Lincoln’s choices—especially his secretary of war.

As Mr. Buchanan had put it to the departing colleagues of his own cabinet, the Sumter problem was “now a matter for the new administration,” and they would learn soon enough, once the Senate confirmed the president’s appointments, what was what—perhaps the very next day.3
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Why, Mr. Lincoln would afterward wonder, did President Buchanan say nothing of Major Anderson’s report to him, even after hearing out the new president’s speech—in which he had promised to “hold, occupy, and possess” all federal forts and installations in the South still in government hands—or when taking Mr. Lincoln back in his carriage from the Capitol to the White House to begin his four-year term in executive office facing possible civil war? Instead, Mr. Buchanan had merely said he hoped the new president would find himself as “happy” settling into the White House as he, James Buchanan, would be in retiring to his beloved estate in Pennsylvania.4

Happy? Happy to be inheriting a nation being ripped apart, and potentially crippled, by mass rebellion? And with its most symbolic U.S. fortress in the South, at the epicenter of the nation’s current crisis, an almost literal sitting duck in Charleston’s harbor, running out of provisions, and impossible to relieve without assigning more troops to its protection than constituted the nation’s entire army?

Happy?
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Despite Buchanan’s refusal to alert Mr. Lincoln to the perilous situation at Charleston, the departing president of the United States was not necessarily mistaken, however, in imagining his successor’s elation at having reached the highest office, and arguably grandest mansion, in the land—and from such lowly, log-cabin origins.

Mr. Lincoln, after all, had started life in a simple wooden hut, the son of illiterate parents—his mother probably illegitimate, his father a hard-scrabble frontier farmer in Kentucky. It would be, in Mr. Buchanan’s mind, entirely understandable, even laudable, to feel proud of such a wonderful—and wonderfully American—personal trajectory. And in this respect, at least, President Buchanan was not wrong. For the U.S. presidency, without a scintilla of doubt, was the prize Abraham Lincoln had always dreamed of—back from the time the six-foot, four-inch tall outdoor youth, with no formal education to speak of, gave up being a land surveyor, embraced the law, and first entered politics.

The presidency was something Mr. Lincoln’s petite wife, Mary Todd Lincoln, had also dreamed of, ever since Mary had been a girl growing up in Kentucky.

As with Abraham, Mary’s mother had died when she was small—but finding herself constantly at odds with her stepmother, she’d been sent to a girl’s boarding school, where she’d received an unusually good education. Leaving Kentucky as a teenager, she’d moved, like Lincoln eventually, to Springfield, Illinois—but in her case to live with a wealthy married sister. She’d been staying there when Abraham, as a young, self-educated lawyer, had first met her in the town.

Far more eligible suitors than the ill-born Abe had courted pretty Mary—including the later-celebrated Stephen Douglas, no less! But Mary—with a fine education and a hatred of her stepmother that kept her largely away from Kentucky—had recognized as a teenager, still, what no one else had seemed to notice at the time: namely that the giraffe-like young lawyer with the high-water pants, ten years her senior, had an uncommon mind. A mind which, if she harnessed herself and her ambition to it, could take her with him to the Senate. Even the White House, her own childhood dream! As she’d said to a friend, when a girl, “I am going to be the president’s wife some day”—and after dating Abraham, she’d assured another that “You will see that, as I always told you, I will yet be the President’s wife.”5

How galling, then, that Stephen Douglas, the diminutive (five-foot, four-inch) Illinois lawyer known as the “Little Giant,” had beaten out Abraham for the state’s vacant U.S. Senate seat in 1858, taking the very role and position Mary had coveted for herself, Abe, their children, their relatives, and friends, as a stepping stone to the presidential palace. Yet, despite suffering devastating bouts of “nervous spells,” as Lincoln called them—“uncontrollable rages,” “a very violent temper,” jealousy often akin to temporary insanity (“really a species of madness”)—she’d resolved to plow ahead, regardless, in their common pursuit.6 She would get Abraham to pick himself up from the floor following his defeat to Douglas, dust him off, and make him try again—which, in due course, she’d done.
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The second time Abraham Lincoln had competed with Douglas had been for the very presidency of the United States—this, in the summer of 1860, when Douglas had stood as a Democratic Party candidate for the post. And thanks to the split arising between Senator Stephen Douglas’s Democratic party supporters, on the one hand, and on the other, Democratic supporters of Senator John Breckinridge of Kentucky, Mary’s husband, Abraham—the outsider, a “Black Republican” (as Douglas had coined the phrase, to smear Lincoln for his opposition to slavery)—had actually won the election and become president-elect.

How the victory had swelled Mary’s heart—far more than his own, in fact, as Abraham later recalled of election night the previous November.7 Dreams do sometimes come true, Mary had felt, celebrating in Springfield and imagining her future as First Lady in the fabled White House in Washington.

She’d tried her best, after all, to govern her “ungovernable temper” over the years.8 She’d often chased Abe out of their house in one of her rages, leaving him to sleep on the six-foot, six-inch “couch” at his office, or to stay overnight with friends, or a law colleague.9 She’d insisted he wash the dishes at home, make her breakfast, and look after the children so that she could lie abed—leading some people to see him as her “servant girl.”10

Abraham, though, had never seen himself as such. Why should a man not do the dishes, or serve breakfast to the upper-middle-class wife who fed him and raised his children in their marital home, he’d reasoned. He loved children, and most of all his own children: children Mary had borne him. One, his second son, Little Eddie, had died of consumption only weeks before his fourth birthday, rending their hearts, and leaving both parents inconsolable. Abraham had already started calling her “Mother” by then, rather than “Molly,” while Mary—who never got over the early death of her own mother, and her father’s odious remarriage—had taken to calling Abraham, on her better days, “Father.”11

Overcoming his own initial disbelief—given his concerns over Mary’s underlying illness—that he had ever actually decided to marry her, Abe had found it a crutch to think of his younger spouse as an errant orphan, in some ways: his “child-wife,” as he put it—especially given the ten-year difference in their ages.12 A ward for whom Abraham felt (and was) responsible; a person who couldn’t be blamed for the mental weaknesses that occasionally afflicted her. If she threw his books at him, or hot coffee; if she became “so mad she struck him in the face” and bloodied him, according to one witness; if she drove him out of their home in Springfield with imprecations that cut him to the quick, according to many others (including his law partner, William Herndon, who thought the Lincoln marriage a “domestic hell on earth”), it was not only not her fault, but indicated a passionate, unconcealed, unrestrained character. Whereas his own, he acknowledged, was… not weak or duplicitous, exactly (since his reputation for honesty and incorruptibility as “Honest Abe” was well merited), but certainly controlled: often indecisive, and sometimes deeply depressive.13

And yet, Abraham Lincoln’s self-control—his ability to “get over” the trials of his life, just as he managed to get over trial setbacks in the Illinois court system in which he practiced his legal trade across the state as an attorney—was both intuitive and strategically sensible. Especially so in his domestic life. It was not that the end justified the means, but that the means—the superhuman patience he needed to bring to bear—justified the ultimate, hopefully happy, end. For if he was sometimes driven to despair, to thoughts of divorce, even suicide, by the unhappiness of their marital relations and the thwarted direction of his political life, he’d learned to cool down and move on—much as Mary had, eventually.

It wasn’t a marriage made in heaven—in fact it often seemed to outsiders to be one made in purgatory: Mary Todd Lincoln considered by some “a hellion—a she devil.”14 But how many marriages were necessarily happier? She’d struck Abraham, yes—but also stuck with him. She’d borne their beloved children, and had pressed him always to aim higher than the role of mere Illinois state legislator, where he’d been happy enough—even causing him to reject the governorship of Oregon Territory in the West, which she’d considered—on both their accounts—a dead-end job.15

Abraham’s one brief stint as a U.S. congressman in Washington in 1847–48 had given her a taste for the capital—since Mary, like Varina during the previous session of Congress, had accompanied her husband to Washington, unlike most other congressmen’s wives. There, close to the Capitol, she’d proudly lived with Congressman Lincoln and their two sons at Ann Sprigg’s boarding house.16

Washington, in short, had offered Mary the life she had always hankered for: an exciting social nexus that made Springfield feel deeply provincial. It had, moreover, provided confirmation that Abraham, for all his gaucheness and poor taste in clothes and lack of proper deportment as a “gentleman,” had an uncommon mind. A brain—and the temperament to go with it—that were the measure of any lawmaker she’d met in the capital. “Oh, how you underrate yourself!” she had once remonstrated when Abe had said he did not think himself “fit for the presidency.” ”You’ve got no equal in the United States.”17

For all their travails and arguments, then—despite all Mary’s bursts of temper—the long struggle to get her husband to the crest of the national political mountain had thus been worth it, in both their minds. It had nothing to do with happiness for her—and in truth it had nothing to do with happiness for Abraham, either. It was simply where they’d been heading since they’d wed, after their seesaw courtship, and his dread of loneliness: a strange but enduring codependency. They’d missed each other when apart, and had loved each other as fellow parents.

“If you knew how little harm it does to me and how much good it does her,” Lincoln had once explained to a friend, “you wouldn’t wonder I am meek.”18 His longtime law partner, William Herndon, like a number of others, had come to dislike Mary, calling Lincoln “woman cowed,” a “slave” to his wife’s whims and fury.19 Abraham, though, had never sought their sympathy, or pity. His eyes had remained on the prize: his ambition was “a little engine that knew no rest” in the words of Herndon.

Abe Lincoln: a talented and extraordinary individual, in Herndon’s view, who was “swallowed up” by “his general greed for office.”20 Even Abe’s friend Lyman Trumbull declared that no more “ardent seeker after office” had ever “existed” in America. “From the time when, at the age of twenty-three, he announced himself for the legislature” to the end of his life, “he was almost constantly in office, or struggling to obtain one.”21

As ambitious, tout court, as Mary, his wife. And without apology or shame, given his unique talents. For she “insists,” Abraham confided to a journalist in 1858, “that I am going to be Senator and President of the United States”—and she would brook no defeatism.22

This last goal was one which, against all the odds, they had miraculously now reached: mobbed on their journey to the capital by excited crowds as no president and his spouse ever before. Upon learning that her husband’s income would soar to $25,000 per annum once in presidential office, Mary had already visited the best fashion houses of New York, gossip maintained, to buy new apparel and accoutrements, lest she be looked down upon as the forthcoming president’s provincial, unsophisticated wife. Not even the assassination plot in Baltimore, moreover, had dampened the candidate’s zeal, or stopped the quasi-pilgrim’s progress until they’d reached Washington and—weeks later—moved into their new home: the beautifully proportioned executive mansion.

The White House—burned by the British in 1814, then rebuilt as an elegant, Palladian-style, white-columned, regal-looking office-cum-home, standing on Pennsylvania Avenue, and at the rear looking out over the Potomac River. A veritable palace, where they’d held their first dinner for seventeen persons on the night of the inauguration, followed by a “Union ball” in their honor nearby: a celebratory occasion where Mary had even danced the quadrille with her former suitor, Senator Douglas, only two inches taller than herself. Mary staying up—and out—until 2:00 a.m., dancing every other “frolic” while her husband, the sixteenth president of the United States, had returned exhausted to their new abode. Where he then spent weeks interviewing candidates for federal positions rather than focusing on the mounting crisis in Charleston’s harbor: a powder keg that would either start a war, or, if the powder were surrendered, avoid it. Yet a war which, if indeed it came, was one in which Abraham had completely misunderstood his opponent’s strategy—failing to put himself in Davis’s shoes as a soldier, and asking himself, given the major forces gathering at Charleston, why on earth President Davis so wanted possession of Fort Sumter…
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Archstone of Defense

THE PROVISIONAL PRESIDENT of the Confederate States, for his part, had wasted no time appointing straw men to form his cabinet, representing the seven states of the new polity, and getting straight down to essentials: war. War that would come into effect as soon as the new U.S. president realized that the Confederate states were not going to stand down. An eventuality, Jefferson Davis was certain, that would not be long in coming—something he, certainly, would have undertaken.

The loyal U.S. states, after all, still numbered twenty-six, ranged against just seven secessionist states: an advantage of more than three to one. The disparity in populations—at least those upon which the countries could draw for troops—was even more stark: 21 million Northern whites facing only 5 million whites in the South.

Defense against invasion was therefore key—and with this in mind, Jefferson Davis had devised his own military plan or policy for the Confederacy, which he’d discussed with chosen governors and army officers who, like Major Beauregard, were resigning from the U.S. Army in droves and offering their services to their home states.1

The president’s strategy was simple: to seize and hold as many Atlantic coast and Gulf coast forts, fortifications, and defensible positions as possible in order to resist amphibious federal attack. He would create an Atlantic Wall in the east, in effect, and a similar coastal barrier in the south, on the Gulf of Mexico, to counter inevitable Northern invasion there by federal forces.

This coastal defense strategy would force the U.S. government—with dwindling numbers of trained officers, thanks to so many switching their loyalties to their Southern home states—to attack overland, from the North, if the government was to put down the Confederate rebellion: a tremendous challenge given the vast geography of the United States, as well as the ribbon of slaveholding border states currently dividing North from South: Maryland, Virginia, Kentucky, and Missouri. A challenge that would take Mr. Lincoln months, if not years, to mount, given the puny size of the U.S. Army: still fewer than twelve thousand men actually available for active service when Senator Davis had left Washington in January.2

For his part, Davis believed as commander in chief that seizing Fort Sumter, a vital East Coast fortress, while the U.S. government was barely setting up shop, so to speak, would give the South an archstone for the Confederacy’s East Coast defense, right at the start of hostilities. If it could be done successfully, during peacetime, before the U.S. government under Mr. Lincoln woke up to its value, so much the better.

Preparations to take Fort Sumter ought thus be taken, then, immediately—but carried out methodically, by trained soldiers, under first-class, West Point–educated officers’ command, lest the operation fail, and trigger war without achieving the strategic object.

In making young P. G. T. Beauregard a brigadier general, President Davis felt, as a fellow soldier—indeed a fellow veteran of the Mexican War—that he had the very man for the job.



[image: image]





Arriving in Charleston on March 3, 1861, General Beauregard was far from confident as a professional military engineer that he could reduce Fort Sumter without protracted artillery preparations, given its massive construction and huge firepower, protected by water on every side.

Fort Sumter, in Beauregard’s view, was in fact something of a Leviathan. Set in the center of a wide estuary where two rivers meet the Atlantic Ocean, the fortress could bring to bear almost seventy big guns, encased in massive, high, thick brick walls that could withstand any current artillery fire directed at it. Moreover, the fort could also be easily reinforced by U.S. government forces from the sea, as had been shown in January, when a government paddle steamer, packed with troops, had been turned away only at the last moment. If now resupplied, thanks to federal command of the sea approaches, the federal government would be able to hold the fort indefinitely, thereby vitiating President Davis’s East Coast defense strategy.

Far from feeling he could assault Sumter “in the next week” (as General Scott in Washington had feared was the longest the federal garrison could hold out against assault), Beauregard was sure he would need a month at least to prepare to bombard and then attack the fortress across the water with any hope of success.3 On March 6, 1861, Beauregard therefore described, in a long, hand-carried letter to President Davis in Montgomery, his preferred plan for seizing the vital castle.
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In Beauregard’s view, they must first prevent the island fortress “from being re-enforced” by federal forces from the sea, since at that point it could probably not be seized at all. Major Anderson’s small garrison was currently insufficient to man the fortress’s sixty to seventy powerful guns—but that would change once it could boast a full complement of defenders, if reinforced. The fortress was in fact a “perfect Gibraltar to anything but constant shelling, night and day, from the four points of the compass” and from guns Beauregard did not have, as he confided to the president—ironically, on the very day General Scott was reporting the absolute opposite in writing to President Lincoln.4

Beauregard had duly set out, therefore, his plans for “preventing” swift Union reinforcement—namely by intimidation. By openly massing artillery, aimed at the fort from three shores, and even constructing a floating battery, he felt that Major Anderson, the fort’s commanding officer, might be persuaded to evacuate or surrender without bloodshed. And without destroying the crucial fort—for President Davis had told him in Montgomery, before he left for his new post, he wanted Sumter to be captured intact, if possible with its cannons unspiked, so that it could be turned immediately into a Confederate stronghold for coastal defense.

In Montgomery, Davis thus gave his approval to Beauregard’s plan, instructing Beauregard to take formal command of all forces in the Charleston area, as Confederate Army commander. Whatever the cost and whatever the risk, the Sumter fortress must not be allowed to become, under President Lincoln, a base for a possible amphibious Union assault on South Carolina and the Confederacy. The three-story, five-sided fort might well be a “perfect Gibraltar,” as Beauregard described it, but Davis remained confident that he’d found—and promoted—the right officer to thwart such an eventuality.
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“Be on the lookout to-night for the Crusader, a four-gun brig, reported to be on her way with one hundred and twenty men for the re-enforcement of Fort Sumter,” Beauregard ordered the commander of Fort Moultrie, on the east side of the great estuary, protecting the harbor against incoming vessels, on March 6—the would-be Bonaparte scarcely able to credit the U.S. War Department’s apparent somnolence at that critical moment and in the weeks that then followed, when a few hundred men, with provisions, could have gotten through in rowboats, at night, without difficulty.5

Using enslaved labor, General Beauregard thus duly set about reconstructing, expanding, and reinforcing his own forces against possible direct or indirect attack by Union troops sent by General Scott, while simultaneously preparing a coordinated Confederate artillery bombardment of Fort Sumter from three sides.

In some ways Beauregard seemed, in fact, determined to poke his former commanding officer in the proverbial eye—for General Scott had given him, he considered, inadequate recognition for his service in the Mexican War. More than thirty years separated the two officers: Winfield Scott at seventy-four, Beauregard now only forty-two. But where Scott appeared to be dithering, showing no sign of reinforcement or coastal landings in preparation for hostilities, the energetic, handsome New Orleanian considered North and South to be pretty much at war already, notwithstanding the pleasantries he was exchanging with the federal garrison commander, Major Anderson, his old instructor at West Point. Charleston, South Carolina, seemed in fact a pretty place for the war’s first battle, once war began.

Within “ten days,” General Beauregard thus assured President Davis, he would be ready to meet any attempted amphibious attack by federal forces.6 In the meantime, he would continue his efforts to attain the enemy Leviathan by growing intimidation—hoping that the Lincoln administration, using the powerful U.S. Navy, would not send immediate reinforcements to the fortress in the interim.
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Comic Opera

NOT BEING A SOLDIER, President Lincoln was perplexed by the idea of surrendering the government’s premier fortress in the South stuck in his craw—Lincoln unable to understand how his predecessor, President Buchanan, could have failed to reinforce the fort by employing the U.S. Navy in strength (rather than a pathetic, ill-starred, rented paddle steamer, the Star of the West, which failed to deliver provisions), while South Carolina forces, on land, had still been weak. Lincoln knew now from Major Anderson, the Sumter garrison’s commander, however, that the fort’s supplies were dwindling toward starvation. How, then, as a mere politician, to challenge General Scott’s and Major Anderson’s military recommendation that the fort should simply be evacuated and given gratis to the Confederacy, and thereby avoid the shame of its being seized by superior Confederate forces?

Scott’s and Anderson’s advice was backed, however, by the U.S. Army’s senior engineer, General Joseph Totten—also a Mexican War hero, another highly experienced officer in his seventies.1

And yet—something in Scott’s recommendation smelled wrong.

If Abraham Lincoln had no experience in national politics save his brief tenure as a congressman more than a decade earlier, and though he lacked advantages of wealth, upbringing, and dynasty, he did possess other qualities. He had, for example, not only the uncommon virtue of scrupulous honesty as a politician, but natural skepticism: a hesitancy to accept things at face value.

Mr. Lincoln might have had no way of knowing why his opponent, President Davis, was reportedly ramping up Confederate plans to bombard Fort Sumter so massively if, as General Scott had argued, the fortress was strategically insignificant. Yet losing the fort so soon after his inaugural vow to hold it and forts still in federal hands without a fight would have serious repercussions on national morale, making it hard, if not impossible, to intimidate the South into backing down over secession. Morale counted, in myriad ways—financial, diplomatic, emotional. Popular newspapers, North and South, were increasingly playing up the story as a contest: a symbolic test of relative Northern and Southern resolve in response to Mr. Lincoln’s promise, in his inaugural address, to “hold, occupy, and possess” all federal forts. Who, then, would blink first?

Scott counseled evacuation and surrender. But Scott had failed to win the presidency in 1852 for the simple reason that he was no politician. Mr. Lincoln was.
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Standing as tall, at six-foot-four, as the president—though barely able to stand upright at all, owing to debilitating gout and intestinal problems—“Old Fuss and Feathers,” General Winfield Scott, had certainly done an excellent job in securing the U.S. capital—and Capitol—for the president’s inauguration, given the number of secessionists in the Washington population. Beyond that, however, the general—who came from Virginia, a slaveholding polity still currently loyal to the Union—had done nothing to prepare or plan for possible civil war between the states. His one attempt to reinforce Fort Sumter in January had been pathetic: the so-called Star of the West Affair, using a rented boat with concealed troops below decks. Its brave captain had turned back to sea when someone shot at the vessel.2

Like most Americans, Mr. Lincoln had known and admired Scott by reputation for decades. The general-in-chief had participated (and in fact been captured by the British) in the War of 1812; he’d been the U.S. commanding officer in the Black Hawk War. His moment of greatest glory, however, had come in the Mexican War, when he’d exploited General Zachary Taylor’s victory at Monterey and Buena Vista by launching an end-run amphibious invasion of the Gulf of Mexico coast that had captured Veracruz, and then—with Napoleon-like daring, in the words of one biographer—had taken Mexico City itself. This had compelled the Mexican army, in the north, to retreat and negotiate new peace terms.3

Unable to mount a horse now, however, General Scott could not even walk unaided. Younger officers, like his military secretary, Colonel E. D. Keyes, thought him a dinosaur, long past retirement age—in fact many officers who were currently resigning and joining the ranks of the Confederacy did so not only out of loyalty to their home states but also for the chance of promotion under President Davis (in comparison with the limited openings in the U.S. Army); others doubted whether the U.S. War Department, under General Scott’s leadership, could prevail against the South when fighting did begin.

Why, then, was the newly inaugurated President Lincoln so willing to credit the word of a disabled general who had not made good on his personal, written assurance to Mr. Lincoln in December 1860, after the presidential election, that he would ensure the security of the main federal forts in the South, including Forts Sumter, at Charleston, and Pickens at Pensacola? All Scott seemed to have done, beyond his abortive Star of the West expedition in January, had been to send out written instructions by mail from his lodgings in Washington, where he enjoyed lavish meals cooked by a French chef that only added to his girth—and exacerbated his gout.

Apart from policing actions on Inauguration Day, what had Scott actually achieved, then, in preparing the War Department for civil war? Was he, in short, the right general-in-chief to command the nation’s army in tackling the secession and armed insurrection of all seven states of the Deep South—which had purloined whatever federal weapons, armories, guns, and military fortifications they could seize within their borders, while the lame-duck president, Mr. Buchanan, and his general-in-chief had stood idly by? Did anyone in the War Department really believe that General Scott was the right man for the job, now, with civil war looming?

Even more suspicious: Why did General Scott—whose amphibious invasion of the Mexican coast with barely seven thousand troops had made U.S. military history—now balk at the idea of immediate Union reinforcement on the U.S. East Coast, given the president’s inaugural vow to hold all remaining U.S. forts? If it wasn’t explicitly treasonous, it certainly smacked of it.
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Mr. Lincoln did at least summon Scott to the White House to discuss the Sumter crisis. Worried by the general’s tendency to meet with Secretary of State Seward rather than with Simon Cameron, Mr. Lincoln’s new secretary of war, the president asked the general on March 9 to give him, personally and in writing, a more reasoned argument for government surrender of Fort Sumter. In fact, Mr. Lincoln specifically asked the general to tell him in writing exactly how long Major Anderson could hold out, in terms of his provisions. And how long, if reprovisioned?4

General Scott did not give him an answer—for the U.S. War Department seemed not to know.

Finally, on March 11, 1861, Mr. Francis Blair Sr.—a prominent former newspaper editor, and father of Montgomery Blair, the new postmaster general in Mr. Lincoln’s cabinet—had lost patience. Striding across Pennsylvania Avenue from his residence, he’d arrived at the White House in cold fury.

There, in the executive mansion, Blair told the president to his face that, unless the president, as commander in chief, at least tried to hold Fort Sumter, rather than simply give it away, Mr. Lincoln would be guilty of treason—in fact, not simply of “treason,” for he would be “compounding treason with treason.”5
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Although Frank Blair Sr. was not a member of the cabinet, the confrontation shook the president as he sought to find his way in Washington.

Stung by Mr. Blair’s denunciation—for Frank Blair had been a member of President Jackson’s famous “Kitchen Cabinet,” moreover had supported Jackson’s robust handling of South Carolina’s attempted secession in the Nullification Crisis of 1832–33—Mr. Lincoln decided, therefore, to go behind Scott’s back.

The president asked for a second opinion. On Frank Blair’s recommendation, the president asked it of a former U.S. Navy lieutenant, Gustavus Fox, brother-in-law of Blair’s son, Postmaster General Montgomery Blair.

True, Blair explained to the president, Gustavus Fox was not currently serving in the navy; he was working as a wool merchant in Boston. But Fox had served for a number of years in the U.S. Navy’s hydrographic (charts and maps) office. He supposedly knew the East Coast backward and forward—in fact had been a voluble proponent of further efforts to resupply Fort Sumter back in February, despite the Star of the West disaster. Efforts which Scott, unfortunately, had turned down.

The president asked therefore to meet the former lieutenant in person—and it was in the White House that the Sumter imbroglio truly began: “trials” that, as Mr. Lincoln afterward admitted to his friend Orville Browning, he’d thought he’d never survive.
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Stranger advisers than Gustavus Fox had been consulted by past presidents—and would be consulted in the years to come. But Fox, a small, pear-shaped individual who’d resigned as a lieutenant from the U.S. Navy years before? A man who claimed to have done detailed naval soundings along the East Coast, yet had no recent knowledge of Charleston Harbor, its ship channels, or Fort Sumter, an army fort?

The president’s sudden if belated willingness to challenge Major Anderson’s and General Scott’s recommendation by consulting with a retired Navy lieutenant might appear amateurish, but it did speak to Mr. Lincoln’s deeper, if guarded, instincts as a newly minted president. They were, though, the instincts of a politician—not of a soldier. For Lincoln’s concern had been the potential political consequences of such a renewed relief expedition, if undertaken, not the military ramifications if it triggered war.

Fox assured the president that a mission to reinforce Fort Sumter could be undertaken without difficulty—much the same way in which Anderson had earlier ferried his men from Fort Moultrie to the moated, brick-built, three-story-high castle in early January, to the consternation of the Charleston secessionists.

What, though, would be the political fallout if such a mission were attempted, the president wondered once Fox had returned to his lodgings?

How would the legislatures of the wavering mid-Atlantic slaveholding states—Maryland, Delaware, Virginia, and North Carolina—react to U.S. naval and army intervention? Would these wavering border states see it as a casus belli, and identify with South Carolina, a fellow slaveholding state?

For that matter, how would the still-conflicted legislatures of the Northern states of the Union feel if Mr. Lincoln took hasty military action portending war, rather than peaceful evacuation and a negotiated settlement? Would they see it as risking highly destructive, expensive civil war for little or no benefit? Especially, might this be the case in states that were already exhibiting deep fractures—states where Republicans and Democrats seemed locked in conciliation-versus-military-action disagreement? Would a U.S. military expedition to hold the fort—literally—in Charleston further divide them? Or bring them together, in patriotic unison?

In sum, was it worth risking hostilities, even war—a development that would be most unpopular on Wall Street as well as among merchants and financiers across the country who were heavily invested in the cotton trade on the world market, where it had become a booming premier commodity for the cloth-making industries of most of Europe? How would foreign countries, especially Britain—which purchased some 60 percent of American cotton exports—respond to trade-disrupting war in America?

Mr. Lincoln was unsure what would be best. It was the sort of decision that he’d signed up for, in running for president, and that he’d stoutly affirmed in his inaugural address, vowing to “hold” fast to all remaining forts owned and garrisoned by the U.S. government. But those had been words. Now he had to choose between different courses of action. Would he make the right choice?

Whatever decision he now made, in any event, would surely need the support of his new cabinet. And so, finally, ten long days after receiving the “alarming news” of failing food supplies in Fort Sumter, Mr. Lincoln summoned another meeting of his whole cabinet at the White House.

It was March 15, 1861, almost two weeks since taking office.

Once the officials took their seats in the president’s office on the second floor of the White house, Mr. Lincoln handed the cabinet members, to their astonishment, a piece of paper. An exam paper.
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Looking back, later, it did seem risible, even to Lincoln himself: a president who’d never really attended school—in fact who, in his whole frontier childhood and youth, had had less than twelve months’ classroom schooling—handing out exam papers to seven cabinet members. Secretaries of seven U.S. departments, from War and Navy to Treasury, Justice, and the postal service. Grown men who, collectively, probably had received over a hundred years of classroom education to his one.

Mr. Lincoln had taken the trouble, though, to first ask former lieutenant Fox to give them the outline of a U.S. relief expedition to Fort Sumter and its feasibility, verbally. Mr. Fox had explained that a resupply expedition, better mounted than the Star of the West attempt—which had inadvisably been made by day—was eminently doable by night.

The president’s “interrogatory,” as he called it—each one written on White House–headed notepaper—therefore ran:

“Assuming it to be possible to now provision Fort Sumpter [sic], under all the circumstances, is it wise to attempt it? Please give me your opinion, in writing, on this question. Your Obt. Servt., A. Lincoln.”6

Bearing their questionnaires, the members of the cabinet had then filed out.
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If Fort Sumter were to be resupplied, let alone reinforced, by amphibious forces of the Union, then every day would surely count, for every day’s passing risked losing the public’s confidence in the new administration. Crucial U.S. military officers were resigning in droves, including generals—despite their sworn vows to serve the very nation, the United States of America, which had trained and employed them. By March 7, 1861, for example, Colonel Samuel Cooper, the U.S. Army’s adjutant general, though a New Yorker by birth, had not only resigned but had left for Montgomery, with dozens of other officers following him there—among them General Scott’s own longtime aide-de-camp, Colonel George Lay—and were promoted in Montgomery to the rank of general.

It had been the same at the Navy Department—where forty-three officers had resigned their commissions, while only five of forty officers at the Naval Academy remained loyal to the Union, as Mr. Gideon Welles, the new U.S. Navy secretary, dolefully reported to the president. Even the loyalty of the Navy Yard at Washington, on the Potomac River, was in question.7

What, in that critical moment, had President Lincoln—facing the imminent possibility of civil war—actually spent his time doing, however, inquiring editors and journalists wished to know?

Interviewing civilian office-seekers for one thing, it appeared.8 Oh, the weeks Mr. Lincoln had wasted, listening to supplicants! Over a thousand civilian government posts in the new administration to fill—and Lincoln feeling duty-bound, he’d confessed, to speak in person with many times that number of job-seekers, rather than delegate the responsibility to a staff member.9 Meeting every darned supplicant from the Willard Hotel who bothered to appear at the White House—an executive mansion that became a glorified civilian employment bureau instead of a high-command crisis center preparing for an impending military explosion.

Twelve hours a day dealing with callers and timewasters—a “throng of office-seekers” that was “absolutely fearful,” as even John Hay, the president’s other personal secretary, put it to a friend. “They come at daybreak and still are coming at midnight.”10 It was small wonder the New York Times had eventually protested such misuse of presidential power at a time of national crisis.

“Mr. Lincoln,” the newspaper pointed out, “owes a higher duty to the country, to the world, to his own fame, than to fritter away the priceless opportunities of the Presidency in listening to the appeals of competing office-hunters.” Especially when the very “downfall of the Republic” was at stake.11
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Only one member of Mr. Lincoln’s cabinet answered his exam in the affirmative: Frank Blair Sr.’s son, Montgomery Blair, the postmaster general.

Blair was the only member of the cabinet who had at least some military knowledge, having attended West Point as a cadet. He advised that the government could and should fight to hold the fort—especially since his brother-in-law, a former naval officer, attested to its feasibility.

The rest of the cabinet, however, advised the president against reinforcement—in fact, urged him not even to attempt to “provision,” let alone reinforce, Fort Sumter.12

Better to just evacuate the fortress, the examinees all responded. Not only would humiliation of the U.S. government thereby be avoided, the cabinet consensus ran—in writing, as requested—but the gift of Fort Sumter to the people of South Carolina would offer tangible proof that the U.S. government had no invasion intentions, whatever the firebrands in the secessionist South and middle states were claiming.
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On the surface, Mr. Lincoln had gotten what he wanted, given his insistence on consensus: almost unanimous support for evacuation and gifting of the fortress to the Confederacy.

More days had gone by, however, as Mr. Lincoln reflected on these written responses. In the meantime, however, he reluctantly signed off on a collective cabinet “Memorandum on Fort Sumter,” as it was called, on March 18, 1861, two full weeks since taking his oath of office.13 The fort would, effectively, be surrendered.

The cabinet memorandum did nevertheless warn that time was wasting—in fact, more so than ever. Each further day’s delay in evacuating the castle would only increase the “moral advantage to the Secessionists,” given the rising sense of symbolic national crisis over the issue. It was therefore imperative the U.S. government should act swiftly and order the garrison to leave the fortress “ahead of time,” given also Major Anderson’s warning of diminishing supplies and ultimate starvation. Immediate orders would give the U.S. government enough time to then massage the news, and paint it to the public “as a military necessity”—rather than what it was: abject surrender.14

Armed with the memorandum, then, William Seward, the new secretary of state, redoubled his efforts to placate the three Southern commissioners, sent recently by President Davis to negotiate possible independence—Mr. Seward assuring them that President Davis would very soon have the fort he so badly wanted for, supposedly, reasons of prestige.

14
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Davis Distrusts His Opponent

IN CONTRAST TO HIS OWN cabinet colleagues in Montgomery, Jefferson Davis was suspicious of William Seward—who had been acting as President Lincoln’s mouthpiece in possible negotiations over Fort Sumter from the start.1

Davis had not seen the March 18 memorandum, but Mr. Seward had leaked enough of it to Justice John Campbell of the Supreme Court, who reported regularly to President Davis from Washington, to know the U.S. government’s consensus, namely that “the Fort cannot now be re-inforced without a large armament, involving of course a bloody conflict and great exasperation on both sides.… The Fort in its present condition of affairs is of inconsiderable military value.”2

Inconsiderable military value?

Was there really no one in the Lincoln administration with enough brains to consider the fort from the Confederate military perspective?, Davis wondered. Why had the fort, at huge expense, been built there against amphibious enemy invasion in the first place, if it had no “military value”? But could Seward—a born coward, in Davis’s view—be trusted to continue pulling the wool over his new president’s innocent eyes in order to avoid destructive war?

In a letter to President Davis, Justice Campbell described Mr. Lincoln as being a “light, inconsistent, and variable” individual, a man who liked to listen to “everyone.”3 Yet a president struggling mightily, Campbell had been told, with the shame, or potential shame, of having to go back so quickly on his own rhetoric: namely the bold claim he’d made in his inaugural speech, to “hold, occupy, and possess” the government’s “properties”—such as Fort Sumter.

What if Mr. Lincoln—though a weak vacillator, in Justice Campbell’s description—reconsidered the matter from a political perspective?

President Davis could not tell, so far away. He was dubious about Seward’s assurances to Campbell and the Confederate commissioners, however. As the days passed and no notice of a federal intention to abandon Fort Sumter was officially announced by the U.S. government, President Davis, sitting in his simple, sparsely furnished president’s office in the Executive Building in Montgomery, remained skeptical. Was the absence of official confirmation a mere hiccup, as Seward kept claiming to Campbell and the official Confederate commissioners? Or was it a ruse?4

Jefferson Davis was instinctively leery of his opponent’s deeper game plan, just as President Lincoln was about his. The assurances of Seward, whom Davis had gotten to know well as a fellow U.S. senator in Washington, meant less than the paper they were written on. Or not written on—Seward being, in Davis’s view (as well as that of his wife, Varina), a man of ambition, insincerity, machinations, and endlessly shifting views.5

The real question mark, then, was not Seward, but Lincoln.

Was President Lincoln merely hiding behind a veil of pacifism, while secretly planning to launch a reinforcement expedition to Fort Sumter, in order to stand manfully by his inaugural vows? Did he have wind of Davis’s military strategy?

Anxiously, Davis telegraphed Beauregard to impress upon him the need that federal reinforcement “must be prevented at all hazards. Fort Sumter is silent now only because of the weakness of the garrison. Should re-enforcements get in, her guns would be able to fire upon you”—and thereby support a federal invasion from the sea, as at Veracruz. As soon as Sumter was in Confederate hands, he would then be able to focus on preparing the rest of the “defenses of the east coast of South Carolina” against Northern invasion.6

Federal evacuation would be ideal, setting the archstone of Davis’s coastal defense strategy in place before real war started. But what if the federal government ordered the evacuation of Fort Sumter, after mining and destroying it, so it could not be used for Confederate defense against later federal invasion? As the War Department told Beauregard, there was certainly rumor reaching Davis in Montgomery on “the highest authority,” in fact, that the U.S. government had ordered preparations be made to “mine” and “destroy” the Sumter fort, and even sacrifice the garrison,7 in order to spite the Confederacy—thereby giving it only a Pyrrhic victory upon the fort’s surrender.

The rumor had been sufficient to cause Davis, via LeRoy Walker, the Confederate war secretary, to tell General Beauregard not to “slacken for a moment your energies,” but to “be ready to execute any order this Department may forward.”8

Meaning: be alert for the signal to start bombardment. For the Confederacy had to have Sumter, even a damaged Fort Sumter, if the new nation were to be secure in its coastal defense strategy.

Unless of course, psychological intimidation might still work.
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Evacuation?

NEWS OF THE CABINET’S surrender memorandum of March 18, which had been agreed by all without question, had duly been circulated to the press, and thus to the South—Seward explaining that the evacuation of Sumter (“surrender” as he leaked it to Davis’s peace commissioners)1 would be effected for reasons of “military necessity.” After all, the fort was of no importance; the U.S. Navy’s power to blockade the port, offshore, would be unaffected by Sumter’s occupation by either federal or Confederate troops.

Seward’s evacuation proposal, however, still had one major stumbling block: Mr. Lincoln’s persistent, intuitive suspicion that, despite his exam questions and the written answers he’d gotten from his cabinet, he wasn’t getting the whole story, not even from his war and navy secretaries and their departments. He’d vowed at his inauguration to hold all federal forts; would surrendering Sumter be treason, as Frank Blair predicted, and invite impeachment one day? Why couldn’t the fort be reinforced?

Anderson’s report on his diminishing provisions and his claim that it would take at least 20,000 men to secure the fort, as well as General Scott’s professional confirmation of this (indeed Scott’s estimate was that it would need 25,000 U.S. troops, who would also need three months to train for the task, and a whole U.S. naval fleet to support it), still stuck in Mr. Lincoln’s craw.

Seward’s leaking of the cabinet decision to the press, and his curating of a plausible reason to be given to the public, likewise seemed too cynical. A cowardly way to dress up what would be, in truth, submission to Jeff Davis’s intimidation.

The business, in short, had continued to smack of what old Frank Blair had accused the new Lincoln administration of: treachery. For how could the president’s inaugural agenda—to maintain the integrity of the Union as a union of thirty-three states, at least until its national electorate decided otherwise, in a future free election—be pursued unless the currently elected government was willing to fight for its own forts, built to protect the nation against foreign enemies?

What Mr. Lincoln could not—or thought it best not to—reveal in his subsequent Report to Congress was, however, the subterfuge to which he’d resorted to solve his dilemma.

Pretending to have accepted the cabinet’s recommendation, the president asked Scott to authorize former lieutenant Gustavus Fox, the postmaster general’s brother-in-law, to go to Charleston under his, Scott’s, imprimatur as U.S. general-in-chief, to discuss and prepare the maritime arrangements for the impending evacuation of Sumter’s army garrison.

In truth, however, Fox was asked by the president to investigate what exactly would be required to achieve the opposite: namely to reinforce the fort.

President Davis, then, had been right in his suspicion. His opponent was planning a ruse.2
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Mr. Lincoln certainly hadn’t liked, later, when drawing up his Report to Congress, to appear so… deceitful. Especially not if President Davis and his Confederate colleagues could use Northern “deceit” as a further stick with which to beat him and traduce the motives of the federal government.

Understandably, then, Mr. Lincoln would keep quiet, in his report, about the cabinet’s memorandum of March 18. Instead, he later related how the U.S. government had, in its wisdom, ultimately decided it could not accept either Major Anderson’s or General Scott’s recommendation that the fort should be evacuated; to wit, “that to abandon” Fort Sumter, “under the circumstances, would be utterly ruinous,” and that “the necessity under which it [the evacuation] was to be done, would not be fully understood” by the public at large. That, by many, “it would be construed as a part of a voluntary policy,” rather than one of military necessity—“that, at home, it would discourage the friends of the Union, embolden its adversaries, and go far to insure to the latter a recognition [of the Confederacy] abroad—that, in fact, it would be our national destruction consummated. This could not be allowed.”3

In the aftermath of the Sumter fiasco, the president’s retrospective account sounded wonderfully clear, muscular, and decisive.

It completely misrepresented, however, what had been, in effect, one of the most contorted, contested, zigzagging starts to a major civil war in military history.
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Mutual Deceit

NOT CONTENT WITH SENDING Gustavus Fox to reconnoiter in Charleston, Mr. Lincoln expanded his faux evacuation commission to three by sending also the president’s bodyguard, Ward Lamon, as well as a former Charleston resident and friend, Mr. Stephen Hurlbut, to Charleston.

The mission of the spies—since this was what, in effect, the three emissaries were—would thus be to report back to Lincoln in person, if possible, the status of the Sumter garrison: its morale, its weapons, and its remaining food. Also the feasibility of secret naval reinforcement. And lastly, how determined were the South Carolina authorities to get the fortress: in other words, were they really willing to start a war just to have it? Finally, if the federal government declined to make a gift of such a high-profile government fortress to the Confederate rebels, were there substantial Union loyalists in the city who could be counted on to press the governor to back down and permit passage of fresh provisions to the fort?
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Former U.S. Navy lieutenant Fox was the first of Mr. Lincoln’s three emissaries or spies to arrive in Charleston.

Armed with General Scott’s laissez-passer (Scott being kept ignorant of the true mission), Mr. Fox had taken the train—which, amazingly, was still running, despite the new “border” between loyal and Confederate states. On his honor as a gentleman, Fox duly pretended to be in Charleston with only “pacific purposes” in mind, namely to help evacuate the federal garrison by ship.1 With the approval of General Beauregard and Governor Pickens, former navy lieutenant Fox was allowed to go by boat across the harbor to the fortress and meet with U.S. Army Major Anderson. Indeed, Fox was even permitted by the Confederate group of officials who accompanied him to speak in private to the garrison commander: a near-midnight tête-à-tête that General Beauregard, when hearing about it immediately afterward at his headquarters in the city, feared “we shall have occasion to regret.”2
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According to the personal report that former lieutenant Fox gave to Mr. Lincoln at the White House upon his return, federal reinforcement of the well-armed but lightly garrisoned fortress at Charleston was definitely doable if undertaken as soon as possible—even though the fort’s commander, Robert Anderson, seemed not to favor such a course—a plan which Fox, in secret, had shared with him.

Anderson, according to Fox’s report, appeared to be “despondent”:3 desperately afraid that such a federal rescue attempt would start civil war, given the combustibility of current emotions. Fearful, too, of the many guns now trained on the fort, and its sea approaches, any one of which might inadvertently ignite hostilities—hostilities between American citizens that Anderson, a proslavery officer, felt were unnecessary, and was therefore anxious to avoid.

Ignoring the major’s fears, Fox had, without being seen by their Confederate escort, scouted the ground outside the walls of the fort, in the dark. There, he’d satisfied himself the channel leading from the ocean was negotiable, he told the president on his return, even at low tide: the water deep enough for reinforcements in small boats, at least, to be landed surreptitiously by night—just as he’d argued in February, and more recently to his brother-in-law, as well as the president.4 Major Anderson had, after all, crossed those very waters when shifting his entire garrison and stores from Fort Moultrie to the empty fortress, under cover of darkness, on the night after Christmas three months before. Why not now?

Major Anderson, Fox also explained to President Lincoln, possessed some sixty-two massive, heavy-caliber cannons and mortars, facing no more than forty Confederate guns. The major’s battery commanders, if ordered to fight to hold the fort, could certainly give a good account of themselves—the officers all favoring an Alamo-like stand, whatever the casualties, as Captain Abner Doubleday, Anderson’s second-in-command, wrote to his wife, in Washington—who showed the captain’s letters to the president!5

This, then, had been the rub, as Mr. Lincoln afterward pondered Fox’s report at the White House and waited for reports from his other emissaries.
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Big Ward Lamon, the president’s old lawyer-friend and bodyguard, was the second of the president’s spies to take the train to Charleston, at the president’s request, to talk to Governor Pickens—even to Anderson himself if possible. Would federal generosity in gifting the fort breed contempt for the North, the president wanted to know—or save peace for a time? How serious, in other words, were the Confederate authorities about seizing Fort Sumter by force, regardless of the consequences?

The president’s old friend Stephen Hurlbut, a native of Charleston, was the third emissary—traveling incognito, for his part, in what was still peacetime, despite secession.

The two spies went, saw—and came back. Their confidential reports to President Lincoln only confirmed Fox’s account, however: namely that the authorities in Charleston—Governor Pickens, General Beauregard, and others—were adamant that they would risk war to have the fortress in Confederate hands, for what reason the spies could not really divine.

According to relatives whom Mr. Hurlbut had sought out in Charleston, there was not a single Unionist left in the city. As Lamon and Hurlbut severally described the situation, the citizens had abandoned all notion of the United States of America as “their” country.6 It was simply too late, it seemed. Under Mr. Buchanan’s benighted presidency, secessionists had been allowed to sweep the South into secession, unresisted by a single individual—and Charleston, South Carolina, was proof of such myopia. Their success in mounting armed insurrection had persuaded the rebels that they were now part of an independent new slaveholding nation: free of any responsibility to the United States—irrespective of the fact that the Union was the very system that had nurtured, defended, and increased their own wealth as a city and a state for more than eighty years. Their citizens, as Lamon described it, were excited, arrogant, threatening—and determined to a man and a woman to defend the “peculiar institution,” whatever President Lincoln or anyone else had said in the past, or what he, in his inaugural, had vowed not to change.

In short, there were no South Carolinians interested in reconciliation with, or within, the old Union—contrary to the claims of Mr. Seward and appeasing U.S. senators such as Democrat Stephen Douglas.

If the state of South Carolina was typical of the South, moreover, then it followed that being generous to such people was a lost cause. Trying to persuade the people of South Carolina to abandon secession and return to the Union by bribing them with the gift of Fort Sumter might in fact be fatuous, Hurlbut reported; many of the residents—whom Hurlbut knew through his family—already considered their state and the South to be a new, sovereign nation. And they were determined to defend it.



[image: image]





“Up to this time,” the bodyguard-turned-emissary Ward Lamon later recalled, “Mr. Lincoln had been slow to realize and to acknowledge, even to himself, the awful gravity of the situation, and the danger that the gathering clouds portended.”7

For his part, Ward Lamon did not believe that an expedition to relieve Fort Sumter could possibly succeed, however. Like Fox, he, too, had visited the fortress along with Governor Pickens, but thought it probably too late to reinforce. Even if such a mission succeeded, the fort would be hard to hold in the short run, and impossible in the long run. He had therefore felt sincere in assuring the governor that he thought (though was not authorized to say) that President Lincoln would go ahead and undertake imminent “evacuation,” the policy that had been agreed to in Washington.

Lamon was not wrong entirely, but he was unaware of the torment his revered friend, President Lincoln, was going through. For Abraham had never directed a cabinet, or run an administration, or taken military decisions of any significance, let alone naval ones. His ignorance was colossal, if also understandable, given his inexperience and the unique circumstances.

Abraham Lincoln’s tendency to vacillate was another matter—a part of his character, and perhaps incorrigible. Time would tell, however, whether such flaws would be fatal.
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Seward’s Wickedness

ONCE INFORMED ABOUT THE local situation in Charleston, Mr. Lincoln decided he would have to come clean with his cabinet and share with its members the latest Fox-Lamon-Hurlbut secret findings. He therefore sent a message to each member, asking them to come to the White House on March 28, 1861.

More than three weeks since his inauguration, it would be the president’s first formal cabinet dinner. After the celebratory meal, he was planning to rehearse with them his own growing preference for reinforcement of Sumter, in view of the latest reports from Charleston. Evacuation would not bring back South Carolina, or change a single mind in Charleston. A firm display of federal resolve, by contrast, would send a signal to wavering border states that the U.S. government meant business, and would stand firm in preserving, not disbanding, the Union.

Lincoln had also invited General Scott to attend the dinner—but in his case to come early, so that he could put the Fox-Lamon-Hurlbut reports to the general in person, and in private. He would then ask the general how best they could organize an expedition to send secret reinforcements and supplies to Anderson, however sacrificial.

Mr. Lincoln was thus stunned when General Scott arrived bearing plans not for reinforcing Fort Sumter, but for evacuating not only Fort Sumter but Fort Pickens, too—Sumter’s sister fortress on the Gulf of Mexico, off Pensacola!
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Sitting in the president’s office with a straight if florid, blustery face, “Old Fuss and Feathers” knew from recent experience about the president’s liking for written exam-like papers and answers. He therefore handed over a new “memorandum” that the distinguished general—who thought himself a poet and a wordsmith, according to Seward, who had seen Scott that morning—had brought with him, along with a series of maps and detailed operational evacuation orders.1

Mr. Lincoln was speechless. General Scott’s proposal appeared to be that he should now make no fewer than two free and unencumbered gifts to the Confederacy. Two of the United States of America’s finest coastal fortresses, together with their many heavy cannons. And all this in the fond hope, formally expressed in writing by the general-in-chief of the U.S. Army, that, by being so generous to the people of the new Confederacy, this would miraculously bring the Southern states—both the Deep South, and the wavering Upper South—safely back into the Union fold.

The new “memorandum” had to be reread by Mr. Lincoln to be believed. No serious attempt to discern why Jefferson Davis might be risking civil war for “insignificant” forts, judging by Davis’s recent efforts to threaten Forts Sumter and Pickens with massed artillery and ground forces. Nor the likely repercussions on Northern public opinion of such a giveaway. Merely Scott’s repeated assertion in the document that Sumter was untenable as a fortress, and that, even if successfully resupplied by the federal government, an “abandonment of the fort in a few weeks sooner or later would appear, therefore, to be a sure necessity, and if so, the sooner the more graceful on the part of the government.”2

Graceful? In bowing to armed intimidation? Even surrendering one fort would now not be enough, Scott went on to explain. It was “doubtful,” as the general put it, whether “voluntary evacuation of Fort Sumter alone would have a decisive effect upon the states now wavering between adherence to the Union and secession”—the border states. The Union should be more generous still. “Our Southern friends,” as Scott called them, “are clear that the evacuation of both forts would instantly soothe and give confidence to the eight remaining slaveholding states and render their cordial adherence to the Union perpetual.”3

Pondering this, Mr. Lincoln had seen red, or white—for he experienced “cold shock,” as he himself would put it.4 Abandon not simply Fort Sumter but both forts, Sumter and Pickens, now, immediately, in the hope no more states would secede? Do so without at least a fight? Make a free contribution to the rebel Confederacy—not to the border states, but to the Confederacy—of two of the strongest fortresses of the United States?

In answer to the president’s question as to reinforcing the garrison of Fort Pickens, off the southern coast of Florida at Pensacola, General Scott now admitted he knew very little: only that the U.S. troops he’d sent there, on the president’s instructions, aboard the USS Brooklyn, had arrived in the general area, but had not yet disembarked at the fort, owing to a local “truce.”5

Mr. Lincoln, again, was disbelieving. What “truce,” he asked?

A truce with the Confederacy, it seemed, made under President Buchanan, Scott explained.

Mr. Lincoln was stunned, again.

His predecessor-president, he now learned, had agreed that the federal government would do nothing to provision or reinforce its own offshore federal garrison, for its part—while on shore at Pensacola, barely a mile away, thousands of new troops and artillery under Confederate General Braxton Bragg were being freely mobilized and trained to attack it.

As if this were not all, General Scott went on to reveal that the USS Brooklyn—a steam-and-screw-propeller naval warship bristling with some twenty eight-inch guns and a ten-inch cannon—had departed the scene after transferring its troops to another U.S. vessel, and was no longer even in the Gulf of Mexico.

On the assumption—intimated by Secretary Seward—that Mr. Lincoln would consent to the dual evacuation, Scott had asked his military secretary, Colonel E. D. Keyes, to write out the orders detailing how and where exactly the evacuations were to be put into effect, pointing to the charts he’d brought with him.6

Mr. Lincoln now did something he only rarely did: he lost his temper.



[image: image]





Given the domestic trials which Mary Lincoln’s periodic mental instability had sometimes put him through, Abraham Lincoln had thus far prided himself on being forbearing with others to the point of near saintliness. But Scott’s maps and orders were more than even a saint could endure—and Seward, apparently, having spoken to the general that very morning!

Admittedly, Saint Abraham had defied Mary’s wrath when appointing Senator Seward to be his secretary of state, in spite of her hysterical warnings.

“Never! Never! Seward in the cabinet! Never!” Mary had exploded in February, when Abraham had told her his idea. If things “should go on all right,” she’d remarked to Edward Bates, the new attorney general-to-be, “the credit would go to Seward.” If everything went wrong, though, “the blame would fall upon my husband. Seward in the cabinet! Never!”7

Abraham had also appointed Salmon Chase to be his treasury secretary, despite Mary’s deep hostility to the man—an animosity, it was said, incited by Chase’s beautiful daughter Kate (later Mrs. Kate Sprague), who tended to be charmingly, if quite innocently, flirtatious toward the president at levees.

Even in the writing of General Scott’s new memorandum, Lincoln rightly recognized the hand of William Seward—for rumors had been swirling around Washington, Lincoln was aware, to the effect that the secretary of state had formally promised President Davis’s commissioners, on behalf of the U.S. government, that Fort Sumter was definitely going to be vacated in the next few days.

And now Fort Pickens. Had that been Seward’s suggestion, too?

Scott’s memorandum ended by repeating the general’s political conviction: namely, that “the giving up of Forts Sumter and Pickens may best be justified by the hope that we should thereby recover the State to which they geographically belong by the liberality of the act, besides retaining the eight doubtful States.”8

Unable to contain himself at such naïve political counsel from a famous soldier whose political convictions—even loyalty to the Union—Mr. Lincoln now considered increasingly doubtful, the president finally found his tongue.

According to Colonel Keyes, the president accused the commander of Fort Sumter of treachery, saying “Anderson had played us false” in his reports from Sumter, based on the account Fox had brought back.9 Worse still, Mr. Lincoln had “seemed to indicate a want of consistency in General Scott’s own views concerning Fort Pickens”—a fort which the president had twice instructed Scott to reinforce weeks before: on March 5, and again on March 10, 1861—as Colonel Keyes was aware, since Mr. Lincoln had told Keyes of the orders.10

Mr. Lincoln was furious. “The President went so far as to say that his administration would be broken up” and would fall “unless a more decided policy was adopted,” Keyes recorded in his diary the next day. In fact, the president had made clear at the pre-dinner meeting with Scott that, if the general would not carry out his orders regarding immediate reinforcement, rather than evacuation of the forts, “some other person might.”11

“This last alternative”—replacing General Scott—“was dimly shadowed forth in Mr. Lincoln’s conversation,” Keyes noted in his diary, “and it seems to have disturbed General Scott greatly.”12
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Hero of the Mexican war, the most distinguished general alive in America, General Scott said he was feeling ill and would not attend the state dinner on March 28.

After dining—and in the glaring absence of General Scott—Mr. Lincoln asked the seven members of his cabinet to stay behind. They sat with him in the Red Room after the First Lady had retired. “I shall never forget the President’s excitement,” the postmaster general, Mr. Montgomery Blair, would later recall of Lincoln’s fury as he’d read aloud to them “in an agitated manner” Scott’s paper, “which he seemed just to have received.”13

There had been an “oppressive silence.”14

Finally the postmaster general had spoken. “Mr. President, you can now see that General Scott, in advising the surrender of Fort Sumter, is playing the part of a politician, not of a general.”15

The postmaster general seemed as agitated as the president at the prospect. The fate of Fort Sumter, thanks to the Buchanan administration’s failure to reinforce it, and then the new administration’s three-and-a-half weeks’ delay in making a definitive decision as to its fate, was one thing, yet “no one pretends that there is any military necessity for the surrender of Fort Pickens,” far away in the Gulf of Mexico, Blair protested.16

As the president’s two secretaries, John Nicolay and John Hay, later recorded, the tide suddenly seemed finally to turn. “Without any formal vote, there was a unanimous expression of dissent from Scott’s suggestion, and under the President’s request to meet the next day, the Cabinet retired.”17
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For his part, General Scott appeared much chastened when Colonel Keyes saw him the next morning.

Thanks to the nefarious William Seward, the general had been under the impression that “the surrender of Fort Sumter” had “been determined upon” by the whole cabinet, and had “seemed to expect the President would now be willing to give up both” of the U.S. fortresses, Colonel Keyes recorded in his diary the next day.18 The president’s anger, however, had been palpable, and the general was deeply upset.

Despite this, Scott—an obstinate old soldier—was unwilling to back down. He’d given the president, after rehearsing the matter with the secretary of state, what he thought was his best military advice—which the president had rejected, in no uncertain terms. Instead of retracting his recommendation to the president, he therefore told Colonel Keyes that he was going to defend his memorandum. In fact, he would rewrite it more emphatically. Despite Keyes being a die-hard Unionist from Maine, the general thus asked him to help write up a better backstory: a “chronological history of Forts Sumter and Pickens,” detailing past government failures to reinforce them—and the inherent improbability, even impossibility, of being able to hold them militarily.19

Upstairs in the petit palais on Pennsylvania Avenue, however, President Lincoln had lain abed, unable to sleep, as he admitted to his personal secretaries the next day, wondering the very opposite: how he could get the cabinet formally to turn a hundred and eighty degrees and change their collective mind over Fort Sumter at the next cabinet meeting—knowing this would probably trigger war, and was against the advice of the nation’s general-in-chief.

19
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The Curse of Slavery

HOWEVER MUCH JEFFERSON DAVIS would later blame Lincoln and his administration for its duplicity in starting the Civil War, as Davis claimed in his history The Rise and Fall of the Confederate Government, published in 1881, in reality both presidents were guilty of deceit over Fort Sumter.

How could the two presidents not have been, though, when at stake was the very existence and future of their independent nations (if the Confederacy could be called a “nation” in the spring of 1861)?

In covering up the true story of the inner turmoil in the White House, in the cabinet and in the U.S. War Department, Mr. Lincoln would feel he simply could not recount, when making his report to the U.S. Congress in July, the whole truth and nothing but the truth.

Equally, when writing his Rise and Fall of the Confederate Government years later, Jefferson Davis could not later bring himself to record how, for his part, he’d deliberately deceived his own three commissioners in Washington as to the military reason for needing Fort Sumter. Nor his deliberate obfuscation toward his friend and go-between, Justice John Campbell of the Supreme Court, by failing to tell the judge the real reason.

Davis had knowingly concealed the truth from all of them: anxious that his parleyers in Washington—as well as newspapers in the South—should continue to play up the purely symbolic, nonmilitary importance of Fort Sumter. And this, in order to get the fortress free, intact, and be ready for war, before the “enemy” cottoned on to the stratagem.

Only General Beauregard and the governors of the vulnerable East Coast states of South Carolina and Georgia could thus be trusted with the real reason: namely that the lonely fort on the Ashley River was essential not to palliate Charleston and Southern pride, but rather its role in future Confederate war strategy: defending the “sea coast of South Carolina,” as Beauregard acknowledged.1

For now, however, Davis bided his time, encouraging Beauregard to put further screws on Major Anderson while relentlessly preparing to launch his bombardment if Anderson did not vacate the fort.
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Upstairs in the Exchange Hotel at the end of Market Street in Montgomery, President Davis looked tired but determined.

Varina, the president’s adored and adorable wife, was often literally by his side each day as he dictated and sent out his instructions, held meetings, decided on what was and was not important. There were myriad tasks and responsibilities as president: positions to be filled, money to be raised, international support to be garnered, and recognition—or toleration, at the very least—of the CSA’s right to an independent existence to be attained. Moreover, there were representatives of the wavering border or middle states to be encouraged to support, whether tacitly or otherwise, the Confederacy: the exciting new republic of the South, in its proud refusal to accept what they claimed was Northern domination.

The Confederate cabinet, for its part, seemed more an extension of her husband’s command headquarters than an administration, Varina noted. As one wit had already commented, at this early stage of the new nation’s founding the choices had been few and predictable: “For Secretary of State, Hon. Jeff Davis of Miss[issippi].; War and Navy, Jeff. Davis of Miss.; Interior, ex-Senator Davis, of Miss.; Treasury, Col. Davis of Miss.; Attorney General, Mr. Davis, of Miss.”2

The prediction had been in jest—Christopher Memminger of South Carolina had in fact been appointed secretary of the treasury, Robert Toombs of Georgia the secretary of state, LeRoy Walker of Alabama the secretary of war, Stephen Mallory of Florida the secretary of the navy, Judah Benjamin of Louisiana the attorney general—but the writer had been semi-serious.3 For all of Jefferson Davis’s reputation for politeness, the truth was this: the provisional government of the Confederacy of the United States would be, the journalist suspected, a rubber stamp to the instructions of the president as its new commander in chief.
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Besides helping her husband, Varina had meantime found them a place to live in little Montgomery, Alabama: an elegant two-story Italianate clapboard home that could, she was told, be rented as the Confederate White House for herself, Jeff, and their three children once she fetched them from relatives in New Orleans.

They would have servants and a beautiful new carriage ordered from New Jersey, the state which her “stellar” grandfather Richard Howell had once—in fact, four times—governed.4 An income of $25,000 per annum, too: a number deliberately chosen to match the salary of the U.S. president.

Though grateful and willing to play the part of First Lady in honor of her husband, however, Varina was not taken in. “We are Presidents in embryo” only, she told a friend, paraphrasing Shakespeare—“shorn,” after life in Washington, “of our fair proportions.”5 Privately she described her new countrymen and countrywomen in Montgomery as “a strange community”—in fact, she cheekily mocked Montgomery as a sort of “Botany Bay,” akin to Australia as a place of exile for convicts—“no, I am too polite to say that,” she quickly corrected herself, “but bear garden of the South,” certainly.6

“Bear garden”? Wit and humor had gotten Varina into trouble in the past—and as First Lady of the Confederacy, she wisely refused to give speeches or even interviews. The presidential home, once renovated, would be the Confederate version of a presidential White House: a modest two-story clapboard house with nice shutters, containing copious bedrooms for her children, visitors, servants—Black and enslaved to be sure, but well treated—and a study for Jeff so that he could work at home, as well as in the nearby Executive Building.7

Despite her private thoughts about “Botany Bay”—and even the “peculiar institution” of slavery in the South—Varina was, in short, an optimist, determined to make the best of things, to be positive, even humorous. And Jeff was insistent: the South was merely going to protect itself from invasion, not undertake any invasion of its own.

Montgomery, admittedly, was somewhat remote from the other social and commercial hubs of the South: New Orleans, Atlanta, Jacksonville, Savannah, Charleston. Moreover, the Confederacy was served by a relatively poor rail network—the reason for Varina’s arrival by steamboat up the Alabama River from Mobile. The telegraph, though, had transformed communications, permitting Davis, in fact, to exercise unprecedented political and military control from the small town at the epicenter of the small but geographically extensive Confederacy. As provisional president and commander in chief for a probable year, to allow enough time for democratic elections to be held throughout the Confederacy, Jeff could thus issue orders and they would be put into effect within the hour.

Orders that were acted upon now, in particular, more than four hundred and twenty miles away on the Atlantic coast—namely at Charleston, South Carolina: the fabled or infamous city, depending on one’s perspective, since it had been the largest slaving port in the entire United States, through which the majority of enslaved Africans had entered the U.S. until an act of Congress banned the importation of slaves in 1808.

Almost 80 percent of African Americans would later trace an ancestor—if he or she had survived the Middle Passage—to the port of Charleston. Even after the federal prohibition on the international slave trade was imposed, Charleston had maintained its preeminence in the trading of slaves within the United States via its slave auction houses and transports. Full 50 percent of its population, in fact, was Black—enslaved or free—but this seemed only to spur its white legislators into expressing unanimous approval of the new Confederate Constitution, specifically guaranteeing the perpetual right to enslave Black people and the offspring of Black people in the South, and also into expressing the loud and collective desire of the city’s white citizens to see the back of the federal garrison on Fort Sumter island, come what might. Newspapers, meetings, and marches had whipped up greater and greater popular demand for the fort’s seizure.

Such frenzy seemed a long way away to Varina, and somewhat uncouth; she was glad that the telegraph worked, and that her husband did not have to go there.
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The advantage of such raging popular hullabaloo at Charleston, fortunately, had given President Davis perfect cover behind which to advance his defensive military design.

Less fortunately, it also raised the popular stakes in the Northern states, however, as Jefferson Davis was aware. In the North the public—despite Secretary Seward’s best efforts to paint the evacuation of Sumter through his newspaper contacts as a “military necessity”—was becoming equally disturbed at the veritable siege that General Beauregard was ramping up.

Davis was therefore treading a fine line: happy to have popular support for the siege in the South, yet aware that it could prove counterproductive in the North, and make federal evacuation of Fort Sumter less likely without bombardment.

At least Davis had General Beauregard in his corner. The ladies of Charleston, as Varina had heard from Mary Chesnut, wife of the former U.S. senator for the Palmetto State, were going gaga over the creole general. Le petit caporal was small and wiry, but he had high, pronounced cheekbones, a curling mustache, and a small, upright tuft of jet-black hair, like an exclamation point, below the arch of his lower lip. Also, in the way he held his head, a haughty yet challenging, thoughtful, searing look.

The young general was said to be difficult as a subordinate. He was clearly ambitious—which his instant offer, first by letter, then in person in Montgomery, to serve under President Davis had demonstrated. But, in terms of the president’s grander East Coast Strategy, his new rank was clearly deserved, for he was experienced in fort construction as a former officer in the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, as well as in artillery tactics—having not only studied artillery warfare under Major Anderson when a cadet at West Point, but also having distinguished himself time and again in picking out tactically advantageous terrain for artillery in the Mexican War under General Scott. If anyone could make and marshal the Confederacy’s preparations against Union invasion and, simultaneously, prepare a bombardment, it was General Beauregard.

Who better, then, to try to persuade the chivalrous but pro-secessionist Major Anderson to vacate Fort Sumter, to save lives, than Anderson’s former student and Mexican War comrade, Pierre Beauregard—thereby avoiding, if possible, a prolonged fight to obtain, “uninjured,” the fortress that President Davis so wanted under his belt?8

Word from Washington—informal, to be sure, but undoubtedly emanating from the U.S. secretary of state, William Seward—had been, repeatedly, that Mr. Lincoln’s cabinet favored evacuation and had formally agreed to hand over the fort.9 It was simply taking its good time, Seward had kept assuring U.S. Supreme Court Justice John Campbell, President Davis’s prime informant and leaker in Washington. In fact, Seward had assured Justice Campbell that “you may say to him”—President Davis—that “before that letter reaches him”—the letter containing the latest leak (usually “three days” by U.S. Mail)—“the telegraph will have informed him Fort Sumter shall have been evacuated.”10

So confident were Davis’s three Confederate government commissioners that Seward would stand by his word that they even saw fit to telegraph General Beauregard in Charleston directly on March 20, 1861, asking, “Has Sumter been evacuated? Any action by Anderson indicating it?”11

No such indication, however, had come, other than Fox, Lamon, and Hurlbut mouthing promises, not verifiable instructions.

Even when Davis’s secretary of state, Robert Toombs, contacted the commissioners, after ascertaining from Beauregard that the fort was not yet evacuated, the commissioners and Justice Campbell still remained confident in Washington that the fort would soon be theirs without a fight. Secretary of State Seward was, after all, the senior member of the presidential cabinet, and spoke for the cabinet and the Lincoln administration, surely? “If there is faith in man,” the commissioners had telegraphed back to Secretary Toombs in Montgomery on March 20, “we may rely on assurances we have as to the status” of U.S. plans to withdraw the garrison from Fort Sumter.12

True or false? Jefferson Davis had wondered, however. For Davis, better than anyone in his cabinet, knew the real William Seward, his former colleague in the U.S. Senate. A serpent if ever there was one—and one whose assurances, surely, should be valued accordingly.
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Given its relatively small white population and lack of industry, people might well mock the nascent Confederacy, Jeff Davis was aware. Even his wife Varina did so privately, among her friends, after all—a fact that often worried Davis, lest word get out and there be questions within the Confederacy as to his (and her) reliability as a secessionist.

Davis was not abashed, though. He had not been chosen by the Confederate convention delegates because he was popular, or charismatic, or even trusted as a slaver. The majority of delegates to the Confederate convention had been fully aware that he was ambivalent—as his vice president had been, too—about actual, rather than threatened, secession. Also that, in private, Davis did not necessarily believe slavery could—or would—survive in the modern world.

Jefferson Davis would certainly quote the Holy Bible for justification of slavery when addressing others. But the Bible, he knew as an educated man, had been written thousands of years ago, in a past civilization where slavery was ubiquitous—moreover one where enslavement was not, in those days, even a matter of color. Which, rightly or wrongly, it had become in nineteenth-century America, thanks to the Atlantic slave trade.

Jefferson Davis certainly felt that Black people were “fitted expressly for servitude,” rather than equality with white, formerly European people—and in this he was no different from pretty much every white Southerner, and perhaps even the majority of white Northerners of his era.13 But servitude did not have to mean cruel and permanent enslavement; modern America was not, after all, ancient, Pharaonic Egypt.

In this respect Davis and his brother Joseph were atypical. They considered themselves, in fact, to be model planters in Mississippi: paternalistic and genuinely committed to looking after the Black people who worked for them—an attitude that had led to lower cotton output than that of their more authoritarian neighbors.14

Despite—or because of—this, and in spite of owning more than 460 enslaved people in 1860, only a single one, since Joe Davis first established his Hurricane plantations by the Mississippi in the 1820s, had ever run away—a young, literate, seventeen-year-old, Ben Montgomery, who was returned. And who then grew up to become Jefferson’s and Joseph’s outstanding business manager and inventor, as well as owning his own store.15

Both Joseph and Jefferson Davis had even instituted their own plantation justice courts to adjudicate disputes and accusations, with Black juries—leading to a revolving turnover in white overseers who felt they had no authority to administer physical punishment.16 In fact, among local residents the enslaved were often referred to as “Mr. Davis’s free Negroes.”17

Slavery, though, was still slavery—and if the Davis plantations looked like model operations from the outside, they concealed a pretty sickening inside—especially the buying, selling, and enforced separation of human beings and their offspring, which upset Varina.
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Varina’s objections to the auctions of enslaved people as “property,” like furniture, in particular, affected Jefferson. To run his plantation, he had to consider auctions to be part and parcel of the labor component of the economic system—yet in some ways they were also this system’s weakest public link, morally. The auction house opposite the proposed White House was therefore shut down.

Not only as his spouse, but as mother of his children, Varina Howell Davis had a greater influence on her husband’s thinking than any other mortal, it seemed to others—and not necessarily for the good. It was, after all, an influence that might or might not affect the running of the Confederacy and its future. For though Jeff had always gone his own way where war was concerned—ignoring her objections—he genuinely adored her, and wished not to be her master, but her equal, unwilling to do anything unworthy of her respect for him.

Though Jeff remained adamant—like Lincoln, ironically—that there was a fundamental difference between white and Black people, he himself saw no hope of changing the system anytime soon, when it involved so many millions. Changing the legal status of enslaved people—particularly in the most profound and permanent way, through emancipation—would not only be tough to push through a Confederate Congress that had just made slavery permanent, forever, in its new Constitution, but would have severe economic and financial implications for a South that possessed no alternative industry to speak of.

Enslaved Black people would ultimately have to be freed in the future, Jefferson accepted privately, given the way the world was going—whereupon, he acknowledged, they’d “be placed on a peasantry footing, with freedom enough on the Northern basis” to satisfy abolitionist and moral demands. After all, had not Tsar Alexander II of Russia freed some twenty-three million Russian serfs recently, on March 3, and given them free land to cultivate?

The Russian tsar’s preamble to his extraordinary proclamation had been widely published in America. Yet Alexander had unilateral powers that neither American president, Abraham Lincoln or Jefferson Davis, possessed. And such a Russian proclamation—even though laid down in a 262-page manifesto—raised the assassination stakes for such a visionary emperor. In the vastly more fractious democracy of America, assassination would also be a real threat if emancipation was even mooted as a future policy, as Abraham Lincoln had already experienced, when forced to travel in disguise—however shamefully—to his very own inauguration, in his very own country.
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For Jefferson Davis as for Lincoln, then, emancipation of the millions of enslaved Black people in America would have to take place eventually, but was inconceivable in the current state of the continent, however iniquitous the slavery system.

Emancipation of the enslaved would, moreover, not necessarily lead to much improvement in their standard of living, when compared to their status on “good” plantations such as his own, Jefferson Davis stated at the end of March 1861, in a private interview that would not be published until 1867. Under a peonage system, the wages that would have to be paid to Black workers to pick cotton to pay off white debt, he considered, promised to be “a sinking millstone around the neck of Southern prosperity.” It would affect not only white wealth, moreover, but “negro well-being,” too, to judge by the poverty and ill-health of poor white European immigrants working in Northern industrial mill towns like Lowell and Lawrence, Massachusetts.18 Capitalism was capitalism, with or without slavery.

However patronizing—and however racist in later parlance—Davis’s confidential interview did reflect his genuine conviction that slavery, in itself, was not the reason the political situation in America had become so partisan, so vexed, and so explosive in recent years. Indeed, in the same private interview, Davis denied that the looming war, if it did eventuate, would be an “all-in-all” struggle by the Confederacy to perpetuate slavery, let alone constitute a reason for disunion of the United States.

No: what had made secession inevitable, in Jefferson Davis’s view—and as someone who had traveled widely and vacationed in the North—was that an unbridgeable divide, a veritable abyss, had grown between the Northern and Southern people and their cultures. It was thus not enslavement, per se, that Jefferson Davis saw as the immediate problem—the slavery problem could, after all, be fixed over time, if it were only that. Rather, it was the cultural cleft: one in which the ever-expanding, rapacious, immigrant-infused North had become more and more economically, industrially dominant. A North that had therefore become resented, as well as feared, in the South by white people—even by those who did not have the means to enslave their fellow man but who nevertheless saw themselves sinking lower in the larger economic and social hierarchy of the burgeoning United States. A South where such whites, rich or poor, were looked down upon by their Northern confrères; and a North in which the moral issue—the iniquity—of Southern slavery was used to denounce the South while masking Northern greed. Slavery was, after all, a “peculiar institution” which had lined the pockets of millions of white merchants in the North, yet one which Yankees seemed to know nothing about, other than what they read in novels, or was claimed at abolitionist meetings.

The two populations above and below the middle states and Mason-Dixon line, in any event, had become very unequal: the Northern, industrializing, modernizing section threatening to overshadow—and overpower—the other. They were, in short, like two biblical siblings who, as adults, can no longer get along in the same house.

Such feuding would not, though, be ended by his Confederate commissioners in their attempt in Washington to negotiate a separation of North and South. Commissioners John Forsyth, André Roman, and Martin Crawford were on a false mission, as Davis knew best—however much he was required to pretend, as president, to be supporting them from Montgomery.

Forsyth, Roman, and Crawford would get nowhere, and only war could resolve the issue one way or the other, Davis now believed. Moreover, despite all their postulations of faith in Jefferson Davis’s political wisdom by the men who’d appointed him provisional president of the Confederate States, the seven superdelegates in early February had known, in their heart of hearts, that they would not get away with insurrection without war—and that in choosing him to serve as their president, they were in fact asking him to be their commander in chief. Given his military training and experience, he was the only man who could, in reality, lead their struggle for independence once they’d declared secession.

The people of the North, or Union, would duly “see whether, by outnumbering, they can outfight us” in a civil war, Davis confided in his prewar, private interview—but on that score at least, as a soldier, Davis was confident they couldn’t. At least, not with any ease.19



[image: image]





War wasn’t only about numbers, Davis knew. The North would have to invade the South to subdue such a mass rebellion—and would have a hard time, fighting in a vast Southern landscape and climate most Northerners had mostly never visited or experienced. Once challenged on the battlefield, Northerners would, Davis hoped, be compelled to negotiate some form of truce, permitting at least temporary Southern independence.

In fact, in his prewar interview, Davis had likened the North to a machine—a modern sewing machine where, in terms of its stitching, when “you pull out one thread,” then “you pull all out.” By contrast the South was not a “machine.”

Largely rural, the South was set in its old-fashioned ways, satisfied with gradual, not accelerated modernization and urbanization. Southerners believed, moreover, that hand-sewing was the more human, individualistic way, in his analogy: the thread sewn slowly and with care, designed to endure. He saw President Lincoln’s policies since his inauguration as “shifting and wavering,” he told his interviewer, and therefore difficult to understand, let alone accommodate. But it made no difference, ultimately.20 The matter of secession—of Southern independence versus re-union—was over. The consequences would have to be decided for the moment on the battlefield, by force of arms.

In this respect, as president and commander in chief of the Confederacy, Jefferson Davis felt himself, in little Montgomery, to be the opposite of his adversary.

He himself was neither shifting nor wavering. He knew what he wanted to achieve in terms of strategic military defense of the South—and how he could get it by seizing the vital, pivotal coastal fortresses on the Atlantic and Gulf of Mexico in good time, before wavering Mr. Lincoln could react.

Blood might have to be shed to obtain those key pivots of Southern security: Forts Sumter and Pickens, in particular, if the federal garrisons were not withdrawn. Federal evacuation he himself thought unlikely, given their cardinal military importance. For surely, couldn’t someone in the U.S. War Department see their strategic value? If he was right, and his commissioners were merely being bamboozled, he would have to seize the fort by force, before they could be reinforced. Civil war would start there and then.

As the appointed leader and commander in chief of the new Confederate States of America, Davis assumed that his colleagues were prepared to pay such costs in blood, on behalf of their secessionary acts. They were certainly right, politically: already the seven states of the Deep South seemed amazingly unified, in this respect, when compared to the people and states in the North. Millions of Southern white men and women imbued with a sense of adventure—which, after all, was itself a profoundly American quality.

Not even Jefferson Davis, the fatalist, had any idea, however, what mental trials, behind his “shifting and wavering,” Mr. Lincoln, his fellow president and adversary, was going through in Washington.

Nor did it matter. For Davis saw himself as a kind of orchestra conductor, urging his strings to play patiently, slowly, urgently, even menacingly, but still abiding by the discipline he imposed, while to one side his chosen soloist, Pierre Beauregard, waited for his moment in history.

Davis thus never knew—and never would—of the plot which William Seward had been hatching to avoid civil war by arranging the evacuations of Forts Sumter and Pickens. And the gifting of them, free and “uninjured,” to the Confederacy.
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Treason

SINCE PRESIDENT LINCOLN trusted neither the motives nor the latest military advice of his top military adviser, General Scott, he now found himself in a decidedly exposed situation as an amateur commander in chief.

The pressure on Fort Sumter—the proliferating guns pointing in its direction (several aboard a floating battery, according to Gustavus Fox), and the dwindling food supplies of its garrison—left Mr. Lincoln now with only the word of a single former navy lieutenant, currently a wool trader, as to how, in practical terms, he could possibly “hold” the fort at Charleston against the wishes and fears of its own commander, as well as his general-in-chief.

Major Anderson might be guilty of treason in his willingness to evacuate the fort, but to be fair to Anderson, the fortress was now under serious, seemingly immutable, possibly explosive and deadly siege. And for what? Why trigger civil war over an irrelevance, in Anderson’s eyes—despite the president’s recent inaugural vow to hold it?

Former lieutenant Fox’s proposal to send a small, clandestine resupply expedition by night to reinforce Sumter was unlikely to be successful, Lincoln recognized, unless it could be mounted on a bigger, more imposing scale—a scale that would show the Union meant business. Having wasted so many weeks doing nothing while trying to make up his own and his administration’s mind, however, there was now precious little time left to organize a major expedition before Anderson’s food ran out. Either way, though, there was probably going to have to be war, if the Southern states were to be forced to back down on secession. War undertaken, Lincoln lamented, though, with a general-in-chief not only set against embarking on it, but who had done nothing—nothing!—to prepare for it, anywhere, militarily!

This nightmare was what had kept him awake all night—indeed, had triggered such a headache that he had literally “keeled over” in pain, Mary recalled.1

And what of the politics in the North, once war came?

In that respect, Lincoln had to acknowledge that “Jeffy D.” had been straightforward, at least, in his own inaugural address: bracing his new nation for hostilities. In terms of public support, this realism had worked, moreover: Southern citizens seemed ready—at least according to Lamon and Hurlbut—to wholeheartedly approve force being used on their behalf to assert their independence. Whereas for Mr. Lincoln, the challenge of presidential leadership was different, since Northern states were under no real threat save to their pockets, or even their persons. Fort Sumter was in a faraway state, almost seven hundred miles from Philadelphia, almost eight hundred from New York, and more than a thousand from Boston. Who cared? Moreover, thanks to Mr. Lincoln’s own firm but unaggressive inaugural speech, Northern citizens were not in any way prepared for the “arbitrament of the sword,” almost a month after Mr. Lincoln took office.

Tossing and turning in his bed, the task of holding together a deeply divided North, riven between Republicans and Democrats, while simultaneously attempting to persuade the wavering border states to stay in the Union, and compelling President Davis to back down from his siege of Sumter, had become an almost impossible task for Abraham. Was it his fault there had been no plan or preparation for possible hostilities during President Buchanan’s final, lame-duck months in office? No! But was that not the very purpose of the long interval between the election and the inauguration of the president-elect under the U.S. Constitution: namely, for the winner to figure out, in advance, the policies—political, practical, and military—of his forthcoming administration? Yet what, after four months in which to prepare himself, a staff, and a possible cabinet as president-elect, and then a whole month as actual president in the White House, had Abraham actually done? What action had he taken, beyond making more speeches, honing his prose style, posing written exam questions, and interviewing civilians for federal jobs? A lack of decisive leadership that had left his cabinet as confused as to U.S. government political and military strategy as he had been himself.

The public, too. People were left watching—as reflected in newspaper editorials and letters—with a mixture of irritation, contempt, and incredulity as the sixteenth U.S. president tried to make up his shifting mind.

Mr. Lincoln had seemed, in short, akin to England’s famous King Ethelred “the Unready”—a ruler alternatively known as “the Ill-advised.”
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Both epithets certainly applied to Mr. Lincoln.

“Lincoln is a good-humoured fellow,” a former congressman had told a friend of Jefferson Davis’s wife, Varina, in Charleston, “such as usually sit on shop boxes & whittle sticks” and tell “vulgar stories”—a sniffy reference to Lincoln’s early life serving in a grocery store.2

The grocery-store-trained U.S. president, then, both unready and unsteady on his long, gangly legs—by many accounts, North and South. Yet how could it have been otherwise, in the circumstances? It would have taken a George Washington or Andrew Jackson, surely, to lead the country through the disastrous, calamitous mess that President Buchanan had left for Mr. Lincoln on March 4, 1861.

Abraham Lincoln was no Washington or Jackson—but then, he’d never pretended to be so when campaigning for the role of president. Unfortunately, however, he was looking more and more like the hapless James Buchanan, late of the White House, for all his bold inaugural words about “holding” federal possessions, and his apparent inability or unwillingness, since then, to make much good on his claims.
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Later, when the fiasco of Fort Sumter had taken place, Abraham Lincoln would find himself unable to understand how, in fact, he had survived those fateful weeks of growing national crisis, including General Scott’s fort-evacuation plans, and then Secretary Seward’s threatened coup d’état.

Had he really been as unready as King Ethelred, he’d wondered? Or as bathetic as King Richard II in the eponymous Shakespeare play he so loved: an English monarch portrayed by the bard as far from stupid—in fact a great wordsmith—in the drama? A wordsmith, however, who lacks commanding strength of character, as even his wife, the queen, acknowledges; a man who has all the best lines, yet is crippled by indecision—and, inevitably, loses his crown.

At least the president could, in the aftermath, be clear that he had not misunderstood the seriousness of the challenge facing him and his cabinet at their meeting at the White House on the morning of March 29, 1861, following General Scott’s call for the dual gifting of the Sumter and Pickens forts to the Confederacy. For it was not only General Scott who had favored the immediate evacuation of Fort Sumter, but Seward, too, who’d counseled surrendering the fort at the cabinet meeting—“Mr. Seward gave his advice for the immediate evacuation of fort Sumter,” as Edward Bates, the attorney general, noted in his diary.3

One by one, the other members of the Lincoln cabinet, however, had given their views—and they had not supported Seward. On the contrary, the rest of the cabinet, to a man, had finally shown some backbone: agreeing with the president that at least an attempt to reinforce the Sumter garrison must be made, even if it failed.

With that collective understanding, Fox’s plan for a relief expedition was therefore approved by the cabinet, to be mounted within the week if possible. The month’s delay might turn out to have been fatal, but for political reasons the attempt must be made.

“The serpent Seward” might be said in Charleston to be “in the ascendant in Washington” throughout all of March 1861, as one recent visitor had maintained.4 But no more. The president had spoken, and he seemed finally clear as to what must be done, whether or not it succeeded in holding the fort for the government—and the cabinet was behind him, almost to a man.

The standout was Seward. Overruled and now in a minority of one, William Seward, presumptive senior member of the cabinet, was not prepared to give in. For some days he’d been plotting to take control of the administration—and the latest hiccup to his plans would require all the devilish, Iago-like skills of deceit, intimidation, manipulation, and ambition that he had honed over the past decades as New York governor, U.S. senator and now U.S. secretary of state.
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In his own subsequent account, Gideon Welles, the secretary of the navy, saw Secretary Seward not as Iago, but as Judas.

Given the damage Seward had already done in leaking the cabinet’s proposals for impending “evacuation” of Fort Sumter, and opposing any attempt to reprovision let alone reinforce the federal fortress, why hadn’t the president simply asked for Seward’s resignation?, Welles had wondered.

Forever afterward, Mr. Welles was unable to comprehend why Mr. Lincoln had not only kept such an obviously treacherous individual in his cabinet, but had granted Seward such sway over the government’s actions—or inactions—since the very day of his inauguration. Mary, too, as First Lady—“It makes me mad,” she raged against Abraham, “to see you sit still and let that hypocrite, Seward, twine you around his finger as if you were a skein of thread.”5

In his dealings with the press, Secretary of State Seward had continually posed as the single and only voice of the government—and especially so in his dealings with President Davis’s commissioners, intermediaries, friends, and spies in Washington. Despite mounting evidence that President Davis was preparing for imminent war, Secretary Seward had merely continued to deal with Davis’s emissaries in person and in writing—sticking to his purported belief that generosity and reconciliation between the federal government and the CSA could still bring back the secession states and preserve peace in their time.

Even William Seward’s pro-abolitionist wife, Frances—the very foundation of his wealth—had denounced her husband for turning his back on his earlier emancipationist views, writing to him, as he prepared to occupy his new mansion on Lafayette Square, opposite the White House: “You are in danger of taking the path which led Daniel Webster to an unhonored grave.”6

Relentlessly, though, as Welles later chronicled, Seward had “opposed any and every scheme to reinforce Sumter,” while Seward’s friend “General Scott, who was old and much under his influence, if not a party to the understanding, seconded or took a leading part in that opposition.”7

Although bitter in his animosity toward Seward, Gideon Welles was not exaggerating. Not even Senator Stephen Douglas, who, as a Democrat, had earlier been a proponent of conciliation with the South, could understand why President Lincoln had appointed, empowered, and trusted the New Yorker—let alone permitted him to parley privately with Davis’s commissioners.

Messrs. Forsyth, Roman, and Crawford had, after all, been sent to Washington by the Confederate president to obtain recognition of Confederate independence, not reconciliation! “Have you made yourself acquainted with what has been going on here all winter?” Senator Douglas asked Welles (an incorruptible Connecticut antislavery advocate and publisher of the Hartford Evening Press), when trying to bring Welles up to Washington speed. “Seward has an understanding with these men”—men of Southern persuasion, “traitors and disunionists”—Douglas confided. Yet if Seward had “influence with them, why don’t he use it?” the senator had asked—for Douglas had not heard or seen even a sliver of Southern desire for “reconciliation,” if by this was meant a return to the Union, since Lincoln’s inauguration on March 4.8 Au contraire: only more and further signs of an impending, unchallenged military assault on Fort Sumter.

Why, then, did Lincoln lean so much on Seward for advice, Douglas had found himself puzzling as the Ides of March passed, and the end of the month approached. “Lincoln is honest and means well,” Douglas had acknowledged, and the president would “do well if counseled right.” But “Seward has too much influence with him.”9 It had been frustrating to watch, Welles noted—Seward living in a bubble, having “deceived himself with the belief he had influence at the South when he had none.”10

In short, Seward was, arguably, a rank traitor: a U.S. secretary of state “carrying on an intrigue with the Rebel leaders, who were deceiving him, whilst he flattered himself that he was using and could control them.”11 As Welles recorded Douglas’s actual words, Douglas had “considered Seward’s mistaken notions” to be “as calamitous as the open treason of Rhett, or Toombs, or Jefferson Davis.”12

Yet neither Douglas—who died three months later—nor Welles would ever know of the act of actual treason Seward had contemplated at this time.
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From being seen now as the “premier”—or first minister of the administration by tradition—William Seward had been relegated to the bottom of the class on March 29. A reality made clear when Seward left the room and, following the cabinet meeting, the president had sat down with his secretary of war, Simon Cameron, and his secretary of the navy, Gideon Welles, to discuss what they would need from him to reinforce, not evacuate, Fort Sumter.

As president and commander in chief of the United States, Mr. Lincoln duly gave Cameron and Welles written, signed orders to prepare immediately, on behalf of the U.S. Army and U.S. Navy, “an expedition, to move by sea,” with “one month’s stores” and “three hundred men,” to resupply and reinforce Fort Sumter. Moreover, in order to reach Anderson well before the garrison’s food ran out (as it would on April 15, according to the major’s estimate), the expedition’s vessels, they agreed, were to be collected, armed, and be ready to sail by “April 6th next.”13

Humiliated and defeated, Secretary Seward had walked home in high dudgeon across Pennsylvania Avenue to the big new mansion he was renting on Lafayette Square, while his wife stayed in Auburn, New York.

Seward might have been a coward, but he was not a quitter. Somehow, he reasoned with himself, there had to be a way to recover his pole position in the government as quasi–prime minister of the United States.

Recognizing that “Old Fuss and Feathers” had blown his chance to direct the government’s military evacuation policy as general-in-chief, at least for the moment, Seward therefore decided to distance himself from the general.

Not, however, from the notion of evacuating and surrendering Fort Sumter, together with its sixty-two cannons, to President Davis and the Confederacy. For the truth was, William Henry Seward had become delusional, even in his wife’s eyes—and in fact was now secretly exploring the possibility of a coup d’état to get himself placed in charge of the U.S. government and its policies in order to effect the surrender of the fort, current cabinet be damned.



[image: image]





If Seward was a difficult man to read by his wife, he was even harder to fathom by observers.

The famous Irish war reporter William Howard Russell, of the London Times, had dined with Seward on March 26, and been taken by Seward to meet President Lincoln the next day, March 27, 1861.

“Mr. Russell, I am very glad to make your acquaintance, and to see you in this country,” Lincoln had greeted the famous journalist. “The London ‘Times’ is one of the greatest powers in the world,” the president had allowed, “—in fact I don’t know anything which has much more power—except perhaps the Mississippi.”14

Delighted by the quip—which he noted in his diary—Russell had then been invited to join the historic White House dinner for the cabinet on March 28, thus giving the journalist ample time to study Seward, the secretary of state, once again: “a slight, middle-sized man, of feeble build, with the stoop contracted from sedentary habits and application to the desk,” Russell noted in his journal. “A well-formed and large head is placed on a long, slender neck, and projects over the chest in an argumentative kind of way, as if the keen eyes were seeking for an adversary,” he wrote, attempting to read in the secretary’s physiognomy the kind of man within. The mouth “is remarkably flexible, large but well-formed, the nose prominent and aquiline,” but the “eyes secret,” he recorded. All in all, Russell judged, “a subtle, quick man, rejoicing in power, given to perorate and to oracular utterances.”

When asked directly by Russell, Mr. Seward had assured him with a straight face that the government intended to hold all the U.S. forts in the South—a shameless lie, given that Seward had just helped General Scott deliver a bombshell memorandum to the president, urging dual-evacuation of the two most threatened government forts.15

The famous war reporter was skeptical, however. To his assistant in New York, he confided he’d “dined with the Pres[i]d[en]t on Thursday & with his Cabinet,” but was “not a half the wiser” as to whether the government would fight for Fort Sumter, or anywhere else.16

Like Navy Secretary Welles and the other members of Mr. Lincoln’s cabinet, the visitor had no idea of the “plot” Seward now began to hatch the next morning, March 29, however.

Nor, indeed, did the president.
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Coup d’État

ALARMED BY PRESIDENT LINCOLN’S turn against his own preference for gifting Fort Sumter to President Davis—Davis being a man whose “ability, dexterity, and personal qualities” were quite outstanding, Seward told reporter William Russell admiringly—Secretary Seward invited the editor of the New York Times, Henry Raymond, to his Washington house to dine with him, privately, on March 29, 1861, the evening after the cabinet meeting at the White House.1 Seward also invited his main New York mentor and backer, the press mogul Thurlow Weed, who owned the Albany Evening Journal. Other powerful and influential people, too—including the son of President John Quincy Adams: the U.S. congressman from Massachusetts, Charles Francis Adams Sr.

To this cabal Seward now openly confided that he was unsure how best—or whether—he should proceed as secretary of state, since he was sure there would be war unless Sumter was immediately evacuated. And war at all costs must be avoided.

Congressman Adams, for his part, was about to depart the country. He’d been appointed by Secretary Seward to be (as Adams’s father had once been) the new U.S. minister to London—this, despite Mr. Lincoln’s suspicions as to Adams’s loyalty to a Lincoln administration, and despite the president’s preference for a nominee whom Mr. Lincoln knew and trusted. The question over dinner at Seward’s residence on March 29, therefore, had boiled down to a simple one: what to do about President Lincoln, the nation’s chief executive.

Mr. Lincoln, it seemed, was now determined to reinforce Fort Sumter—and the rest of the cabinet was supporting him.

Was there some way in which the president could be unseated before he caused war to start, or could be disempowered?

Adams—who had never been impressed by Mr. Lincoln, sneering at his lower-class, pioneer background—had long been swayed by the now rich, urbane Secretary Seward, whom he’d vainly backed for the Republican presidential nomination the previous year. Reflecting on the March 29 dinner at Seward’s house in his diary, Adams recorded how, as a result, he’d “changed my feelings” about the fitness of Abraham Lincoln for the role of president and commander in chief. And not for the better.

Thanks to Seward’s insider account of the confusion and indecision prevailing at the White House, Congressman Adams concluded that Abraham Lincoln’s inherent weakness of character was now not only coming out, but was coming to a boil. The “course of the President,” Adams concluded, “is drifting the country into war, by want of decision”—for, according to Seward’s version, Lincoln had not really made up his mind about Sumter, and indeed could never make up his mind. The public was therefore at a loss, sensing only the “hopelessness of a favorable issue,” or resolution, of the crisis, such as dealing with Davis’s commissioners—which Mr. Lincoln had refused to do, lest it imply recognition of the Confederacy as a sovereign state or country. “For my part,” Adams confessed, “I see nothing but incompetency in the head. The man is not equal to the hour.”2

It was a damning indictment.

“What Mr. Seward will do, I know not,” the congressman confided to his journal afterward. The secretary’s “present design is not to desert the ship,” Adams noted, “and that is right. But if the man at the helm be bound hand and foot,” Adams asked himself, “why should he further cumber the deck? Better for all hands that he be thrown overboard.”3
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Congressman Adams, for his part, thus favored getting rid of the president completely.

Anything less than making Mr. Lincoln walk the plank would only prolong the nation’s agony, the new U.S. minister to Britain felt. “I see no escape from a reconstruction of the cabinet,” he recorded—with Seward taking the helm instead. “The original blunder is there,” he wrote, meaning Lincoln’s choice of inferior cabinet members, “unless indeed we trace it higher to the selection at Chicago”—meaning the party’s presidential nomination in 1860, when Seward had failed to win enough votes to beat Lincoln and secure the Republican crown.4

Clearly Congressman Adams’s draconian solution—casting the president of the United States “overboard”—would be as much treason as was the secession of the Southern states and the creation of the Confederacy. How exactly, then, Mr. Lincoln could be “thrown”—or perhaps persuaded to take a nonparticipatory, backseat role in the U.S. government—and the cabinet completely reformed, was as yet unclear. All depended on Seward.

Henry Raymond, for his part, promised to back Seward in the New York Times, whatever the secretary chose to do. An editorial on the subject of the president’s failure to provide government leadership—(“Wanted—A Policy” the newspaper would head a venomous editorial several days later)—could certainly pave the way for a Seward takeover, Raymond proposed—even if only an indirect one.5
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Like President Lincoln, William Seward was—for all his criticism of the president—a vacillator. And a lawyer.

Treason was no idle act, especially knowing that he was now opposed by the rest of the Lincoln cabinet—men who would also have to be jettisoned and replaced under his aegis.

Whatever Seward chose to do, it would need a deft hand.

It was in this way that Seward began exploring further his peace-in-our-time project: plotting still to engineer the evacuation of Fort Sumter, despite the cabinet’s resolution and the president’s official orders to reinforce it, but this time loudly dumping his earlier support for General Scott’s recommendation to evacuate Fort Pickens—a fortress not yet mortally threatened. Instead, the government should do “still more” than it was already doing to reinforce the fort at Pensacola.6 Seward would therefore recommend a secret, alternative new mission to Fort Pickens that would break the “truce” there, yet somehow fall short of triggering war. And would leave Seward, as the man responsible for the successful extra reinforcement, the hero of the hour.

Quite how Seward came to his brain wave—namely to sabotage the Fort Sumter expedition yet instead mount, under his own aegis, an expedition to Fort Pickens on the Gulf of Mexico, a mission which was not urgent, nor was in the public’s current spotlight—no historian would ever determine, nor would Seward ever reveal. Not only would the expedition prove utterly unnecessary, since the reinforcement forces were already near the fort, waiting only for the “truce” to be lifted, on the president’s order, but the idea that such a new naval expedition, sent from New York, would somehow ensure peace in their time—despite the navy secretary telling him that “we had considerable naval forces there,” in the Gulf, “almost the whole of the Home Squadron”—was patently absurd, as was the notion that Seward himself would take charge of it, despite his being secretary of state, not secretary of war, or secretary of the navy—in fact, not having military experience of any kind.7

The more Seward thought about his idea, however, the more invested he became in his scheme—which could be a stepping stone to a broader takeover of the federal government. He would thus pose as a deliverer on the president’s inaugural vow of holding onto federal forts, by holding on to the one on the Gulf, in southwest Florida. He would thereby emerge as a better, smarter, more “effective and peaceable” helmsman and shipmaster than the weak and vacillating Captain Lincoln, whose expedition to Sumter would never succeed on such short notice, he thought, but only result in humiliation and war.8

By sending a sort of faux-expedition to Pensacola (given that there were already so many U.S. vessels and troops on hand), Seward would have to use his relationships with newspaper publishers like Henry Raymond and Thurlow Weed to trumpet his bold action in public, at the right time. The honor of the United States would be upheld in terms of symbolic fort-holding, along with graciousness shown to the Confederacy in the simultaneous gifting to them of Fort Sumter—all of which would, Seward felt sure, help to avert war.

He, Secretary of State William Henry Seward, would come out smelling like roses—lauded loudly in public by the New York Times and the Albany Evening Journal. Other newspapers would surely follow. He would then be in prime position to take the helm of government from President Lincoln, if Lincoln decided to withdraw—or, at least, was sidelined.
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In its deliberate, calculated effort to subvert the decision made by the full cabinet that day to send a new expedition specifically to reinforce Fort Sumter, Seward’s alternative scheme, if it became known to the cabinet, would undoubtedly be considered treasonous. Therefore, the secretary determined that its members—in particular, the secretaries of war and of the navy—would have to be kept in the dark, ignorant of his Pickens project until it actually took place. And the subterfuge, bypassing the cabinet, guaranteed by forcing the president to keep the mission secret, even from them.

Telling none of his colleagues, Seward had thus already asked to see a young army engineer, an officer known to be overseeing the completion of the dome on the new Capitol building: Captain Montgomery Meigs. After priming the innocent army captain, Seward then took him to see Mr. Lincoln at the White House to discuss the reinforcement of Fort Pickens: a fort which the president had already ordered General Scott to reinforce on March 5, the day after his inauguration, and again on March 10—orders the president told him he’d “repeated” and “in writing,” Captain Meigs noted in his diary.9 Without apparent success, however, according to Seward, for—thanks to the ongoing Buchanan truce at Pensacola—the existing Pickens reinforcement mission, currently at sea, had been put on hold, Mr. Lincoln confided to Meigs; the president having been told “that his orders had fizzled out,” as Meigs recorded the president’s exact words.

The realization that he might lose two forts, not simply one, for lack of resupply had “given him a cold shock” in the wake of his threat to fire General Scott—for he’d been unable to find out from the navy secretary, Mr. Welles, where the reinforcement vessel, the USS Brooklyn, currently was.10 It was at this point that Secretary Seward, offering to come to the rescue, had suggested a new naval expedition be sent from New York to the Gulf. Without checking with Welles, the president, persuaded by Seward, proposed that Captain Meigs, though an army engineer and not a sailor, might even command it—despite Meigs’s protestations that he was only a junior army captain. No matter, Seward had assured him; the new venture, Seward pointed out, could be done clandestinely, so that neither the army nor the navy would know of it. Once effected, it could be paraded, in public and in the press, as peaceable, even if it broke the truce. And no war.

At Seward’s direction, then, Captain Meigs began working on detailed plans, in secret, with Colonel Keyes—the officer who’d just drawn up maps and plans for the evacuation, not reinforcement, of Fort Pickens.
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How President Lincoln willingly allowed himself to be played for a fool by Seward would rankle deeply, in the aftermath, especially among cabinet members who had been deliberately, at Seward’s insistence, kept in ignorance of it—despite the danger for them all that, if the Pickens expedition went wrong, it, too, could trigger war.

Abraham, being Abraham, however, had a problem firing people—and would never bring himself to fire Seward, or even criticize him openly. Instead, still assuming that the new Pickens expedition would be an adjunct to the one to Fort Sumter—a successful fallback, as it were, should the relief of Sumter fail—President Lincoln formally but secretly authorized Seward’s scheme. “I depend upon you gentlemen to push this thing through,” the president had declared to Seward and Meigs.11

Following the recent brouhaha with General Scott, Mr. Lincoln felt rather pleased with himself, in fact—telling the somewhat apprehensive young engineer, a lowly captain, that he should be made a general and follow the example of James Wolfe in taking Quebec.12 (“Mad is he?” King George II had famously shot back at his military advisers when they protested against putting the British expedition under such a young and junior officer. “Then I wish he would bite my other generals and make them mad, too.”)

With this, Mr. Lincoln’s migraine lifted somewhat. He had not one, but two expeditions now under way, he reckoned. Whether or not one mission—or both—failed, they would at least demonstrate that the government meant business in holding together the Union—the whole Union—as per his inaugural address.

Such at least was his mood. Until the next day, April 1, however, when Secretary Seward’s son, Frederick Seward, brought to the president’s office upstairs at the White House a confidential letter from the secretary of state.

A letter recommending the president should terminate one of the missions—the plan to fight for Fort Sumter—and place Seward not only in charge of the Pickens expedition, but in full charge of the government, too, in an as-yet unspecified but deeply ominous role. Ominous, at least, for the current president.
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“Some Thoughts for the President’s consideration,” was the title Seward gave his personal letter or memorandum. He then listed a series of numbered, somewhat insulting accusations against the president’s leadership.13

His first—“We are at the end of a month’s administration and yet without a policy either domestic or foreign”—was the cruelest.14

Seward’s second accusation accused the president of time-wasting during a national crisis by busying himself with “patronage”—interviews for thousands of federal jobs, instead of attending to “other and more grave matters.”15

By failing to address the “grave matters” in the way Seward wished as senior cabinet member—rather than as the president or his cabinet wished—the country was now hurtling toward Seward’s third accusation: namely a resultant national “scandal” that would bring “danger upon the country” in the form of unnecessary war.16

Fourth, Seward claimed that Mr. Lincoln’s whole approach was wrong. As Seward acknowledged, his own views were “singular” in that the rest of the cabinet disagreed with him. He felt, nevertheless, even more adamant than ever: war could still be averted if the South was reassured that the government was not going to tackle “slavery,” or invade anyone, but was only trying to keep the Union together as one nation.

Fighting for continued possession of Fort Sumter, Seward argued, would be bad, for it would be seen as a blow against “slavery”—and therefore an abolitionist gesture. By contrast, reinforcing Fort Pickens, being of milder import and so far away, would not. In fact, focusing on Fort Pickens on the Gulf of Mexico could be made into a new assertion of U.S. international military strategy, since the guns of the Gulf forts in federal hands were pointed only at foreign foes, not domestic ones.

The domestic rebellion, in other words, should essentially be ignored, and a warlike posture toward other countries adopted, beginning with “Spain and France,” but also “Great Britain and Russia,” too. The U.S. government should send “agents into Canada, Mexico and Central America, to rouse a vigorous continental spirit of independence on this continent against European intervention”—and by doing so, encourage all-American patriotism, in the South as in the North. Moreover, “if satisfactory explanations are not received from Spain and France” once the two countries were charged with meddling in America’s sphere of influence in these whipped-up regions, Seward declared, the U.S. should “convene Congress and declare war against them.”17

War against Spain and France?

To effect this madman policy, the new Fort Sumter expedition should immediately be canceled, Seward wrote. “I would terminate it,” he argued, in spite of the recent cabinet decision, and use evacuation of the garrison as a “safe means for changing the issue,” Seward wrote. The whole business could be blamed on “the last administration,” rather than on Mr. Lincoln. Reinforcing Fort Pickens and other forts on the Gulf of Mexico would switch public attention, and would be enough.18

This led Seward to his fifth and final point. The nation needed a leader to put this new policy into effect—a real leader, not a dilly-dallier. “Either the President must do it himself,” Seward warned, or else “Devolve it on some member of his Cabinet”—meaning himself. “Once adopted, debates on it must end, and all agree and abide. It is not in my especial province,” Seward admitted. “But I neither seek to evade nor assume responsibility.”19
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Blitzkrieg

IN MONTGOMERY, President Davis knew as little of Seward’s new Pickens plan as did Lincoln’s war or navy secretaries, or the rest of the cabinet—though it would not have surprised him, given what Davis knew of Seward from their years as fellow U.S. senators in Washington.

Davis had put little store by Seward’s leaks and promises about the supposed federal evacuation of Fort Sumter—neither in the run-up to Easter 1861, nor in the days that followed. Davis was preparing, after all, to fight President Lincoln, not the U.S. secretary of state. As Justice Campbell warned from Washington on April 3, whatever Seward had said or promised, Mr. Lincoln’s “reluctance to abandon the forts is undisguised.”1

Justice Campbell, for his part, still innocently hoped that his good friend, Mr. Seward, would prevail in the cabinet to get the Sumter garrison withdrawn, and the fort handed over free to the Confederacy. But he could not be sure, he acknowledged, for “the President is light, inconstant, and variable,” according to Mr. Seward himself. “His ear is open to every one—and his resolutions are easily bent,” as Justice Campbell—who would subsequently defect to the South—described Mr. Lincoln. “His inaugural is a great stumbling block,” he noted, “for notwithstanding the characteristics I have mentioned he is conscientious, and tenacious of his word, & easily affected when he supposes that will be called in question.”2

This was a nice observation—and one that Jefferson Davis, reading the Supreme Court justice’s letter in Montgomery, took seriously. Campbell was a fine jurist: a man who’d opposed secession, yet who felt the creation of a formal Confederate government still offered hope, at least, of some form of abiding or coexisting agreement being negotiated between the two presidents. But he was also a judge who, like Seward, was an appeaser: a man who believed that hostilities between Americans should at all costs be avoided. Was his tendency toward appeasement now clouding his judgment?

The “great want of the confederate States is peace,” Campbell wrote to President Davis: tranquility within which the CSA could, if allowed to function, prove to the world—and to itself—it was worthy of recognition among the great nations as an independent country, running its own affairs, and dealing with its own racial problems.3

Reflecting on Justice Campbell’s long letter, as well as other communications from Washington—some exhortatory, calling for negotiated independence; others, like those from Texas Senator Wigfall, more belligerent; still others filled with foreboding—Jefferson Davis attempted to read his opponent’s mind.

What was Mr. Lincoln up to, Davis wondered? And duly arrived at the inescapable answer: Seward had probably failed to stop Mr. Lincoln from reinforcing Sumter, and was merely stalling. President Lincoln’s absolute refusal to meet with Davis’s commissioners and his latest prevarications were telling. He was planning, it appeared, to try to hold Sumter, after all.

This meant war was now inevitable, for the Confederacy could not back down. It had never, in reality, been a matter of South Carolina’s honor. It was a matter of military, not political, strategy. As president, Davis had to have Fort Sumter under his belt, as a bastion against federal invasion from the East Coast, if the Confederacy was to survive. He could not allow the fort to be reinforced.

On April 6, therefore, President Davis thanked the justice for his earnest efforts in Washington as an intermediary on behalf of the CSA—Davis knowing now, however, that the Confederacy was not going to get a free gift of either one of the forts, let alone both, as Seward had assured the Confederate commissioners.

The siege of Sumter would have to be transformed into blitzkrieg, or lightning war: a short, violent, and effective bombardment and assault, before the island fortress could be reinforced by Mr. Lincoln.
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Lincoln the Enigma

LATER, MR. LINCOLN would feel ashamed of his self-subordination to Seward’s sabotage of the Fox expedition and his secret scheming, yet he never complained.

Mr. Lincoln “said it was his carelessness, heedlessness on his part, he ought to have been more careful and attentive,” Secretary Welles wrote afterward. It was typical of Mr. Lincoln the man, though. The president “never shunned any responsibility” for failures, “and often declared that he, and not his Cabinet, was in fault for errors imputed to them,” Welles recorded, thinking of Seward in particular, “when I sometimes thought otherwise.”1

In the case of Fort Sumter, Welles thought so with a vengeance.

“What have I done wrong?” Mr. Lincoln exclaimed when Mr. Welles, his navy secretary, had first come bursting into the White House, late at night, having heard that Mr. Seward was advancing a clandestine naval project without the knowledge, let alone permission, of the navy secretary.2

But Mr. Lincoln had known exactly what he’d done wrong, and in secret—at Seward’s insistence! And worse would surely follow, as day follows night, Welles feared. But for reasons Mr. Lincoln did not dare share with his loyal secretary of the navy, he—president of the United States and commander in chief of its forces—had felt he had to bow to Seward’s thinly veiled threat of press indictment, even a possible coup d’état, as intimated in Seward’s “Thoughts for the President” on March 29. That was the sum of it.

Even afterward, though, when the disaster was long over, the president could never quite explain to Welles—or to himself—why Seward had insisted his expedition should be kept secret from the very U.S. departments that had to provide the U.S. vessels, officers, men, and arms for it. Using Mr. Lincoln’s authority as constitutional U.S. commander in chief of all U.S. military forces, Seward had, however, been able to avoid oversight or knowledge by the War and Navy Departments in Washington—Seward dealing directly and only with the president, and asking Mr. Lincoln to sign off personally on all detailed, secret orders that Seward—masquerading as a military commander—drew up with his minions for the Pickens expedition.

The secretary of war, Simon Cameron, was just as “greatly incensed” as Welles himself was as navy secretary, Welles recalled, once Cameron, too, learned that Mr. Seward was pursuing a secret expedition, destination unknown.3 A destination even the U.S. Army and Navy Departments were not permitted to know.

Mr. Cameron, for his part, “complained that Mr. Seward was trying to run the War Department,” moreover “had caused Captain Meigs to desert” his post as an army engineer for the building of the Capitol in Washington. So incensed was Secretary Cameron, in fact, that he “said he would have Meigs arrested and tried by court martial”—that Captain Meigs “was absent without leave” from his work on the Capitol building, and was “expending the military appropriations without authority from the Secretary of War” for his secret expedition. “My grievance was somewhat similar,” Welles recalled.4

The navy secretary was particularly upset, moreover, by Seward’s insistence, in the papers sent to Welles, that a certain navy captain, Samuel Barron—a friend of Meigs—should immediately be promoted to the rank of commodore and become director of the U.S. Bureau of Detail at the Navy Department—responsible for “all officers for duty” in the entire U.S. Navy.5

Welles had been livid. And disbelieving. Lieutenant Barron had long been known in Washington as a favorite of Jefferson Davis—who had briefly served as acting U.S. secretary of the navy, in addition to being U.S. secretary of war in the 1850s. Barron was well known in the Navy Department to be pro-secessionist—in fact had already been in touch with President Davis in Montgomery. His appointment as a captain in the Confederate Navy would later be backdated to March 26, 1861: five days before the orders Seward, as the U.S. secretary of state, gave the president to sign: a promotion putting the renegade, pro-secessionist Samuel Barron in charge of all U.S. naval appointments.

Mr. Lincoln also had failed—or been unwilling to question, when giving Seward carte blanche—to realize when signing Seward’s documents that he was detaching the primary vessel, the frigate USS Powhatan—the Navy’s most powerful warship—from the Fort Sumter expedition, and sending it thousands of miles away, unnecessarily, to the Gulf. And all without the secretary of the navy—or Fox, as the designated commander of the Sumter expedition—being allowed to know.

When Welles finally learned not only of the destination of the secret expedition, but the requisition of the main U.S. warship assigned to the Sumter expedition, and told the president, Mr. Lincoln seemed shocked—and, as commander in chief, immediately countermanded Seward’s orders to the USS Powhatan’s captain.

Even then, however, Seward’s deliberate sabotage was not done. The secretary of state, embarrassed, promised the president he would send an immediate telegram, revoking his secret requisition of the powerful vessel. Instead, Seward deliberately delayed his new order by a day—and then signed it “Seward” rather than “Lincoln.” This enabled Seward’s protégé, Lieutenant David Dixon Porter, already at sea, to keep command of the USS Powhatan by earlier presidential authority, signed at Seward’s request. Fully aware of what he was doing, the ambitious Lieutenant Porter had thereupon sailed the warship a thousand miles away to the Gulf of Mexico, out of contact, instead of to Fort Sumter.

The sheer evil of Seward’s behavior, as Gideon Welles saw it, would rile the navy secretary for the rest of his days. There was “not in the archives and history of the Government,” Mr. Welles would later write with loathing, “a record of such mischievous maladministration.”6

On April 6, 1861, however, Welles had been able only to gnash his teeth when finally learning of the USS Powhatan’s removal from his armada—and to feel despair for poor Gustavus Fox, who’d already set off, alas, with only the remaining vessels and tugs that were to rendezvous off the coast at Charleston.

Mr. Lincoln, in shame and confusion, had apologized profusely to Welles, explaining lamely that he’d simply been too busy to read the orders he’d signed for Seward. Besides, if he “could not trust the Secretary of State,” as the president explained to his navy secretary, “he knew not whom he could trust.”7
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Trust Seward?

William Seward’s reputation for insincerity and untrustworthiness was known to all. It didn’t make sense. Was this all part of a larger plot, Welles had wondered, involving others in the cabinet?

Mr. Lincoln assured Welles there was no one but Seward involved in the clandestine expedition to the Gulf. But when Welles pressed, Mr. Lincoln looked even more embarrassed, admitting that there were several “young men” who’d been to see him at the White House, though only “as clerks to write down” Secretary of State Seward’s “plans and orders,” according to the president.8 Plans and orders Mr. Lincoln had promised Mr. Seward he would keep secret, though, from the cabinet, lest they leak out.

Leak out? And this coming from William Seward: the most notorious leaker in the Lincoln administration! This was truly rich, in Welles’s view. Seward the arch-leaker, giving his secret project to Montgomery Meigs, an army engineering inspector of the Capitol’s construction, and David Porter, a mere lieutenant who had never undertaken anything of importance? Moreover insisting on the elevation of Samuel Barron, a pro-secessionist, with known ties to the South?

As Craig Symonds, the distinguished naval historian, later mocked, “Under the direction of the secretary of state, an army captain and a navy lieutenant were reorganizing the armed forces of the United States.”9

With shambolic military leadership like this, the prospects for U.S. success in the impending war were dim.
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Lincoln was aware he was no Richard II, the hapless monarch unable to exert effective kingly power. Neither was he a monarch like Richard III, though: ruthlessly decisive, cruel, and willing to execute husbands in order to have their wives; and execute princes in towers, too.

Rather, as a national leader, Lincoln had found himself in the wake of his inauguration somewhere between the two kings (at least, as Shakespeare had painted them): a man, an elected president, imbued with uncommon sensitivity and genuine compassion toward others. An outsider who wanted to be liked. A man who found it difficult to pose as anyone or anything he wasn’t. A man who disliked dissension. A man who could amuse people with anecdotes and stories that lowered tension in a room, who told tall tales that made folks smile, even laugh—and listen.

Abraham did not reply to Seward’s suggestion that he stand down as president, formally or informally, in favor of the secretary of state; it was, after all, more a threat of a coup d’état than an ultimatum. But, in a draft rebuttal which he salted away in his desk drawer, Mr. Lincoln did contest Seward’s notion that reinforcing Fort Sumter would be seen in the South as a blow against “slavery”—heaven forbid!—whereas sending forces to Fort Pickens would only be seen as a measure against “Disunion.”10 Neither expedition concerned slavery. Both expeditions were to be gestures of federal determination to defend the Union, Lincoln felt: showing a willingness, finally, to stand up for the integrity and democratic principles of the country—a single country.

In addition, in his unsent riposte, Lincoln had defended his right to consult, discuss, talk, and debate with the other members of his cabinet, rather than act as a dictator. As he’d put it, almost sarcastically, he supposed that “I am entitled to have the advice of all the cabinet”—not just Seward.

And yet: he hadn’t exercised that right in the case of Seward’s secret scheme. Instead, he’d placed Secretary of State William Seward, the man least trustworthy and least knowledgeable in army or naval matters in the cabinet, in sole charge of a secret, major military expedition without discussion, talk, or debate by the other members of the cabinet, even his secretaries of war and navy. Seward, who had zero military experience or knowledge!

Having committed the error, however, he would have now to live with the consequences.
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Unlike President Davis, Mr. Lincoln didn’t have, as he looked back later, the kind of martial character, confidence, knowledge, or sureness in himself that his counter-president in Montgomery was exhibiting by virtue of his very nature, his character, his personality, his experience in war and peace.

Was this so terrible, though? Why shouldn’t a good leader be a kind person: a just and understanding patriarch, rather than a combative soldier like Jefferson Davis? Where was it written that, if war should come, a man like former general Davis, simply by virtue of being a renowned American combat soldier and administrator, would necessarily win, in the long run? Leadership in war might require other virtues, too: patience, tolerance, geniality, compassion, tenacity—inner, not just outer, resolve.

Besides, although Mr. Lincoln was rightly chastised by Seward for having spent so much time attending to “applications for patronage,” those thousands of government posts had to be filled. They were important in holding together the human fabric of the Union, both as rewards for loyalty to the Republican Party, but also guarantees of future loyalty, when and if hostilities came. The case of Samuel Barron said it all—a man, a treasonous wretch Mr. Lincoln had not met or interviewed for high promotion, on the very cusp of war, civil war. A war that was definitely coming, whether in a week, a month, or a bit longer—but certainly before summer.

War was imminent—whatever Seward might say or argue. For Jefferson Davis, as Confederate president, needed war to bind his Confederacy together and prove its mettle, Lincoln reasoned. Without war, Davis’s much-vaunted “states’ rights” would soon result in Confederate disunion, with its own secessions. And on that score, he was certain, “Jeff” Davis would never allow a Confederate state to leave at will, despite all his cries of “states’ rights.”

Jefferson Davis, in this respect, was a political charlatan, Lincoln felt, however good a soldier he might be. Jefferson Davis and Davis alone was responsible for the mounting military crisis, by all accounts, having deliberately raised two insurrectionist brigades, each numbering between six and ten thousand men, at Charleston and Pensacola: men being trained to bombard and assault the forts. How “peaceable” was that? And all the while loudly denying—or seeking to deny—the right of the U.S. government to assemble or resupply its own federal forces, with very modest numbers of men!

Which left the question: Why had the general-in-chief of the U.S. Army, Winfield Scott, been so ready to hand over the two forts, gratis, to President Davis?

The general had apparently said, on being told the president had not only rejected his dual-evacuation proposals but was, instead, intent on launching two expeditions to reinforce Fort Sumter and Fort Pickens: “Sir, the great Frederick used to say, ‘When the king commands, all things are possible!’ It shall be done.”11 But if two expeditions were now to be readied and set sail, was Scott reliable, Lincoln wondered?

Major Anderson, too, at Fort Sumter, was unreliable. Should he not have fired them both, he had cause to wonder, if he wanted his expeditions to succeed?

The next few days would not only see, but go down in military history.
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Countdown to War

IN MONTGOMERY, Alabama, Jefferson Davis was equally unsure about Anderson. About President Lincoln and Seward, too, having on April 2 heard from Confederate spies about Mr. Lincoln’s signed authorization of Seward’s “clandestine” expedition to Fort Pickens, off Pensacola on the Gulf of Mexico.

So much for Seward’s insistence on absolute secrecy!

Immediately, President Davis telegraphed General Bragg, commanding Confederate forces at Pensacola, to warn him of the federal move. The next day, April 3, he followed this up with a long, confidential letter to be hand-delivered to Bragg.

The new Pickens expedition did not mean, necessarily, that Mr. Lincoln was switching all his efforts to the Gulf, Davis warned his general; “it is also possible that it may be intended to attempt the reinforcement of both,” he pointed out to Bragg.

The president was satisfied, however, to hear that Bragg’s “batteries on the main shore” were “nearly complete,” and “their converging fire may I hope compensate somewhat,” he added, “for their too distant location from the work to be battered”—Fort Pickens itself being more than a mile distant from Pensacola, across the sound.1 But by dominating with artillery the surrounding waters, and launching a night attack, Bragg should, Davis wrote, be able to both prevent reinforcement and force the surrender of the federal garrison, given the numbers of troops he’d assembled.

In both cases—Sumter and Pickens—then, Davis was readying to start war on the right foot, whatever fantasies William Seward or Justice Campbell might entertain about peace. The saga had come down, essentially, to a contest between the two presidents: the soldier versus the politician. And each playing cat and mouse.

President Davis’s own primary task, as he saw it, was to put in place his military strategy: namely, to strengthen the eastern and southern coasts of the Confederacy against probable, indeed inevitable, amphibious invasion by Union forces, wherever and whenever they came. He thus wanted the guns and walls of Forts Sumter and Pickens in Confederate hands before hostilities commenced, if possible—the politics of the situation to be subservient to military strategy, as he wrote Bragg—communicating with him not only as president of the CSA, but as “your old comrade in arms” from the Mexican War, in which both men had become military heroes.

What faced the two war veterans was now strictly “a military problem,” Davis thus emphasized, “and your measures may without disturbing views”—i.e., political factors—“be directed to the capture of Fort Pickens and the defense of the harbor” against future federal invasion—just as he had instructed General Beauregard at Charleston.2

Whether this triggered war or not, General Bragg was simply to besiege, threaten, and occupy the Union fort off Pensacola, whatever it took—“1st by surrender—Second, By Abandonment,” or “Third, By breach of front wall or explosion of glacis mines exposing the work to capture by assault.”3

A fourth alternative, of course—one which might well occasion the second—was “by famine”: a siege technique, Davis felt, that might well work at Sumter, where the garrison was reportedly running low on food, but at Pensacola would necessarily take longer.4

At all events, possession of the two forts by the Confederacy was paramount for military reasons, whatever the U.S. government chose to do: evacuate or fight.

Thus began the countdown to war.
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The countdown did not take long, given the decisions of both presidents, beginning at Fort Sumter—which would duly become the first grand battle of the Civil War.

What perhaps was most remarkable was that the battle had been ordered and was directed by the two presidents in their roles as commanders in chief—over the objections of their secretaries of state, in both Washington and Montgomery.

In Montgomery’s Executive Building on April 9, the Confederate secretary of state, Robert Toombs, got decidedly cold feet at the cabinet meeting held there—and now advised against bombardment. He’d received official word on April 8, via a special presidential emissary from President Lincoln arriving in Charleston by train, that Mr. Lincoln was, indeed, sending a fleet of U.S. naval vessels to South Carolina—and why. Namely to “supply Fort-Sumpter [sic] with provisions only.” If “such attempt be not resisted,” Mr. Lincoln promised, no federal effort would be made to “throw in men, arms, or ammunition,” into the castle.5

Toombs was known to have harbored reservations about civil war, in spite of his fiery speeches. A former lawyer, he’d been a U.S. senator from Georgia, and was silver-tongued. In the months—indeed years—prior to Mr. Lincoln’s election, the threat of secession and war had gotten Southern slaveholding leaders such as Toombs almost all they had ever wanted, from the extension of permitted slavery in new states to the Fugitive Slave Act, the Dred Scott Supreme Court Decision, and the salutary execution of John Brown. But there was a world of difference between waving a stick and using it. “So long as the United States neither declares war nor establishes peace,” Toombs counseled his president, the Confederate States “have the advantage of both conditions.”6

Instead, however, Toombs protested, the president was asking the members of his cabinet to back him in bombarding Fort Sumter to stop federal food from being delivered. “The firing upon that fort will inaugurate a civil war greater than any the world has yet seen; and I do not feel competent to advise you,” Toombs warned, according to an account given later to one of the fort’s bravest officers, Surgeon Samuel Crawford (who later became a distinguished Union general).7 Secretary Toombs, in another version—that of a later, admiring Alabama legislator and biographer—paced around the cabinet room and accused Davis of mass homicide if he went ahead.

“Mr. President, at this time, it is suicide, murder, and will lose us every friend at the North. You will wantonly strike a hornet’s nest which extends from mountains to ocean,” Toombs warned, “and legions, now quiet, will swarm out and sting us to death.” 8
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Toombs’s objection, however, was the only negative vote in Montgomery. Egged on by messages from men like Texas senator Wigfall, urging decisive action, the remaining five members of the Confederate cabinet urged Davis that bombardment of the fort should begin before Mr. Lincoln’s Union armada arrived, by all accounts.9

So, too, did President Davis’s three commissioners in Washington—in advance of the inevitable conflagration that would ensue. On their collective behalf, Commissioner Martin Crawford, the former U.S. congressman from Georgia, telegraphed President Davis on April 9 from Washington to say, after four weeks of stonewalling by President Lincoln, “Diplomacy has failed. The sword must now preserve our independence. Our gallant countrymen will do their duty.”10

For his part, Jefferson Finis Davis, a born soldier, experienced no hesitation, since he was not concerned with Confederate pride.11 He wanted the fort for his strategic defense plan, at all costs. His only remaining concern was that of getting the castle “uninjured,” or with minimum demolition of the structure and guns, since the Confederacy would have difficulty, given the inevitable blockade, replacing them. A day later, on the evening of April 10, 1861, he therefore instructed LeRoy Walker, his obedient secretary of war, to send the signal to General Beauregard in Charleston that would start the war.

“If you have no doubt of the authorized character of the agent who communicated to you the intention of the Government to supply Fort Sumter by force,” the telegram ran, “you will at once demand its evacuation, and if this is refused proceed, in such manner as you may determine, to reduce it.”12
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Inferno

THE BATTLE OF FORT SUMTER would go down in history for the vast and destructive war it heralded. Military historians, however, could only marvel at the celerity with which Major Anderson surrendered the premier Union fort left still in the South, when he had food enough to continue defending the fort, as well as ammunition—and a federal fleet offshore arriving to support him.

Had there thus been treason involved—more treason, that is, than Seward had already committed?

President Lincoln certainly thought so—especially when discussing the battle afterward with one of Major Anderson’s battery commanders, Captain Abner Doubleday.

To ensure he had enough gunpowder for a prolonged, ceaseless bombardment, General Beauregard delayed tendering, on behalf of President Davis, his formal demand for surrender of the fort until the afternoon of April 11—a risky decision, when Beauregard was fully aware a federal fleet was approaching.

Major Anderson, for his part, had taken the general’s emissaries aside, out of earshot of his own captains (save the garrison surgeon, Dr. Samuel Crawford), and had privately revealed to his potential enemy that he would run out of food “in the next few days.” Without provisions or bombardment, in other words, he would be “starved out” and forced to surrender in any case, without needing a fight.1 Saving its structure and guns for the South. Why bombard it, then, Anderson implied?

One historian of the battle would later comment, gently, “It was a remark which in strict military propriety,” the major “should not have made.”2

Captain Doubleday, for his part, was less gracious. “This gratuitous information ought never to have been given to the enemy, in view of the fact that a naval expedition was on its way to us,” Doubleday reflected afterward. “It was at once” known by the “enemy” that “Anderson desired to surrender without fighting.”3
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Without fighting?

The information so stunned Beauregard’s emissaries, in fact, that they rowed straight back to General Beauregard’s headquarters with the revelation on the afternoon of April 11. The general telegraphed it immediately from Charleston to President Davis—who telegraphed straight back. “Do not desire needlessly to bombard Fort Sumter. If Major Anderson will state the time at which, as indicated by him, he will evacuate, and agree that in the mean time he will not use his guns against us unless ours be employed against Fort Sumter, you are authorized thus to avoid the effusion of blood.”4

Anderson was, until very recently, a fellow slaveholder, also a fellow alumnus of West Point. He had, it was true, deceived the South Carolina authorities when removing his garrison in the dead of night from Fort Moultrie to Fort Sumter on December 26, 1860—but that deception, before the Confederacy had even been established, seemed to have been made more to avoid conflict than because of any hostility toward the South. Anderson was known to be sympathetic to the slave states. And from his intercepted mail to Washington, it was abundantly clear that the major was loath to have to fight for the Union. It would be best, Davis felt, to treat Anderson with the proverbial kid gloves.

Should this not work, however, Beauregard was to start the bombardment. “If this [offer] or its equivalent be refused,” President Davis thus ordered, Beauregard was to “reduce the fort as your judgment decides to be most practicable.”
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A month and a half of phony war contracted now into hours.

Sending Colonel (the former U.S. senator) James Chesnut and a deputy, Captain Stephen Lee, back to the fort in a rowboat around midnight, President Davis’s offer of authorized evacuation, in return for no bombardment, was tendered to Major Anderson—none of them aware that the first vessels of Mr. Lincoln’s expeditionary armada had finally arrived offshore, after almost five days of stormy weather—weather so severe, however, that the group’s three shallow-draft tugboats, whose special keels would permit easy transfer of men and stores, had not arrived with them.

Reading the hand-delivered message in the early hours of April 12, 1861, in Fort Sumter, Major Anderson appeared ready to agree to Beauregard’s terms, much to Chesnut’s relief—in fact, Anderson seemed delighted. His officers, however, were horrified—and there then began a nearly “three-hour” argument in which the pros and cons of such an agreement, when it was known a federal fleet was on its way and must soon be there to reinforce them, were batted back and forth.5

To surrender a major U.S. fortress without even a fight would go against all the training and solemn vows of commissioned officers of the U.S. Army—and Major Anderson’s subordinate officers’ refusal to countenance such cowardice said much for their patriotism. Seven of the nine officers—Captains Foster, Doubleday, and Seymour, and Lieutenants Snyder, Davis, Hall, and Meade—had already voted No to General Beauregard’s first demand (“We to a man unanimously refused to give up our trust” in holding the fort).6 Now, once again, they declared their wish to fight, not surrender.

Without the backing of his garrison officers, Anderson was therefore forced, against his will, to decline General Beauregard’s kind offer. “There was no thought of according to the proposal made to reserve or restrain the fire of the fort,” Dr. Crawford summarized, “and no consideration given except to reject it.”7

This was not, however, quite what Anderson told Colonel Chesnut—for Anderson was, he explained to Chesnut, willing to hand the fortress over if General Beauregard would wait another three days, when the fortress’s food would run out. He would, in other words, willingly be starved out—just not bombed out.

Walking the emissaries back down to the loading dock outside the front gate, Anderson thus gave them his formal response for General Beauregard: “General, I have the honor to acknowledge the receipt by Colonel Chesnut of your second communication of the 11th instant, and to state in reply that, cordially uniting with you in the desire to avoid the useless effusion of blood, I will, if provided with the proper and necessary means of transportation, evacuate Fort Sumter by noon on the 15th instant.”

Unless, Anderson added, he was attacked in the meantime, or received “controlling instructions from my Government or additional supplies. I am, general, very respectfully, your obedient servant, Robert Anderson, Major, First Artillery, Commanding.”8

With the first vessels of a Union fleet assembling offshore, the prospect of having to wait until April 15 was unacceptable to General Beauregard, obviously; Colonel Chesnut therefore decided not to even take Anderson’s verbal response back to shore.

Instead, obeying General Beauregard’s prior instructions, and cognizant of the limited time available to get the various Confederate batteries, from three different directions, ready to fire at the same time for maximum effect, Chesnut sat down at the wharf, below Fort Sumter’s long south wall, next to twenty-seven-year-old Captain Stephen Lee, also from South Carolina. There, by candlelight, the two of them composed, on behalf of their commanding officer, their historic notice:

“Fort Sumter, S.C., April 12, 1861. 3:20 a.m. Sir: By authority of Brigadier-General Beauregard, commanding the Provisional Forces of the Confederate States, we have the honor to notify you that he will open the fire of his batteries on Fort Sumter in one hour from this time.”9
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The stormy weather of the past few days had meantime improved miraculously. The sea was calm as the boat containing Beauregard’s envoys pulled away. Stars could be seen in the now-cloudless sky over Charleston and the waters leading to the ocean.10

The long “hesitation” had come to its appointed end. Chesnut was right. With a number of vessels—several identified as U.S. warships—being reported nearing the Charleston lighthouse, there was no way General Beauregard could have allowed his artillery batteries to wait a moment longer. The general confirmed Chesnut’s warning, and at 4:30 a.m. on April 12, 1861, the battle for Fort Sumter thus opened with a literal bang: a mortar shot rising from Fort Johnson to signal to all Confederate batteries encircling the island fortress they should now open fire.

The first shell “rose high in the air, and curving in its course,” Dr. Crawford recalled, “burst almost directly over the fort.”11
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The battle itself was short-lived: the U.S. Navy too timid to intercede, and Major Anderson determined to make a show of defense, yet if possible avoid bloodshed. To the chagrin of his officers, therefore, the major immediately ordered the top tier of the castle—the barbette—to be abandoned; it would thus go unmanned, despite its twenty-four cannons loaded and positioned.

Twenty-four massive cannons—Columbiads—to be abandoned before the battle commenced? Of Anderson’s many questionable decisions and communications, this—as well as his refusal to mine the fort, in order to stop it being used by the Confederacy—was in Captain Doubleday’s view the most egregious, if not treasonous. By failing to use the barbette, “where we had our heaviest metal,” the garrison was thus “deprived” of the “most effective and powerful part of our armament,” Doubleday lamented.12

On the grounds that it would be impossible to see their targets in the dark, Anderson even decided not to call reveille till 6:00 a.m. on April 12—a silence so mystifying to the Confederate gunners bombarding the fort that they first thought Anderson was not going to fight at all. A prospect that the firebrand Edmund Ruffin, who fired the first Confederate shot from Morris Island, sneered “would cheapen the conquest of the fort.”13
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Ruffin, an agricultural inventor, had traveled in 1859 to witness in person the hanging of John Brown. He regarded the secession of the Southern slaveholding states “the one great idea” of the age—despite Ruffin coming from nonslaveholding Ohio.14 In any event, the inventor was delighted when, at 7:00 a.m. on April 12, 1861, Captain Doubleday—whom Ruffin thought should be lynched—finally returned fire, aiming at Ruffin’s iron battery on Cummings Point south of the fort, and using one of his 32-pounder cannons.

The battle was on.

While Doubleday pounded at Cummings Point—his cannonballs hitting their target, but, he later recalled, bouncing off the “sloping iron rails like peas on a trencher”—Dr. Crawford, acting as an additional artillery officer, fired his own battery at General Beauregard’s floating battery, off Sullivan’s Island: an armor-plated Leviathan containing two huge 42-pounders and two 32-pounders.15

Nothing made any impression, however. Beauregard had sited his guns well on land, and by his floating battery, facing the island fortress at the center of the estuary from three points of the compass, using metal shields made from train rails to reinforce the protection of Fort Moultrie’s cannons, to the north of Fort Sumter. A railroad-iron shield also protected his floating battery, while similar steps had been taken to guard the other Confederate batteries at Fort Cummings, to the south, from ricochet damage. Sea birds, flying over the estuary at dawn, were thus treated to thundering noise and great puffs of smoke, but no visible sign of blood. At minimum distances of a mile, and with cannons lacking even breech sights, accuracy was virtually impossible. Shots that did hit Beauregard’s floating battery simply “bounced off from the sloping roof,” Doubleday recalled. “It seemed useless to attempt to silence the guns there,” since the abandonment of the fort’s top-tier complement of Columbiads meant that “our metal was not heavy enough to batter the work down.”16

Other garrison efforts fared no better.

Ironically, nor did Beauregard’s guns, however, in bombarding the fort. Against Sumter’s massive, sixteen-foot-thick brick walls they proved to have scant effect—the cannonballs simply pockmarking the outside of the fine 1820s brickwork. Mortars, to be sure, burst over and landed on the fort’s parapet and parade ground, making it difficult to man the heaviest mortar gun that had been dug in there; otherwise, however, Fort Sumter seemed impregnable. Indeed, a veritable Gibraltar.

The bombardment was relentless, however. “When the immense mortar shells, after sailing high in the air, came down in a vertical direction, and buried themselves in the parade-ground, their explosion shook the fort like an earthquake,” Doubleday recorded.17 Surgeon Crawford, for his part, recalled how the first Confederate shells had mostly overshot the castle, “but with the advancing daylight this was soon corrected, until almost every shot took effect, either striking the scarp wall, or, passing closely over the crest, plunged into the [living] quarters on the gorge wall opposite.”18

Seeing that his guns were having no appreciable effect, however, General Beauregard—a highly experienced engineer, after all—decided to change his tactics. To see if, instead of aiming at the walls and embrasures of the castle, he could, by incessant bombardment, create a sort of firestorm: his mortars and shells penetrating the slate roofs of the interior castle buildings, and setting fire to the timber inside.

It was this shoot-to-burn tactic that, in fact, accelerated the outcome of the battle before the U.S. Navy could become involved. It proved far more successful than the earlier peashooting—especially when using the enfilading artillery fire from Sullivan’s Island. Moreover, Beauregard’s solitary rifled Blakely cannon—obtained from England—was able, by direct aim, to penetrate several embrasures and put two of the Union guns out of action, lightly wounding several soldiers.

None of this would, of itself, “conquer” the fort, however, unless Anderson could become sufficiently demoralized to surrender before reinforcements could be landed from the sea, once night fell. At which point, Beauregard was concerned, it would be difficult for Confederate artillerymen to identify, let alone hit, small moving vessels as they approached in the dark.

The first day of the Battle of Fort Sumter was thus, in short, a draw.
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On April 12, 1861, the opening day of the Civil War, Beauregard’s men had fired over a thousand rounds of cannon and mortar, yet had achieved no noticeable effect other than to engender smoke from burning timber.

Equally, Sumter’s batteries had failed to silence a single Confederate gun, or kill or wound a single Confederate soldier.

The Confederate cat had pounced, the Union mouse had roared—and night would now tell if boats from Mr. Lincoln’s Sumter expedition, clearly seen offshore since 10:30 that morning, as Captain Doubleday chronicled, were sent in. The ships had “exchanged salutes with us,” Doubleday recalled, but “did not attempt to enter the harbor” in daylight, “or take part in the battle,” wisely waiting—he thought—until nightfall, since Beauregard had used the threat of his Fort Moultrie cannons to hold the Union flotilla at bay during the daytime.19

Though Beauregard ordered his batteries to keep up a desultory firing overnight, the general was in truth perplexed—unsure whether, in fact, he’d made a mistake by not forcing the issue on April 10, as President Davis had originally wanted. By waiting an extra day for the arrival of a last delivery of gunpowder, had Beauregard begun the opening salvo too late? Or had he, as commanding general, ensured that he had sufficient powder to keep up a relentless bombardment, long enough to break the spirit of the garrison, if not their well-protected bodies?
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Inexplicably, the U.S. Navy did not use the advent of nightfall to start sending in reinforcements to help their army colleagues.

Afterward, “much obloquy was thrown upon the navy,” General Doubleday recorded. Anderson had been directed on April 4 to hold out “till the 11th or 12th April” by the U.S. secretary of war, on behalf of President Lincoln—by which time the expedition was due to arrive “and, finding his ‘flag flying,’ will attempt to provision you, and in case the effort is resisted, will endeavor to re-enforce you.”20

It hadn’t happened. As Beauregard’s chronicler, the Southern historian Alfred Roman, noted, “their flag was ‘flying’ on the 12th of April, and again on the 13th; and they were fighting in all earnest.” Yet, Roman wrote, the “fleet outside thought proper, nevertheless, to abstain from all participation in the engagement.”21

Such diffidence on the part of the U.S. naval commanders was certainly hard to credit in retrospect, since it had been obvious to the U.S. Navy seamen, in tranquil seas, that the fort’s garrison was bravely holding out, judging simply by the number of guns the men were still firing. Even a simple launch rowed to the island in darkness would have been able to ascertain the state of the garrison, and what it most needed—whether men, supplies, or ammunition.

No rowboat was sent, however, to the chagrin of the fort’s gunners. Surgeon Crawford, whose medical services, thanks to the relative safety afforded by the embrasures, casemates, and cavernous, arched chambers, seemed superfluous, went with Lieutenant Snyder at midnight for an “inspection of the outside” of the great fortress, in the moonlight, walking by the water beneath its high sides like building surveyors, looking up at the castle walls. No Confederate shot had penetrated the brickwork by more than twelve inches—even shots from the Blakely gun, they observed.

The “resistance of the fort was unaffected: its casemates uninjured, and its lower tier of guns untouched,” as Crawford described it. “The fires that had been started in the living quarters, too, had been extinguished without problem—in several instances thanks to the water cisterns above the hallways being hit by shells.” Moreover it was “now first made known to us that the fleet so earnestly looked for had arrived,” Crawford recalled. A fleet, not mere vanguards—for during the day “their flags could be seen as they lay off the bar,” the shallower water that lay between the fort and the ocean.22

Still no one came, however.

Had the fort’s status been ascertained by Gustavus Fox and Captain Stringham, the fleet commander, either during the day, or at night by light-signaling, or in person by launch, the history of the battle might well have been very different. Unversed in naval battle, let alone land battle, Fox, however, agreed with timid Commander Stringham to wait for the USS Powhatan, with its massive firepower, forty launches, and three hundred men—the former lieutenant still unaware it had been deliberately pirated by Captain Porter, on behalf of Secretary William Seward, and sent instead to the Gulf of Mexico!

For the men of the garrison, the failure of the U.S. Navy was hard to believe, let alone understand. “An expectant watch was kept in anticipation of the relief promised,” Crawford later chronicled, “but which failed to appear.”23
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For his part, General Beauregard was equally disbelieving. Why was the U.S. Navy merely watching the battle as observers, not combatants?

Relieved, all the same, Beauregard kept up his mortar fire throughout the night, if only to deprive the garrison of sleep, and intimidate would-be vessels from approaching across calm waters from offshore. Then, after dawn on April 13, Beauregard ordered all Confederate guns belonging to the Moultrie batteries to start using “hot shot”: cannonballs heated on open furnaces or metal grates until they were cherry-red or white hot: the better to set the interior wooden buildings of the fort alight.

Though intrinsically dangerous to the gunner—since the cannonballs could explode the powder in the muzzle—these now proved to be game changers in the battle. Shortly after 8:00 a.m. on April 13, Crawford chronicled, the flaming missiles “poured into the fort, spreading the conflagration” of two earlier fires, “and greatly adding to the destruction. Every battery around the fort now increased its fire,” as if in support.24

Incomprehensibly, the surgeon recalled, Anderson “forbade any further attempt to control the flames, which were now spreading in every direction through the wooden floors and partitions of the quarters.” By noon “all of the woodwork was in flames. The officers, seizing the axes that were available, exerted themselves in cutting away whatever woodwork was accessible,” but it “soon became evident that the magazine with its three hundred barrels of powder was in danger of the flames”—every man of the garrison now instructed to help get out what could be saved. “Not a third of the barrels could be removed, so thick was the cloud of smoke and burning cinders, that penetrated everywhere”—Anderson ordering that, of all that had been saved, “all but five barrels be thrown into the sea.”25

Without help or support from Lieutenant Fox and the U.S. naval squadron, the garrison now seemed doomed. “Almost suffocated as the south wind carried the cloud of hot smoke and cinders into the casemates,” Crawford related from personal memory, the men “threw themselves upon the ground and covered their faces with wet cloths, or rushed to the embrasures, where the occasional draught made it possible to breathe. The enemy maintained his increased fire.”26

Worse followed. “The nine-inch [canister] shells, which had been filled” with lead slugs and distributed around the fort “to be used as grenades in repelling an assault,” now began to explode “as the fire spread, adding greatly to the danger and destruction.”27

Obeying an order from Major Anderson, Surgeon Crawford somehow made his way to the parapet “to report any movement of the fleet.”28 But to his disbelief, the “fleet had made no movement.”29

“The scene was wellnigh incredible,” Crawford recollected. By noon on April 13, “the enemy’s fire from his mortars and gun batteries had been so increased that there was scarcely an appreciable moment that shot and shell were not searching the work [fortress],” Crawford wrote. “The flames of the burning quarters were still spreading, shooting upward amid the dense smoke as heavy masses of brick and masonry crumbled, and fell with loud noise. All of the woodwork had now been consumed. The heavy [wooden] gates at the entrance of the work, as well as the planking of the windows on the gorge, were gone, leaving access to the fort easy and almost unobstructed.”30

Coincidentally, the fort’s flagpole also was severed by an enemy shot. Unnoticed initially by the struggling defenders, the tattered Stars and Stripes fell. Though quickly raised on a new staff, the flag became twisted on the halyard—and to the enemy it looked very much like surrender.
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As a distinguished U.S. general, looking back a quarter century later, Samuel Crawford described what happened next. Instead of U.S. Marines appearing from the naval fleet offshore, the wild Texas secessionist, former U.S. senator Louis Wigfall—having ordered that he be rowed clandestinely across the water by a reluctant enslaved man—appeared in person.

Entering through an empty embrasure, Wigfall called out to the officers and men: “Your flag is down, you are on fire, and you are not firing your guns. General Beauregard desires to stop this.”

Wigfall was told to push off—lucky, in fact not to have been shot by men too busy at their guns to take him captive.31 Major Anderson, however, came up at this moment, Crawford recorded, and “Colonel Wigfall immediately addressed him.”

“‘Major Anderson, I am Colonel Wigfall,” the Texan said. “General Beauregard wishes to stop this, and to ask on what terms you will evacuate this work; you can have almost any terms which General Beauregard will arrange with you,” he claimed.32
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Beauregard had not authorized Wigfall’s sortie; in fact, he had attempted to get rid of the man by posting him to an artillery battery well away from his Charleston headquarters. Wigfall’s audacity, however, was enough to convince Major Anderson to agree to give in, despite his artillerymen’s unbroken spirit, the lack of a single serious casualty in two days of battle—and a U.S. Navy flotilla nearby.

Without calling for another conference with his officers, Anderson thus responded: “I have already stated to General Beauregard the terms upon which I will evacuate this fort.” Terms, however, that he now modified. “Instead of noon on the 15th,” he told Wigfall—without turning to his officers—“I will go now.”33

Wigfall, considered by most who knew him to be a nasty piece of work—a gambler, duelist, indicted murderer, and spendthrift—could barely believe his ears, given the defiance of the officers and men facing him in the fort.

“Then, Major Anderson, I understand you will evacuate the fort upon the same terms proposed to you by General Beauregard?” Wigfall asked, to confirm what he’d just heard.34

“Yes, sir, and upon those terms alone.”

“Then, the fort is to be ours?”

“Yes, upon those terms.”

“Very well,” Wigfall declared; “then I will return to General Beauregard”—despite not having come from Beauregard.35
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General Beauregard was by no means pleased—and for some time, after reading Anderson’s terms, which Major Anderson had put in writing, Beauregard mulled his response. Although he’d earlier been willing to settle for evacuation rather than insisting upon formal surrender, Beauregard now wanted unconditional surrender of the fort, given the expenditure of so much Confederate ammunition and such a brilliant siege.

Several hours ticked by as General Beauregard reviewed his options.

Another Union warship, the USS Pocahontas, joined the federal flotilla at 2:00 p.m., however. As Beauregard reported by telegraph to President Davis in Montgomery, there were, in fact, now “six vessels outside,” which were “in signals with Sumter”—or attempted signals.36 Who knew what the U.S. Navy was planning, or how many more vessels might soon be assembling in the waters off Charleston?

Reconsidering his insistence, hitherto, on unconditional surrender, Beauregard was reminded by his staff that Anderson had, at least, offered to give up the fort immediately, if allowed to withdraw the garrison on his own terms (i.e., with full military honors and a band), rather than “surrender.”

It was, thus, a matter of semantics—which further irritated the French-speaking Creole. If he did accept Anderson’s terms, however, Beauregard would be assured of world fame: the young brigadier general who’d compelled the commander of one of the strongest fortresses in the world, surrounded by miles of water, to capitulate in less than a day and a half. And without a single Confederate casualty, according to the reports his battery commanders had sent him.37

Permitting Major Anderson to withdraw his entire garrison, and allow the men to carry their personal weapons—swords, pistols, rifles—despite having been defeated in battle, though? The garrison to be transported to any destination in the North they chose, rather than into Confederate captivity? Even to be allowed to fire a multi-gun farewell salute to their U.S. flag—which would be raised again for the occasion—before taking it down and taking it home with them? It was a condition, to be sure, he’d been perfectly willing to accept before the battle, to avoid the cost of bombardment. But now, after he’d clearly won the battle?

There was a further concern that still troubled Beauregard: the matter of the fort being handed over “uninjured”—and unmined—if possible, as President Davis had laid down. It was a concern of which Anderson was aware, the two opposing commanders having haggled for a number of days, earlier, when they were discussing possible Union evacuation. Certainly Major Anderson seemed cognizant of it still, though, for to sugar his request for evacuation rather than surrender that afternoon, the major had apparently added—just as he’d done on April 11, when revealing the actual state of his provisions in the fort—something crucial. “Major Anderson requested us to say to Governor Pickens and yourself,” Lee reported to General Beauregard, “that, as an evidence of his desire to save the public property as much as possible, he had three times on Friday and twice on Saturday sent his men up to extinguish the fire under the heavy fire of our batteries, and when the magazines were in imminent danger of being blown up.”38

Anderson had, in other words, saved the fort—its fabric and its cannons—as public property, for its future occupants in their war against the United States. And wouldn’t mine it.
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To wait till nightfall to try to get unconditional surrender was to fiddle while Sumter burned. After three hours’ deliberation, Beauregard thus decided to accept Anderson’s “terms” of “evacuation.” It was, all in all, a reasonable compromise: a virtually undamaged fortress, apart from its woodwork—despite an entire U.S. fleet standing offshore, seemingly still fearful of interfering, to General Beauregard’s continuing amazement.

Around 6:00 p.m. on April 13, 1861, therefore, the young general sent word via Captain Lee that he would agree to Anderson’s request.

U.S. Major Robert Anderson would thus preserve his own precious honor—evacuation, not surrender—but would leave General Pierre Beauregard, the Confederate Army commander, free to use Fort Sumter—un-demolished, and with its guns un-spiked—as the key to President Jefferson Davis’s East Coast defense strategy.

“Thanks for your achievement and for your courtesy to the garrison of Sumter,” a much-relieved President Davis telegraphed Beauregard from Montgomery. “If occasion offers, tender my friendly remembrance to Major Anderson. [Signed] Jefferson Davis.”39

It was over.

The Civil War—a war of chivalry and of independence, conducted by white soldiers of the South ranged against a white enemy denying its right to break from the Union—could, at last, begin. With slavery unmentioned—for now.
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PART THREE

THE FOG OF WAR







1

A Presidential Proclamation

THE SHOCK OF “ACTUAL” hostilities in faraway South Carolina came as a wake-up call to the sleeping giant of the loyal states, as John Nicolay and John Hay, Lincoln’s two personal secretaries, recorded later in their multivolume life of their revered leader.

The “shameful events”—the unimpeded secession of seven states—that had taken place since the election on November 6, 1860, had “elicited scarcely a spark of war feeling” in the North, they narrated—in part because “secession” was such a legalistic term. It had incited only a “dangerous indifference”; people had simply gotten on with their daily lives. When the news of the battle for Fort Sumter and its conquest by triumphant Confederate Army rebels was reported in the press on April 13, 1861, however, it engendered “doubt and dismay” among loyalists to the Union, leading to a “panic of commerce, the division of counsels, the attacks from within, the sneers from without.”1 In short, as Mr. Lincoln’s young White House scribes looked back in old age, “faith seemed gone and patriotism dead.”2

“The first contest of the war was over,” the Sumter veteran Captain Abner Doubleday would describe in his own subsequent history of the battle, and “had ended as a substantial victory for the Secessionists.”3

Not everything was lost, however. It was into this morass of Northern despair that their hero stepped with muscular determination. “Twenty-four hours later,” in Nicolay and Hay’s version of events, “all this was measurably changed,” thanks to their president’s response.4 For, without waiting or vacillating, the president, as U.S. commander in chief, bravely responded to the attack with a mobilization-by-proclamation unlike any the country had ever seen.
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“Instead of writing my letters as I had intended doing, I was soon engaged in copying the President’s proclamation,” Nicolay proudly wrote his fiancée, Therena Bates, at the time—explaining why on April 14 he was still up so late at the White House. So pleased had the president appeared to be with his declamatory prose, in fact, that he’d even asked Nicolay to “take a ride” in his carriage with “his little boys,” Willie and Tad, ten and eight years old, that very afternoon—the ride lasting “till near supper time.”5

According to a later chronicler, Zenos Robbins—a man who’d known Mr. Lincoln ever since he was a congressman, and who visited the White House that very evening following Mr. Lincoln’s ride—the president remained in good humor, far from dispirited by the fall of the great federal fortress in South Carolina. It was as if he felt released at last from the burden of five months of superhuman patience since his election: licensed finally to move on from the fruitless pusillanimity of President Buchanan’s earlier administration and deal manfully with the threat that had finally materialized before him.

“Mr. President, we hope—all your friends hope—that there will be no more blank cartridges,” Robbins said to him, “but a square, direct, and powerful exhibition of the strength of the Government.”

“Are those your opinions?” the president asked in mock innocence.

“Yes, sir!”

“Then I suppose,” the president said to him, “that you will be interested in the newspapers tomorrow!”6

Before Nicolay’s letter would reach Miss Bates in Illinois, the news would be public, Nicolay proudly confided to his fiancée. Namely, that “the President has called out 75,000 men to put down the rebellion.”7 Specifically, he was now calling up militia volunteers from the loyal state militias en masse to crush the Southern revolt. Once they appeared, these Union troops would comprise a force six times the size of the entire U.S. Army.

But would they show?
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There could be no doubt that the president’s proclamation, published on April 15, 1861, would be historic, Nicolay predicted at the time.

“Congress is to be convened in July,” the private secretary explained in his letter to Miss Bates. Thanks to the members’ current absence, however, there would be a three-month period in which the president would be free to act alone without congressional input or objection. He would be commander in chief of the United States military—and, at last, a big one. The 75,000 number, at that time, had appeared huge, even to the president himself, who confessed that it was a “hazardous experiment, an immense army,” and “a startling expenditure,” his secretaries later recalled.8

The number was a whole lot smaller, though, than some advisers had recommended. Senator Stephen Douglas, for example—hitherto a Democratic appeaser who spent more than three hours with the president in the Oval Office on April 14—advised that as many as 200,000 troops be mustered. Mr. Horace Greeley, editor of the New-York Tribune, for his part suggested 500,000 men. Half a million!

“As matters stood,” that number had seemed a trifle “too panicky” to Mr. Lincoln. By contrast, the figure of 75,000 volunteers had “seemed enough to cope with the then visible forces of the rebellion”—for the president, thanks to the U.S. Army under old “Fuss and Feathers,” “had no means of estimating the yet undeveloped military power of the insurgent States.” In fact, as the secretaries candidly admitted in retrospect, “to a certain degree the Government was compelled to sail in a fog.”9

It was the fog of war—a fog that would descend on both sides in the months to come.
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“All these things will make stirring times,” the young secretary Nicolay meanwhile promised his fiancée.10

They were definitely stirring. Like a fairground magician, with one stroke of his pen, Mr. Lincoln had produced a massive army, or army-to-be—its men, all volunteers, to be furnished by all twenty-six still-loyal states. In doing so he had, like Shakespeare’s King Henry V, sloughed off his former self, in Nicolay’s eyes—in Mr. Lincoln’s case the endless “vacillating” over the past month that had so distressed certain colleagues. He’d at last shown that “to any cause of policy, / The Gordian knot of it he will unloose,” and thereupon embrace the “art and practice part of life”—in other words, no longer make do with rhetoric and equivocation.

The president’s proclamation which Nicolay copied out was certainly memorable. Secretary Seward’s recent criticism of the president—that “Honest Abe” was failing to be a president, an effective leader, a real commander in chief—seemed in a trice disproved. Far from being abashed or humiliated by military defeat at the hands of President Davis’s bombardiers in Charleston, Mr. Lincoln’s call in Washington for such a huge army of loyal militia infantrymen to serve the Union—for three months—sounded bold, determined, martial.

Like Goldilocks in one of his favored fables, the president had now chosen a number with which he could be comfortable: enough to rally the loyal states and be affordable by the Treasury; enough also to indicate to Jeff Davis that he, Abraham Lincoln, sixteenth U.S. president in Washington, was not in the least intimidated by the Confederate victory in battering the irrelevant little garrison at Charleston into submission. That, as commander in chief of the armed forces of the United States, Mr. Lincoln would not turn a blind eye to any further, deliberate, armed provocations. That he was now deadly serious about re-establishing by force of arms the United States as an unbroken union of all thirty-three constituent states.
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The wording of his proclamation was especially commendable, the president congratulated himself. It was, after all, a document, an edict, fashioned upon the anvil of the moment. The notion of negotiation with Southern commissioners and insurrectionists—especially after such humiliation—was done, was over. Without literary improvement or interference by any member of the cabinet—no interrogatories, no emendations, no elisions, no shilly-shallying—he had condensed his resolve into 366 words of proclamation.

To be sure, the document was not completely impromptu. The president had gotten opportunities to test its possible consequences in the recent days. As Mr. Lincoln’s two secretaries later recalled, the president had met with a delegation from Virginia on April 13—the second day of Fort Sumter’s bombardment—and had warned them first verbally, then in writing, that if “an unprovoked assault has been made upon Fort Sumter, I shall hold myself at liberty to repossess, if I can, like places which had been seized before the Government was devolved upon me. And in every event I shall, to the extent of my ability, repel force by force.”11

Force by force—at last.

As the president told the Virginia delegation, moreover, he would, in the event of hostilities, feel free to stop the mails both to and from those “states which claim to have seceded.” The deliberate, violent bombardment of Sumter “justifies and possibly demands this.”12 No more letters posted and delivered to rebels.

Lest this sound too severe, however, the president had gone on to reassure the Virginia delegates—who had thus far, thankfully, voted against secession at their state convention on April 4—that he would not “attempt to collect the duties and imposts [federal customs taxes] by any invasion of any part of the country.”13

No “invasion,” anywhere.

Quelling a major insurrection without entering or invading any of the Confederate states like South Carolina that were raising whole armies, though? This hardly sounded like a realistic way of ending a rebellion.

Even Mr. Lincoln was aware how lame it might sound. He’d therefore added the corollary: “Not meaning by this, of course, that I may not land a force necessary to relieve a fort upon a border of the country.”14

A fort, only, however.

With this assurance, the delegates had returned to Richmond, Virginia, bearing the president’s written assurance—one that would, he’d hoped, quell any call for secession by the still-loyal state. No more mail between loyal and rebel states—a disappointment—but also no new collection of taxes, and no invasion anywhere: save perhaps forts on the periphery of the nation, which were needed to guard against foreign enemies of the republic.

Not really war, then—more a kind of lowering threat of future action if the secessionist states attempted any more attacks on forts, as perhaps at Pensacola, or the other federal forts on the coast of secessionist Florida. Also possible reoccupation of those that had been stolen from the federal government. But nothing more.

Hopefully, this would keep Virginia in the government’s camp, Mr. Lincoln had reasoned—all too innocently, as things turned out.
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Starting “To the People of the United States” (though this form of salutation was dropped in the published text), President Lincoln’s proclamation duly confirmed his guarded warning to the delegates from the still-loyal state of Virginia.

For the first time he identified the states in current rebellion against the U.S. federal government, and named them.

“Whereas the laws of the United States have been for some time past, and now are opposed, and the executive thereof obstructed in the states of South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama, Florida, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Texas”—states that had illegally formed military “combinations too powerful to be suppressed by the ordinary course of judicial proceedings or by the power vested in the Marshals by law”—“therefore I, Abraham Lincoln, president of the United States, in virtue of the power in me vested by the Constitution and the laws, have thought fit to call forth, and do call forth the militia of the several states of the Union, to the aggregate number of seventy-five thousand, in order to suppress said combinations, and cause the laws to be duly executed.”15

With its stern, authoritative, yet strictly legal tone, the proclamation would mark, Mr. Lincoln hoped, the end of hesitancy and the start of the new, more dynamic leadership that Seward and others had called for, if he wished to avoid a coup d’état. Details would be “immediately communicated” by the U.S. War Department in Washington to the relevant “authorities”: the governors of all loyal states of the Union, including the slaveholding border, or middle, states—who would be required to furnish troops, too. Meantime, however, the president counted upon all “loyal citizens” to “favor, facilitate, and aid this effort to maintain the honor, the integrity, and the existence of our National Union, under the perpetuity of popular government, and to redress its injuries and insults [subsequently amended to “wrongs”], already too long endured.”16

What, precisely, this massive army of seventy-five thousand volunteer troops was meant to do, other than perhaps help the U.S. Navy in securing—or resecuring—coastal forts from the sea, was left vague. “I deem it proper to say,” the president would only reveal in the text, “that the first service assigned to the forces hereby called forth will be to repossess the forts, places and property, which have been seized from the government”—though he struck this out, in hand, to read “Union.” (There were many Americans who disliked their current government, he knew, but loved their country.)17

Lest this all sound too heavy-handed, Mr. Lincoln was careful to promise that “the utmost care will be observed, consistent with the object aforesaid, to avoid any devastation, any destruction of, or interference with property, or any disturbance of peaceful citizens, in any part of the country.”18

“Interference with property” was a euphemism for enslaved Black people “owned” by people in the South, as well as their homes and plantations.

Slavery, in short, was not to be touched, even if it was not mentioned by name.

To cap this muscular if vague declaration (since the president really had no idea what precisely he would do with 75,000 three-month volunteers, let alone the 500,000 some had wanted), the president offered a way out for the seven states currently comprising the rebellion. To wit, an opportunity for the insurrectionist “combinations,” such as the Confederate force at Charleston, to avoid the charge of treason—a capital offense. In a more or less identical manner to that in which President Davis had asked, via General Beauregard, for the surrender or withdrawal of the Sumter garrison to avoid unnecessary bloodshed, so President Lincoln thus called directly on the seven secessionist states, in his proclamation, to dissolve their “combinations,” or face the consequences, however unclear.

The “persons” constituting the “combinations aforesaid” were “to disperse, and retire peacefully to their respective abodes within twenty days from this date”: that is, on or before May 5, 1861.19
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By telegram, mail, and special messenger, the governors of Maine, Vermont, New Hampshire, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Connecticut, New York, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Delaware, Maryland, Virginia, North Carolina, Tennessee, Arkansas, Kentucky, Missouri, Illinois, Indiana, Ohio, Michigan, Wisconsin, Iowa, and Minnesota were immediately contacted and requested by Mr. Simon Cameron, the U.S. secretary of war, to conform to the “act of Congress of February 28, 1795,” and to “detach from the militia” of their states, as instructed by the president, “the quota designated below.” New York, on the accompanying list, was to provide thirteen thousand men, Pennsylvania twelve thousand, Maryland three thousand, Virginia two thousand three hundred and forty. All were to be healthy men aged between eighteen and forty-five, in regiments each of seven hundred and eighty soldiers, with one brigadier general per state in most cases.

The men were to muster in specified arsenals located in each state across the country, ranging from Portland, Maine, to Saint Paul, Minnesota, and Richmond, Virginia, pending further instructions.

When asked by what date or time the mustering of this army should be done, Secretary Cameron responded, by telegraph, saying that state governors should aim to have their forces assembled and armed “by the 20th of May,” two weeks after the president’s deadline for dispersal of the Confederate “combinations.”20

Mr. Lincoln’s mood, as well as his understandable pride in his own proclamatory prose, were thus explained. For, with great cleverness, President Lincoln had turned the tables on his adversary in Montgomery, transforming what appeared to be abject “defeat” into a kind of rousing political victory, inspiring and uniting the North.

What effect would it have in the South, though? Would 75,000 three-month volunteer loyalists assembled, dressed in uniform, and duly armed with muskets be enough to intimidate Jefferson Davis, his government in Montgomery, and his “combinations” across the South, and convince them to back down—especially in the wake of in the great Confederate triumph in South Carolina? Moreover, what effect would it have in the middle states—those whose loyalty to the Union was less dependable than the Northern states?

This remained to be seen.

20







2

Defense against Aggression

IN MONTGOMERY, Alabama, news of the raising of the Confederate flag over the island castle at Charleston was meantime greeted with bonfires, a fifteen-gun salute, celebration speeches, flag waving, copious drinking in taverns, and toasting of the Confederacy’s military victory five hundred miles away on the coast of South Carolina.

On April 14, in the very midst of these celebrations, President Davis’s wife, Varina, had arrived back in Montgomery from New Orleans, having fetched their children. She’d also arranged for their furniture to be shipped via paddle steamer from their Brierfield plantation on the Mississippi, and had arranged to have a new French chef. Also a $1,300 carriage she’d ordered in New Orleans to come by another steamboat, the Henry J. King, which would also steam up the Alabama River from Mobile, on the Gulf of Mexico. She would need to sleep only one night at the Exchange Hotel—for the next day, Monday, April 15, the family was to move into their new home: the executive mansion, or Confederate White House.

The home was, in fact, a modest two-story, clapboard-sided residence on the corner of Washington and Bibb Streets, Montgomery, leased by the Confederate Congress from its owner, Colonel Harrison, for $5,000 per annum—at least for the first year. Built on a slope overlooking the city, with a fenced garden, it had two bedrooms on the first floor, four more above, and ample entertaining areas: a wide front porch, a spacious entrance hall, a big double parlor, and a large dining room, with a rear reception hall as well.1

Varina had decided to hold her first reception at the presidential mansion the first evening after her arrival, as part of the victory celebrations. But news of President Lincoln’s grand proclamation—telegraphed to Montgomery by Colonel John T. Pickett from Washington on the morning of April 15, 1861—put something of a damper on this. At the Confederate government’s Executive Building, in fact, it was met with a mix of shock and disbelief.
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Mr. Lincoln’s edict was surprising, both in the alacrity with which it had been issued, and in its wording.

It hardly seemed possible that “Old Abe”—the vacillating chief executive of a “Northern Gove[rnmen]t” which, according to Governor Pickens of South Carolina, was on its last legs and ready to “fall to pieces because it has within itself the seeds of rottenness & decay”—could turn the tables on the victorious Confederacy so quickly: before Major Anderson’s defeated garrison had even left the fort, to be taken back to New York rather than into captivity, thanks to the generosity of President Davis.2

The tone of the proclamation had seemed in Montgomery to be downright discourteous to President Davis, in fact: a Confederate commander in chief who, after all, had instructed General Beauregard to show every courtesy to his defeated opponents, especially to his esteemed “friend,” Major Anderson, whom he’d known for many years—courteousness that would play well in the Northern press, it had been hoped. And lead, if not to peace negotiations between independent nations, then at least to keeping public debate going—and Federal forces at bay.3

Colonel Pickett’s treasonous telegram from Washington, however, poured ice-cold water on that idea. Newspapers afterward claimed that the U.S. president’s proclamation was read by the CSA cabinet at the Executive Building “amid bursts of laughter.”4 But in fact Jefferson Davis was knocked sideways by the news. He’d expected war, and had six thousand men under Beauregard’s command to defend the East Coast. But a Union army of seventy-five thousand troops?

Abraham Lincoln’s response to defeat at Fort Sumter was not at all what Davis or his colleagues in the CSA had expected.
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“We are disposed to be magnanimous,” Davis had told the freelance journalist Charles Stuart on news of the fall of Fort Sumter. The Union government’s humiliation at Charleston, he’d predicted, “will leave a loophole for a more decided style of diplomacy than Mr. Lincoln sees fit now to tolerate”—in other words, would hopefully cause him to revert from secret military expeditions to more courteous, diplomatic conciliation.5 Sumter’s evacuation might well get President Lincoln to negotiate directly with the Confederacy—perhaps making Lincoln rue his refusal to parley with the three CSA commissioners in Washington, who’d left the city the day before, empty-handed.

The Confederacy, after all, wanted only that which was its own—or should be—in the seven independent states of the Deep South: namely property (enslaved people) and properties (forts) that posed no threat to the Northern states. It wished only to be left alone; it had no aggressive plans or wishes. Surely Mr. Lincoln would see this, President Davis had remarked to Mr. Stuart. The Union president must see “how willing we, also, are that the beginning should be the end”?6

With this in mind, President Davis had, in fact, stamped on any speculation that he would now send Beauregard north to bombard and seize Lincoln’s White House, as Southern newspapers were already screeching he should: in fact the president had reprimanded his secretary of war, Mr. LeRoy Walker, for having been reported in the press as saying, within the hearing of a journalist on April 14, that the new Confederate flag, not the Stars and Stripes, would soon be waving over the unfinished Capitol in Washington.7

President Davis had wanted, in short, a spirit of goodwill to prevail in the South in the wake of victory in South Carolina. Celebrations in Montgomery were but a burst of natural exultation after the mounting tension of the days leading up to the bombardment, and the hours following the first shot. A pause was now wanted—one that would allow him, as commander in chief of the CSA, to address the next item on his secret strategic agenda.

Now that Fort Sumter, virtually intact with all its cannons in place, was to be manned by Confederate artillerymen—under a garrison commander who would show more resilience than his predecessor—General Beauregard’s orders were to make all his East Coast fortifications secure against Union invasion. At Pensacola, down South, President Davis’s coastal defense strategy would entail launching the amphibious assault on the Union fort that General Bragg had been preparing, should demands for its evacuation or surrender fail—in fact, Bragg should capitalize on lessons learned during General Beauregard’s bombardment of Sumter: perhaps building a floating artillery battery, for example, if Beauregard recommended it.

President Davis’s military attention, then, was not on possible invasion of the North or adventurism by Confederate forces, but defense against aggression. Yet successful defense, to be sure, would necessitate further acts of armed force. Davis was, after all, no knucklehead. Mr. Lincoln’s promises were not to be believed: that was the true lesson of Sumter, as President Davis had already confided to General Bragg on April 3, ten days before the Union’s Sumter expedition. As he’d put it, “for political reasons the U.S. Govt. will avoid making an attack so long as the hope of retaining the border states remains,” but it would wait no longer than that, he was certain. Thereby giving the Deep South plenty of time to get “ready to relieve our territory and jurisdiction of the presence of a foreign garrison.”8
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In launching a veritable fleet to reinforce Major Anderson at Charleston, Lincoln had decided to risk hostilities regardless of the consequences in the middle states. The U.S. president’s ill-fated, ill-led Sumter expedition and Mr. Lincoln’s almost instant April 15 announcement of war-by-proclamation and his immediate raising of an army of 75,000 Union volunteers, as well as Lincoln’s publicly stated intention to “repossess” Federal forts, had thus come as an unwelcome surprise to Davis—and it worried him more than he’d anticipated. The new Confederate president had certainly never expected his rival—hitherto so dilatory, so lawyer-like—to respond in such a dramatic, immediate, public, forceful way. Abraham Lincoln was, it appeared, no James Buchanan.

Thinking about this, however, Jefferson Davis could see that, of course, the proclamation must be interpreted as, essentially, a political document rather than a military one. An edict designed to rally Mr. Lincoln’s fractured Republican-Democratic support in the North, and overcome a deep-seated public opposition there to actual war. After all, the wording of Mr. Lincoln’s proclamation demonstrated no idea as to exactly what kind of war, in his role as U.S. commander in chief, the Union leader would actually wage, using 75,000 untrained, or only minimally trained, volunteer Northern troops. Take back Fort Sumter, and occupy other Federal properties in the Deep South, using thousands of state militiamen far from their homes? And meanwhile waving a big stick to frighten the Confederate states into “dispersing” their “combinations,” and go home within twenty days? How? Those, surely, were words intended for Northern consumption: a means for Mr. Lincoln to look strong but forgiving in the eyes of middle-state representatives. As a soldier, Davis did not think that 75,000 men would frighten wavering middle states into spurning secession—indeed, the figure might well prompt them to look, rather, to the CSA to protect them from such Federally ordered domination.

The Lincoln proclamation thus seemed ridiculous in Montgomery—yet, in the hours and days that followed, there came evidence that Mr. Lincoln’s declaration of war—for the proclamation was that, if nothing else—was achieving a level of support and new cohesion in the North that Jefferson Davis had not anticipated. The fall of Fort Sumter seemed, in effect, to have touched a Northern nerve—one Davis hadn’t thought existed in the divided counsels of the nonslaveholding states.

Jefferson Davis’s left eye was troubling him again, noticeably, but his half-blindness could not obscure the enthusiastic reception that Mr. Lincoln’s proclamation had evoked in the North, as described in the many newspaper accounts that were brought to the president’s office in Montgomery—or the implications. Perhaps Secretary Toombs was right: bombarding Fort Sumter had stirred up a hornet’s nest.9

Already that day, April 15, a longtime acquaintance in New Jersey had warned Mr. Davis that, though there was considerable sympathy there for the Southern cause, as well as opposition to abolishing slavery within the Union, the bombardment of Fort Sumter would “unite the North to a man.”10

To a man?

It seemed impossible, yet seemed to be doing just that. As an instantaneous, declaratory call to arms, it represented—for all its supposed naïveté in imagining that the Confederate states would simply “disperse” their “combinations” at the very moment of their triumph in South Carolina—a new turn of the screw.
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Unintended Consequences

IN ANSWER TO THE PRESIDENT’S call for 75,000 volunteers, the Northern states immediately promised to provide the government with even more men than President Lincoln had called up—in fact, some 90,000.

For Mr. Lincoln, this seemed very good news indeed. However, in the middle states of the Union—the hitherto loyal slaveholding border states of the Upper South—the response proved ominously different from that of the Northern states.

Governor Beriah Magoffin of Kentucky, for example, replied by telegraph the same day to Secretary Cameron. “Your dispatch is received,” Magoffin confirmed. “In answer,” he went on, “I say emphatically Kentucky will furnish no troops for the wicked purpose of subduing her sister Southern States.”1

Governor John Ellis of North Carolina responded likewise.

“Your dispatch is received, and if genuine, which its extraordinary character leads me to doubt,” the governor sneered, “I have to say in reply that I regard the levy of troops made by the Administration of subjugating the States of the South as in violation of the Constitution and a gross usurpation of power. I can be no party to this wicked violation of the laws of the country and to this war upon the liberties of a free people. You will get no troops from North Carolina.”2

Governor John Letcher of Virginia went even further.

“In reply to this communication,” the governor telegraphed to the War Department the next day, April 16, “I have only to say that the militia of Virginia will not be furnished to the powers at Washington for any such use or purpose as they have in view. Your object is to subjugate the Southern States, and requisition made upon me for such an object—an object, in my judgment, not within the purview of the Constitution or the act of 1795—will not be complied with. You have chosen to inaugurate civil war, and having done so, we will meet it in a spirit as determined as the Administration has exhibited toward the South.”3

As the hours went by, signs that the proclamation had been a triumph were tempered by the realization in Washington that it was also a possible calamity. A former Union supporter in Baltimore, John Pendleton Kennedy, had warned that the proclamation would inevitably “fire up the South, as it implies invasion and coercion”—in which he would be proven correct. He, too, called it a “wicked blunder.”4

Was it? Over the ensuing days it was certainly a question that Mr. Lincoln had to face, as similar concerns were raised all across the middle states that had hitherto remained loyal to the Union. Even staunch Union loyalists in those states now cast Mr. Lincoln’s impetuous presidential edict as a grave error: one that, as one stalwart Unionist in North Carolina put it, might well let “loose on us a torrent to which we could oppose no resistance.”5 Another hitherto loyalist leader in Virginia, John Botts, would also mourn the “mistake” a few weeks later, calling the president’s proclamation “the most unfortunate state paper that ever issued from any Executive since the establishment of the government.”6

Many other loyal Union supporters, too, found themselves “struck with amazement and indignation” at the prospect that they would now be caught in the middle of major hostilities between grand armies: a war pitching Upper North against Deep South—a confrontation, a potential Armageddon, that would now be waged primarily in their own innocent, uncommitted border states.7

Even in Northern states, initial exultation over the president’s proclamation turned to anxiety over the possible—even probable—consequences. “I doubt every thing that I see about him,” Congressman Charles Adams confided to his journal on April 15 in Boston, for “nothing seems to proceed from a real conviction of a systematic plan adequate to the emergency.”8

The proclamation was as ill-considered, in Adams’s view, as the volte-face and decision, all too late in the day, to resupply and reinforce Fort Sumter. With every new report from the middle states, Congressman Adams’s concern only grew greater. Yes, it was true that Mr. Lincoln’s proclamation had initially satisfied the wounded pride of Massachusetts citizens, smarting at the federal government’s defeat and humiliation at Charleston. But it also indicated, as the Massachusetts congressman noted on April 15, that, thanks to the rash proclamation, the “peaceful solution of the problem has failed.” The “breach” was now “complete.” He’d hoped that “slavery might be driven back to the cotton region… and there left to work out its mission.”

The lot of enslaved people in the South themselves was not Adams’s concern; the ending of peace and prosperity for Northern whites was. It was Mr. Lincoln’s fault entirely; the former vacillator in chief had, without thinking, “plunged us into a war” without any real idea how to win it.9
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What kind of a war might it be, Adams wondered, as he gathered his things in Boston to sail to England and become the U.S. government’s crucial new minister—since Britain, if it so chose, could break a Union blockade of the Confederacy.

Mr. Lincoln’s “language” in his proclamation, Adams noted, “seems to imply a design to retake the forts and to wage a continuous war with the rebels in their own territory.”10

Their own territory? But how, without invasion? And where, exactly? Would Mr. Lincoln’s new 75,000-man, three-month volunteer army even reach the Confederacy? Might it not have to defend the beleaguered capital of the United States, situated precariously between the slaveholding middle states of Maryland and Virginia, if Davis’s triumphant forces struck northward from South Carolina, and North Carolinians and Virginians let them through—or, heaven forbid, even joined them?
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Insurrection in Virginia

CONGRESSMAN ADAMS’S fear was well founded—for barely forty-eight hours after Mr. Lincoln’s proclamation, Virginia seceded.

Inevitably, as Nicolay and Hay recounted, the “fever heat of the populace” had “communicated itself to the convention” that was being held in the Old Dominion. “An outside ‘States-Rights’ assemblage of prominent Virginia politicians, which thronged into Richmond at this juncture, added its not inconsiderable tribute of pressure to the sweeping tide of treason,” the former secretaries recalled. It was this throng that, fatefully, caused the Virginia convention delegates to switch the state’s earlier vote against secession. “By a vote of 88 to 55,” in secret session, the representatives now proceeded to pass “an ordinance of secession or, as they softly phrased it, ‘An ordinance to repeal the ratification of the Constitution of the United States.’”1 The United States, in their view, no longer now existed as such.

The new vote then permitted Governor Letcher to sign his “proclamation announcing the dissolution of the Union.” His governor’s proclamation called upon “all the armed regiments and companies of volunteers in the State to hold themselves in readiness for orders. Nor did his zeal confine itself to paper edicts,” Nicolay and Hay dolefully recorded. “Under his instructions, doubtless matured and prepared in advance, seizures of the custom-house and government buildings in Richmond, of a private powder depot in Lynchburg, and of a number of steamers in the James River were hurriedly made, and military movements were begun to capture the United States arsenal at Harper’s Ferry and the United States navy yard at Norfolk.”2

So much for Virginia’s contribution to Mr. Lincoln’s 75,000 volunteers loyal to the Union!

Governor Letcher’s counter-proclamation was issued late in the evening of April 17, 1861. Given his legislature’s recent rejection of secession by a two-to-one vote of its delegates, it sounded almost gratuitously rude and assertive. The Constitution of the United States had invested only the U.S. Congress with the “sole power to declare war,” Governor Letcher claimed. And “until such declaration is made” by the now-absent U.S. Congress, “the President has no authority to call for an extraordinary force to wage offensive war against any foreign power”—let alone against seceded states in insurrection.

In order to “uphold the honor of Virginia,” therefore, in facing “an improper exercise of force against her people,” Letcher’s counter-proclamation announced, “Therefore I, John Letcher, Governor of the Commonwealth of Virginia, have thought proper to order all armed volunteer regiments or companies within this State”—in other words, its militia—“forthwith to hold themselves in readiness for immediate orders, and upon reception of this proclamation to report to the Adjutant General of the State their organization and numbers, and prepare themselves for efficient service.… In witness whereof, I have hereunto set my hand and caused the seal of the Commonwealth to be affixed, this 17th day of April, 1861, and in the 85th year of the Commonwealth.”3

The Old Dominion of Virginia, then, would not permit its territory to be used as a stepping stone in the crushing of the CSA rebellion. As the primary Virginia newspaper, the Richmond Enquirer, commented the next day, it was not a moment too soon, if Virginia was to be secured against Mr. Lincoln’s mob of 75,000 armed barbarians preparing to advance like Visigoths from the North—despite the president’s denial of any intention of invading anyone. “Before the proclamation of Gov. Letcher was known,” in fact, “regiments and companies had been tendered to the Executive, and men were eager to enter the service of defending Virginia,” the Enquirer recorded. “Aggressing upon the rights of none, seeking no war, Virginia may be dragged from her efforts at peace and reconciliation by the usurpations of the Federal Executive. Her Convention has up to this time withstood every appeal to the Secessionists, and were quietly making efforts at reconstruction.”4

Unfortunately, the Enquirer added, “her peace efforts are despised by the Federal Executive, and civil war [has been] inaugurated to bolster up the waning fortunes of a corrupt and imbecile Administration. The blood of the conflict rests upon Abraham Lincoln and his Cabinet.”5
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Given that Virginian soldiers would spill the most blood of all Southern states (31,000 casualties) in the remorseless fighting that followed, Governor Letcher’s counter-proclamation would be seen by historians to be both fatal and tragic—for without it, the war might never have occasioned such historic casualties, most of which would be suffered in Virginia.

For his part, Abraham Lincoln would never claim he’d done the right thing—only that he’d pursued the right goal, as he saw it: to hold the country together, by force if necessary, as a union of thirty-three fast-fragmenting states, irrespective of the consequences. The leaders of an insurrectionist, illegal Confederacy of the Deep South had chosen to besiege and then bombard Fort Sumter with heavy weaponry, and had finally seized it by military force, rather than permit it to be resupplied, let alone reinforced—and were openly preparing to do so at Pensacola. He’d thus been given no option but to call for volunteers, and be prepared to take action, unless the Confederate states disbanded their “combinations” and returned to the national fold.

Unfortunately, the fold was no longer one to which Virginia—at least, the few dozen white political representatives who’d forced the new vote for secession and had stampeded their colleagues toward the cliff of insurrection—now seemed to want to belong.
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Governor John Letcher’s behavior was fatal and contemptible, in the subsequent view of John Nicolay and John Hay—and this, surely, was incontestable. The secretaries’ masterly reconstruction of Virginia’s role in the start of the Civil War, however, served to mask—understandably—the arguably historic error that their own beloved president had made. Mr. Lincoln’s new bellicosity-by-proclamation had certainly aroused great and welcome unity and support in the Northern states in their response to his call for a seemingly huge 75,000-man army. But though vast in number, given the diminutive size of the extant U.S. Army, had it been enough, in fact, to intimidate pro-secessionists in the wavering middle states, and convince them they had better remain in the Union rather than chance their arm—and arms—in secession? Would not half a million Federal troops have been more likely to frighten them away from sedition?

Also, why were even 75,000 volunteers required, if they were only to occupy Federal forts and installations, but not invade anyone’s state? How, in short, would Mr. Lincoln’s warning to the CSA to “disband” its “combinations” within twenty days be effected without invasion—an invasion for which they might not then be sufficient?

Looking back, what Nicolay and Hay were loath to say was this: the figure of 75,000 men sounded good, but was not good enough to intimidate wavering states into steering clear of secession—let alone force Jefferson Davis to stand down after his triumphant victory at Charleston.

In the absence of Congress, the call to arms was one that only Mr. Lincoln as commander in chief could have made, to be sure. But so precipitately? And with Virginia’s convention on possible secession currently being reconvened?

For good or ill, Mr. Lincoln had, however, felt moved to issue the proclamation immediately, thereby turning the tables on Jeff Davis even as the rebel enjoyed his moment of battlefield triumph. But had he rushed too quickly to judgment? Was he afraid that, thanks to the humiliating defeat suffered at Charleston, Secretary Seward might use the fiasco—one he’d warned against, after all—to restart his attempted coup, and unseat the president as ineffective if he didn’t act manfully?
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Hastiness was a quality rarely attributed to Abraham Lincoln—though he had occasionally exhibited it in his life, private and public, causing him afterward to regret his action.

Most notoriously it had happened when he’d proposed to Mary Todd, and had then thought better of it—suddenly sending Mary, his fiancée at the time, a letter telling her he did not love her. He’d promptly suffered a nervous breakdown.

“The doctors say he came within an inch of being a perfect lunatic for life. He was perfectly crazy for some time, not able to attend to his business at all,” one witness had reported.6

As a point of honor, and upon more deliberate reflection, Abraham had stuck with the union once Mary took him back. “My old father used to have a saying that ‘If you make a bad bargain, hug it the tighter,’” he’d confided to his bosom friend Joshua Speed.7

Avoiding impetuous decisions, then, had become Abraham’s guiding principle. In his long career as a lawyer and politician, he had tamed his occasionally volcanic temper. Had learned to swallow insults, criticism, and misinterpretation like a prize fighter who stands his ground, receiving punishment to his body but not losing his wits. Above all, when writing or giving legal counsel, Abraham had learned to express himself in language that was clear, muscular, direct, elastic in breadth and coverage but not open to misinterpretation—in contrast to the long-winded anecdotes, fables, and stories with which he liked to amuse private listeners.

In drafting his proclamation calling for 75,000 volunteers—and this before the eighty-man garrison of Fort Sumter was even withdrawn—had Abraham Lincoln, president of the United States, failed to observe his own creed: think carefully before acting rashly, or prematurely?

Historians nor biographers would ever agree—for how could they, over such a counterfactual speculation? Yet the fact itself remained, namely that Lincoln’s proclamation—the first of his presidency—gave rise to consequences that neither of the two presidents, Lincoln and Davis, had expected or prepared for.

Consequences that would completely reconfigure the standoff between the seven states of the CSA and the twenty-six of the United States of America.
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Behind the scenes Abraham Lincoln did, in fact, soon recognize that his grand proclamation was a mistake in terms of the ammunition it had given his opponents.

Those opponents included all the governors of the middle states who’d responded to the president’s call for troops. Unintimidated by the seemingly high number, 75,000, they had correctly cast the edict as the preface for an invasion of their states, since the 75,000 volunteers would have to traverse their territory as border states in operating against the Deep South.

Springing from his chair in the White House several days later, Mr. Lincoln walked “backward and forward through the apartment,” wringing his hands and pleading with the mayor of Baltimore, for example, to understand that he hadn’t really meant the words he’d used in his proclamation—or at least, not in the way they’d been taken.8 With “great feeling,” Mayor George Brown later recalled, the president apologized to him, claiming that he, Abraham Lincoln, rail splitter from Illinois, was an uneducated individual and that he’d expressed himself badly in the document.

“Mr. Brown, I am not a learned man! I am not a learned man!’” the president cried, blaming his poor English and repeating that “his proclamation had not been correctly understood.” The president insisted that his motive in mustering such a huge army—an army that for reasons of geography would have to make its way through the bottleneck of Baltimore to Washington, the capital, if it came south—was innocent. It was not intended to threaten anyone in the border states, or crush anyone, he claimed, for “he had no intention of bringing on war, but that his purpose was to defend the capital, which was in danger of being bombarded from the heights across the Potomac.”9

An army of 75,000 Northern volunteers, mustered before Virginia had opted to secede, and now suddenly intended to defend Washington from new insurrectionists in Richmond?

Brown had been less than convinced. It clearly wasn’t true. Calling up so many volunteers by proclamation to defend the capital, before the city had been seriously threatened, or was even mentioned in Mr. Lincoln’s proclamation? By whom, and from what, had the capital been endangered on the morning of April 14, when the eighty-man garrison at Charleston, South Carolina, had not even left their fort, and the president had drafted the document? A Confederate force of mostly hothead volunteers in South Carolina, taking possession of a small island fort more than five hundred miles away from Washington? How threatening to the city of Washington was that?

The president’s justifications understandably sounded specious to Brown.

Mr. Lincoln had clearly wanted such a huge militia army, as his own secretary had confided to his fiancée, to “put down the rebellion”—and with massive force, Brown knew. Opposition in till-then-loyal middle, slaveholding Union states that had then—in direct response to the president’s proclamation—turned violent on April 19.

A new rebellion, however, that—in contrast to the folks in faraway South Carolina—could certainly threaten the security of the capital, if the state of Maryland also chose to secede! Sandwiched between two rebel states, Washington would then find itself as isolated as Fort Sumter, Mayor Brown had had to admit—even if this was, in his view, Mr. Lincoln’s own fault.

Most worrying of all for George Brown, though, was the fact that it would put Baltimore, of which he was mayor, in the front line of civil war. For it would have to be through Baltimore, Maryland, that Mr. Lincoln must bring his massive new army to reinforce Washington—whether to defend it or to crush the rebellion by advancing further south into Virginia.

The bitter reality of this came, in fact, later that day, April 19, when Mayor Brown and President Lincoln, at the White House, were informed that a mob riot had taken place in Baltimore’s town center, where the first of Mr. Lincoln’s volunteer militia regiments (from Massachusetts) had attempted to pass through the city by train—a riot occasioning multiple deaths and casualties, closing the railway line, and leaving Washington completely cut off from the North.

It was small wonder that the president, who was not a trained soldier, now retreated into a weeklong despair.
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A Poisoned Chalice

LOOKING BACK, afterward, Davis could only marvel at the careening course that history sometimes follows—especially in war. Oh, the misconceptions, confusions, and misunderstandings that accompany its daily, even hourly path!

Certainly Davis, as provisional Confederate president, had tried to keep a cool head. Word from Washington began to reach Montgomery, eight hundred miles away, of dire panic infecting President Lincoln’s own counselors, who feared that General Beauregard would be ordered north by President Davis on the heels of his great victory in South Carolina.

But what force would Beauregard lead from five hundred miles away? An army of, at most, six thousand largely untrained men—leaving Charleston undefended? It was, in reality, a bogus threat that Jefferson Davis had never entertained, nor had thought feasible in any way (though later, General Beauregard would impishly imply he himself, at Charleston, had favored the idea).

Moving South Carolina militia troops, completely unversed in maneuver, some five hundred miles overland through the state of North Carolina—which had not yet decided to secede from the Union, let alone join the Confederacy—and then through the whole state of Virginia, likewise? And all in order to attack the capital of the United States, at a moment when no Confederate soldier had yet even been in action, save to fire cannonballs across a mile of water? The notion was, to a president who was, in fact, a soldier, ridiculous.

And yet, forty-eight hours after President Lincoln’s proclamation on April 15, 1861, a Confederate assault on the city of Washington had at least become thinkable in the press and in citizen cabals: paraded in newspapers and even in certain U.S. government circles, thanks to Mr. Lincoln’s threatening, proclamatory impetuosity.

Small wonder that the border states had all reacted with such vehemence, President Davis reasoned. Mr. Lincoln’s call for 75,000 troops to be furnished by states loyal to his government administration, as well as the vagueness of his explanation of what they would be required to do—and where exactly—without prior discussion, warning, or congressional backing: it was almost inevitable that the governors of the border states had defied Mr. Lincoln’s call—not only rejected it, terming it a “wicked” plan to “invade” their Southern “sisters,” but caused them to begin, one by one, to secede from the Union, too, beginning with the Old Dominion. And potentially reversing the intended effect of the U.S. president’s proclamation. Instead of Southern “combinations” disbanding, the U.S. capital itself was threatened with assault—an assault that, if undertaken, might even force the U.S. government to grant Southern white slaveholders, thereby, their independence.

Why not, then, attack Washington? This was the question that had soon circulated in Montgomery, as in Charleston. Why not march on the Federal capital, if the new seceding forces could be inspired to swell into a grand Confederate Army setting forth from Charleston, South Carolina?

Certainly this was the challenge in the popular press that faced President Davis in the days that followed Governor Letcher’s counter-proclamation on April 17. With the Confederacy in the ascendant, facing a panic-stricken foe, “One dash, and Lincoln is taken, the country [that is, the CSA] saved, and the leader who does it will be immortalized,” a Florida railway superintendent, for example, urged the Confederate president.1

For himself, the Confederate president remained unconvinced. A realist by nature and by life experience, Jefferson Finis Davis foresaw that Virginia’s secession and insurrection—especially if followed by other middle states—might well spell doom to his plans for Confederate defense.

Indeed for the existence of the Confederacy, period.
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The problem for President Davis, behind the scenes, was therefore this: that he had based his entire plan of Confederate survival to be a war of military defense: defense of the Deep South against Northern aggression. Not Confederate invasion of the U.S. capital!

By sending General Beauregard to Charleston, Davis had wanted to secure the cornerstone of his East Coast defense strategy by seizing Fort Sumter. But in pressuring President Lincoln either to evacuate his garrison or to fight for the fort by sending massive naval reinforcements, he had caused Mr. Lincoln to overreact, with Governor Letcher in turn overreacting to Mr. Lincoln’s threat. If Davis now attacked Washington, however—the capital of the Union, after all—the Confederacy’s whole moral stance, namely one of innocence in the face of Northern aggression and invasion, would be undone.
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Jefferson Davis’s notion of the South as a nation of careful hand-stitchers facing a machinelike Union whose mis-stitching could upset the planned pattern was nowhere better illustrated than in the Lincoln proclamation and its consequences in the hitherto loyal middle states. At least, Jefferson Davis’s planned pattern.

Davis had never favored real secession, and in accepting his appointment as provisional Southern president he had had but one military imperative: that the bombardment of the Federal fortress in Charleston’s famous harbor should be, like the American Revolution, a “shot heard around the world”—but a real shot, not merely a mythic one. Such a victory would guarantee Davis’s coastal defense strategy, while also inspiring the states of the Deep South, the Confederacy, to believe in their independence: states already unified in their opposition to any Northern tampering with their precious and “peculiar institution,” slavery: one symbolized by Charleston’s famous port, through which most enslaved Black people from Africa had been imported.

But an enlarged Confederation, in territories that were not so wedded to slavery, economically or morally? Would not the accession of unreliable middle states to the Confederacy serve to dilute the CSA and its necessary devotion to slavery as its primary wealth-creating institution? Enlarging the CSA would mean embracing border states of unproven, uncertain, undependable, wavering, politically fractured loyalty to the Deep South. And most important of all: it would doubtless see them all turning to Davis and his Confederate government to defend them, when he already had his hands full preparing to defend the coasts of his own new country, the Confederacy of the Deep South.

Perhaps the shot had been heard too loud, ironically, by the border states! Most prominently in Virginia where, after all, a mere two weeks earlier, on April 4, 1861, at its convention held on the subject of secession, Virginia delegates had voted 90 to 45 against secession. Two to one! And then, barely two weeks later, the delegates reversing engines and voting 88 to 55 on April 17 for secession, thanks to Mr. Lincoln’s impetuous proclamation.

Such Virginia volatility hardly bespoke long-term fidelity to the main cause of the Deep South, should Virginia not only secede from the United States but apply to join the Confederacy, rather than stay neutral: a prospect that seemed suddenly all too likely.

Yes, the addition of the Old Dominion might be of major potential benefit to the CSA in military, diplomatic, and military-industrial ways, thanks to assets such as Richmond’s Tredegar Iron Works, capable of making heavy weapons and even locomotives. But would its inclusion in the CSA not entail an entire recasting of Davis’s war strategy: his defense of the Deep South? Would it not put the initial, surprising success of the rebellion at grave risk?

Worst of all, Virginia’s secession instantly threatened to ruin Davis’s carefully conceived strategy to protect the independence and integrity of the Confederate Deep South from possible Union invasion—Virginia, no sooner had it seceded from the Union, pleading with him as CSA president for his help in defending the state from Union forces. Not only would Davis now probably have to draw some of General Beauregard’s forces away from defense of the East Coast, but some of General Bragg’s crucial forces at Pensacola, too—damning his hopes of taking Fort Pickens, on the Gulf, as an equivalent cornerstone there of Confederate coastal defense.

“Have telegraphed to Gov. Letcher offering aid,” Davis informed South Carolina governor Pickens on April 18, in response to Letcher’s request for help, “but asking specific information. He may want your artillerists” but, he cautioned Pickens, he should not give “those you cannot spare,” if the South was to hold to Davis’s coastal defense plan.2

Even defending insurrectionist if not-yet-seceded North Carolina would present a military problem. As Governor Pickens telegraphed on April 18, “Governor of North Carolina has telegraphed me for every material of war, and is very urgent. Sent him eleven heavy cannon and stopped 25,000 pounds of powder in Wilmington, but cannot risk any more. Telegraph from [former governor Henry] Wise and Letcher for 2,000 troops to be sent immediately to Norfolk,” in Virginia. “Decline for the present because I think it might appear intrusive and your call for 5,000 [to be mustered into the Confederate Army] this morning prevents; besides, we stand at present on the defensive, and try to make our own Confederate Government strong”—primarily on the coast.3

There were, after all, a number of vessels of Fox’s Union flotilla still visible offshore, at Charleston, five days after the battle for Sumter had ended. Did they herald a second possible U.S. amphibious attack? “If the [Union] fleet does not return” from the North, where it had transported Anderson’s defeated garrison, Pickens continued, he thought as South Carolina governor that he could possibly “spare” a few troops to go “to Norfolk,” but it would be a stretch”—and perhaps vitiate President Davis’s plans for the defense of the Confederate coasts.4

Thus arose, in reality, the bitterest and most improbable irony in the immediate wake of Mr. Lincoln’s April 15 proclamation and Virginia’s counter-proclamation on April 17: that if the other middle states all followed suit and seceded, too, in the wake of Virginia, Mr. Lincoln would find it infinitely harder to “put down the rebellion,” but, equally, the Confederacy of the Deep South, centered on its capital at Montgomery, Alabama, would be faced with a far greater military challenge than ever, having to defend them.
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Jefferson Davis was clearly, therefore, going to have to adapt to new circumstances and revise his entire plan of Confederate defense.

The Confederacy was not only changing shape and composition by the hour, but was now facing a new set of circumstances—circumstances that Davis had simply never entertained when secretly pursuing his original war agenda. War had come in the wake of Fort Sumter—but a war, in the wake of Virginia’s secession, that would be far, far more complicated than he’d imagined.

What was unfolding, indeed, was a wild and unpredictable revolution. An explosion of passions, injured pride, and mass hysteria—one that, like so many revolutions in history, was now sweeping almost everyone on its military tide, whether they liked it or not. And in all truth, Jefferson Finis Davis didn’t like it.

Davis was not a revolutionary. He was, he himself knew best, a conservative: a plantation owner from Mississippi with mixed feelings about slavery, as well as its future in the modern world. As was Varina, his wife. Their enslaved workers at Brierfield seemed loyal, as were many on well-run plantations in the South—in fact Brierfield was administered, efficiently and arguably humanely, in the manner of a model community, with similarities to class-divided, caste-riven rural English communities, where local landowners acted as magistrates as well as employers of domestic servants and field workers.5 The American slavery system, it was true, was of a different order, often viciously abused in the South, as Jefferson Davis knew and disparaged. Neither he nor Varina liked the business of slave auctions in public, which seemed positively barbaric to outsiders, even to Southerners themselves—in fact, the slave auction house on the other side of the road from his new official residence was closed down before Varina arrived back from New Orleans on April 14, having gone to collect their children. Together with an unborn member of their family who would travel with her—inside her, in fact—a baby due, if all went well, in November 1861.

Varina, once reed-thin as a teenage bride, had, at thirty-four, filled out with age and repeated maternity, but in Jeff’s often-impaired eyes—as well as those of others—this made her all the more voluptuous, as in a Titian painting: beautiful, sensuous-looking, smart, witty, and observant.

By contrast, Jeff was fifty-two years of age, eighteen years older than his wife, and worked too hard. He still liked to walk in Montgomery, however, and preferred to ride his own horse rather than travel in a carriage—though he’d accepted the gift of Varina’s New Jersey–built barouche that Congress paid for, since it would enable Varina to take their children with her whenever she went out. True, he’d twice left her in disputes over marital power, and they’d had repeated arguments over his much older brother, Joseph, as well as other members of the Davis family, especially Joe’s widowed sister. But Varina’s own sister had accompanied Varina on the Henry J. King to Montgomery, and her father, too. That said something.

As a city, of course, Montgomery was hardly comparable to the U.S. capital, Washington, where Varina, in the 1850s, had found herself in her youthful element. Montgomery was an unpretentious, in fact arguably dowdy Southern town. Its streets and highways would improve and expand in time, however, and there had already been talk of making a section of the city a special government district, like the District of Columbia: the “District of Davis,” some had suggested, in which the main government buildings of the administration would be located.6

In a way, then, Montgomery seemed to reflect its provisional president: modest, solid, forward-looking despite its necessary slave auctions. Would all this change, however, if the secession of Virginia was ratified by plebiscite, and other states also seceded? Would the Confederate government have to be moved, as many were already urging?

Personally, Davis disliked the idea. He had no pretensions. He was not a bon viveur—in fact he was somewhat withdrawn, a man who dismissed idle chatter. If some thought him standoffish, a cut above the hoi polloi, he knew the accusation was unflattering but accurate. He was above the average, both in height and in intellect. Yet he was also no aristocrat; he came from no inherited wealth, or grand advantage. He was very American: slim, well-read, quietly reflective, and highly intelligent, with an extraordinarily retentive memory. Well-trained as a United States army officer, and though still touchy about matters of honor, at least open to ideas and debate. If he tended to think he was always right, as Varina often complained, it was because he believed he really was, for he read deeply, and tried to think things through, carefully, methodically. He liked to be well-informed, and to base his determinations on intellectual examination rather than emotion. In this he was, he assumed, similar to Mr. Lincoln, whom he’d never met, but who wrote and spoke—in reported speeches, at any rate—with an enviable kind of candor and clarity of exposition, without affectation or falsity of feeling.

Mr. Lincoln was, however, somewhat of a showman also, by all accounts—which he, Jefferson Finis Davis, was not, by any standard. Often the Confederate president was not even recognized in public—on one occasion being mistaken by a railway clerk as a simple traveling businessman.

Did a successful politician have to be a showman, though? Perhaps, looking back later, it could be argued that a more inspirational, bloodthirsty leader could have done better as rebel president: could have exploited timid, inexperienced Mr. Lincoln’s mistakes, and “whipped” the North by more aggressive, more incantatory early leadership. There was, after all, Robert B. Rhett, the sixty-year-old former U.S. senator from South Carolina, editor of the Charleston Mercury, a man whom some had recommended for the role at the start. Rhett was, after all, a firebrand: a true believer not simply in the continuation of slavery, but in the reopening of the African slave trade—something that Davis felt was beyond the pale. Rhett was also a believer in taking the war to, and into, the North—which Davis opposed.

Certainly, few revolutions, few independence struggles, few cases of the overthrowing of monarchies or empires were ever accomplished, however, without a leader able to inspire and to strike their opponents where it hurt—compelling them to back down, surrender, or withdraw. A George Washington, a Napoleon Bonaparte. Even a leader like Giuseppe Garibaldi, who’d distinguished himself first in South America, then in the unification of Italy: a feat which had literally been crowned with the creation of a new Kingdom of Italy on March 17, 1861, only a month earlier.

For good or ill, though, Jefferson Davis was the delegate-appointed provisional president, however reluctantly he’d resigned his commission as a general and accepted the post.

Now, however, with Virginia’s secession and the likely torrent of new ones across the middle states which had not been part of the deal, Davis would in all likelihood be expected to lead a still larger “nation.” Moreover, he would have to fight in a very different landscape than he’d envisioned when his strategy had mainly consisted of defending the coasts of the Deep South.



[image: image]





The result of Mr. Lincoln’s act of proclamatory showmanship, in sum, was to pit two huge political and geographical entities—and their “combinations,” in Mr. Lincoln’s parlance—against one another other in the borderlands, rather than in coastal attack and defense. It would require the creation, massing, and putting into battle of huge land armies in what would inevitably be big war—not little war. Massively destructive, expensive war—war with little chance of compromise, or intercession by wavering middle states acting as neutral mediators, or go-betweens, between rivals, as might have been the case had Mr. Lincoln not raised the stakes.

It was a tragic shift, but there was probably nothing President Davis, who had deliberately incited the war in besieging Fort Sumter, could do about it now, since he would assuredly be impeached or assassinated if he counseled disbanding his “combinations,” as Mr. Lincoln demanded, by May 5. Or if, alternatively, he were to veto admission of border states to the Confederacy—as would be his line-item-veto right as president. Or simply counseled more deliberation.

Once begun, wars attain their own momentum; seldom do they proceed by deliberation.

With a heavy heart, therefore, Jefferson Davis issued his own counter-proclamation on April 19, 1861, stating he would reconvene the Confederate Congress on April 29. At which point, he declared, he would deliver a formal message explaining the situation and the approach to be taken. It should give him just enough time to figure out what that was.

6







6

Panic in Washington

AVERITABLE WITCHES’ brew would probably be the best way to describe the situation that Abraham Lincoln had inadvertently stirred up in Washington with his premature proclamation: one he quickly found, thanks to Virginia’s secession, he could no longer control. With Maryland also in danger of seceding, in tandem with Virginia, Abraham—and the loyalist residents of the capital—were now fated to spend eight long days in mounting dread: fearing a Confederate assault on Washington, a city sandwiched between Maryland and Virginia.

At the White House, John Nicolay, the president’s personal secretary, felt as insecure as Unionists did in Maryland’s violent city, Baltimore. After the mob of “barbarians,” as he called them, had attacked the first regiment to respond to Mr. Lincoln’s call for volunteers on April 19, as it passed through the port city—the so-called Pratt Street Massacre—panic had ensued in the isolated U.S. capital, only forty miles south.

“We were not certain but that at the first moment when fate would seem to preponderate against us, we would have to look down the muzzles of our own [citizens’] guns,” Nicolay confided to his fiancée a week later, since he trusted no one in the still-slaveholding city—least of all the militia which General Scott had attempted, posthaste, to organize. “The feeling was not the most comfortable in the world, I assure you,” Nicolay admitted. “We were not only surrounded by the enemy,” as he put it, “but in the midst of traitors.”1

Nicolay’s fellow secretary, John Hay, had been similarly uncertain as to their likely fate. Volunteer guards had patrolled the streets not only outside the White House on Pennsylvania Avenue, but inside, too, with invented passwords that even the president was supposed to remember. Senator Jim Lane of Kansas had brought with him fifty ruffians, named the “Frontier Guard,” whom he’d hurriedly mustered at the Willard Hotel. They arrived at the White House “clad in citizens’ dress” and, carrying brand-new muskets, set up camp indoors in the East Room on April 18 as word of Virginia’s secession was confirmed. Under the “light of the gorgeous gas chandeliers,” in the only room that had been redecorated in decades, the men had slept on the president’s “brilliantly patterned” Brussels carpet, Nicolay and Hay later recalled—“their arms stacked in martial line down the center of the hall, while two rows of Kansas ex-Governors, Senators, Judges, Generals and Jayhawkers were dozing upon each side,” one member wrote home.2 The situation was surreal. “Even the President” himself, one newspaper reported at the time, was turned away, “pricked with the sharp steel of the sentinel,” and told “he could not possibly come in”—to his own East Room.3

Although the men had been joking, the danger of attack had been deadly serious in their eyes. For word of another assassination attempt had arrived, the same night, and John Hay had been required to “do some very dexterous lying to calm the awakened fears of Mrs. Lincoln,” as he’d noted the next day.4
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Rumors proliferated of urban insurrection within Washington, as well as an attack coming from without, leaving President Lincoln constantly unnerved by the black hole into which he’d unwittingly dug himself.

With Maryland now teetering on the brink of secession, too, Mr. Lincoln felt compelled, as a politician, to bend over backward to forgive the killing of five of the federalized Massachusetts soldiers, and the wounding of a score of others, as a temporary “misunderstanding,” lest Washington remain as isolated as Fort Sumter had been—and facing the same appeals to evacuate the city as he’d heard regarding the fortress.

Bowing to pressure from William Seward, Mr. Lincoln felt compelled to assure both the governor of Maryland and the mayor of Baltimore not only that he’d meant no “invasion” of their state when summoning Northern militias, but that he’d spoken to General Scott in person.5 Though he, as president, was “without military knowledge myself,” he would see to it that no more Northern militia troops would be dispatched through Baltimore—hoping thereby that, in giving such a promise, an alternative route could be found by road through Pennsylvania.6 Or even by train via Annapolis, Maryland, thirty miles east of Washington—a port city which, mercifully, was swiftly occupied on April 21, 1861, by General Benjamin Butler’s Massachusetts militia troops arriving first by rail and boat from Philadelphia at the port of Havre de Grace, then brought by steamer to Annapolis.7

Thanks to General Butler’s quick occupation of the city and port, Annapolis, at least, came under temporary martial law. But with the train link to Washington sabotaged, and the situation rapidly spiraling out of control, Mr. Lincoln openly despaired at one point of acting any further as commander in chief. Everything he’d touched in military matters since becoming president, he felt, had turned to clay in his hands. Before his own secretary, John Hay, he vowed “this was the last time he was going to interfere in matters of strictly military concernment,” as Hay noted in his diary on April 21. “That he would leave them hereafter wholly to military men.”8

The war into which the president had “plunged” the nation, according to Congressman Adams, would henceforth have to be managed by the generals.
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Which Union generals, though?

General Scott, the U.S. general-in-chief?

“Old Fuss and Feathers” was turning seventy-five: a warrior disabled by gout and intestinal problems, and at cross-purposes with many members of Mr. Lincoln’s cabinet, after favoring conciliation and the surrender of the Federal forts of Sumter and Pickens to the Confederacy. Scott, moreover, came from Virginia, which had now seceded. He also owned extensive property in the state through his wife, whose family, the Mayos of Richmond, had been prominent for generations there.

Could Scott still be trusted, then? And if not Scott, who?

Upon news of Virginia’s secession in Washington on April 18, Scott had belatedly suggested that President Lincoln should promote Colonel Robert E. Lee of Virginia, currently commander of the 1st Cavalry Division in Texas, to the rank of major-general, since by chance Lee was at that very moment in Washington. It was not a moment too soon—possibly even too late.

Lee “was about two years older than President Lincoln,” Nicolay and Hay wrote later, the “captor of John Brown at Harper’s Ferry,” and a man “of fine presence, ripe judgment, and mature manhood.” He was also “a favorite of Scott,” they recorded, and “under the call for troops the General-in-Chief at once selected him in his own mind as the most capable and promising officer in the service to become the principal [Union] commander in the field; and of this intention he spoke to many without reserve, having no misgiving as to his loyalty.”9

Such trust—as with Major Anderson—would do little, in the aftermath, to improve General-in-Chief Scott’s waning reputation. For his part, Abraham Lincoln had been as instinctively wary of promoting Lee as he had been over Anderson’s loyalty—in fact warier. With Virginia officers suddenly defecting in droves to the Confederacy—some even before that state’s secession—Mr. Lincoln declined to commit himself to making Lee field commander of the whole U.S. Army. Not trusting himself to interview Lee in person, in order to measure the colonel’s loyalty, he “requested” Francis Blair Sr., father of Montgomery Blair, the postmaster general, to do so.

On April 18, the day after Virginia’s secret secession ordinance—and the day before the Baltimore riot—Mr. Blair therefore invited Colonel Lee to an interview at his home opposite the White House. There, Blair informed the colonel of the “duties to which he was soon likely to be called, and thus unofficially offered him the command of the Union army.”10

The colonel’s response was unclear, however—not positive, but then again, not negative.

“A flat contradiction exists as to the character of Lee’s answer,” Nicolay and Hay later allowed—for although Colonel Lee would afterward freely admit he’d spoken with Mr. Blair “at the instance of President Lincoln,” he didn’t admit to having accepted the president’s offer.

“After listening” to Blair, Lee recalled, “I declined the offer he made me, to take command of the army that was to be brought into the field, stating, as candidly as I could, that, though opposed to secession and deprecating [civil] war, I could take no part in an invasion of the Southern States”—including, now, his own.11
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Who had mentioned, at that point, invading Virginia or the South, though?

Did Lee later doctor his memory, Nicolay and Hay would wonder? Simon Cameron, Mr. Lincoln’s secretary of war at the time, certainly later recalled in a formal deposition to Congress that Lee accepted the offer “verbally” when it was made to him by General Scott, after consultation with Mr. Cameron himself.12

According to Secretary Cameron, Lee merely asked time to go “go into Virginia and settle his business, and then come back to take command” of the newly federalized militia army.13

Whatever the truth, President Lincoln’s unwillingness to “interfere in matters of strictly military concernment” would now prove potentially disastrous to the Union cause—for “Scott’s confidence” in Lee’s loyalty to the government, as Nicolay and Hay subsequently lamented, “proved to be sadly misplaced.”14
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To Abraham Lincoln, the matter of Colonel Lee, in all honesty, had never been as simple as it had perhaps looked to others. Lee came from Virginia—in fact, his wife owned the Custis mansion at Arlington, just across the Potomac from the White House. Offering the Virginian the senior field command of the U.S. Army to “put down the rebellion”—in unspecified manner—just a day after Lee’s own state, Virginia, had seceded from the Union had been, at best, a forlorn hope.

Why hadn’t Mr. Lincoln, however, offered Lee the post before Virginia seceded: say, on the day he’d drafted his proclamation, April 14, when ordering the mustering of the forthcoming grand army of 75,000 Union volunteers? Why hadn’t he consulted with the colonel—an officer considered, thanks to his war service in Mexico, the most battle-experienced and distinguished in the nation after Scott? Especially, too, when knowing full well that General Scott could no longer even mount a horse, or climb stairs on his own, and would therefore be in no condition to take command of 75,000 volunteers in the field?

Small wonder that Colonel Lee, for his part, had seen the visit of Mr. Blair Sr. as a Johnny-come-lately half-offer: indeed, one being made in fear of his possible defection to Virginia rather than in any real confidence in his ability to lead a grand Union army to “put down the rebellion.” An offer that would inevitably turn the colonel against his own state and even his family. Moreover, one that would have huge financial implications affecting his wife’s estate—including the Custis mansion and 1,100 acres (later to become Arlington Cemetery), as well as the financial security of his children. For Lee’s Virginia assets (including almost two hundred enslaved people, owned by his wife’s deceased father, awaiting manumission as specified in George Washington Custis’s will) were sure to be seized by Confederates if he threw in his lot with the Union.15

Had Scott and the president acted sooner in promoting Lee to the rank of U.S. general—and signaling his probable promotion, after that, to head the U.S. Army at the War Department in Washington in place of General Scott, who had privately told him he saw him as his successor—then perhaps history might have unfolded differently. With General Lee in command of the U.S. government’s 75,000 assembling troops, his home state might well have followed a different path: Governor Letcher, a man of no fixed compass, might have been persuaded to think better of Virginia’s secession and preferred to veto it, or at least recommend it not be ratified the next month.

Fate, however, determined otherwise.

Traveling to Richmond, Colonel Lee offered to serve Governor Letcher instead, as principal commander of the secessionist Virginia military forces, with the rank of major general—with destructive consequences not even the governor in his wildest dreams could have predicted.16
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With Colonel Lee defecting to his seceding state, Abraham Lincoln was left in Washington attempting to assure the other middle states that his huge volunteer army was not intended to “invade” anyone; that its regiments were only meant now to protect Washington from invasion; and that only perhaps later would he undertake the recapture of certain stolen forts.

“I have no objection to declare a thousand times that I have no purpose to invade Virginia or any other State,” the president told one correspondent, Reverdy Johnson, a former Maryland senator, in response to the senator’s letter on April 22 demanding an explanation of what on earth the huge 75,000-man army was for.17

The “sole purpose of bringing troops here is to defend this capital,” Mr. Lincoln insisted, exhibiting something less than the truth. He had “no purpose to invade Virginia” with the Massachusetts or Pennsylvania troops, or any others—“as I understand the word invasion,” he nevertheless added.18 As the elected president of the country he was no dummy, though; he could not be expected, after the incontrovertible siege, artillery bombardment, and occupation of Fort Sumter by deliberately massed Confederate forces, to permit the very capital of the United States to remain as lightly defended and unreinforced as Fort Sumter had been.

If “Virginia sends her troops,” Abraham asked rhetorically, “or admits others through her borders, to assail this capital, am I not to repel them, even to the crossing of the Potomac if I can? Suppose Virginia erects, or permits to be erected, batteries on the opposite shore, to bombard the city [from the Arlington Heights], are we to stand still and see it done? In a word, if Virginia strikes us, are we not to strike back,” he countered Johnson on April 24, “and as effectively as we can?”19

Only as counter-invasion, in other words.
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Certainly President Lincoln’s fear of the capital being assaulted was real as fear—especially when Letcher’s militiamen seized the Federal arsenal and buildings at Harper’s Ferry, barely fifty miles northwest of Washington, as well as the Norfolk Navy Yard—where the USS Merrimack, the U.S. Navy’s prize forty-gun steam frigate had had to be burned and sunk to prevent its capture.

Confusion and ignorance about Confederate plans had reigned supreme in the “fog” of war, as Nicolay and Hay aptly termed it: rumor begetting rumor in what became known as the Great Panic. As Henry Villard, the young, German-born reporter of the New York Herald, later recalled, Washington was beleaguered—“ringed by rebellion” as one historian would memorably describe it—and it had felt so.20

Between the president’s proclamation on Monday, April 15, 1861, and the following Friday, the “population, to the extent of tens of thousands,” Villard later recalled, “had dispersed to the North and South, and they were still leaving, notwithstanding the railroad blockade [in Baltimore], by every sort of conveyance. Instead of the nearly one thousand guests that were stowed away at Willard’s at the inauguration, not two score remained, and that was the reason for closing it. The other hotels were also empty. Walking on Pennsylvania Avenue in the morning, I could almost count the people in sight on my fingers.… The whole city had a deserted look,” with women and children sent to safety.21

“Travelers piled on board trains that ran irregularly to Baltimore, for that city might be in the hands of a mob, but it sounded safer than Washington,” Margaret Leech recorded in her history of the capital during the Civil War, while a “long, disorderly line of traffic moved up Seventeenth Street—carriages, wagons, drays, and trucks, loaded with little children and household goods.”22

Much of the exodus, to be sure, comprised secessionists or pro-secessionists—a matter of “direct relief to the Government,” Villard pointed out, since the remainder were more likely to be loyalists. This, in itself, “gave cause for the greatest alarm,” however, since the city, with its armed loyalist defenders, was now effectively beleaguered. “The telegraph did not work, the mails did not arrive or depart.” It was eerie, in fact. “From the night of the twentieth on, there was practically no intercourse in any form between the national capital and any part of the country.” Literally, Villard recalled, “it was as though the government of a great nation had been suddenly removed,” and was confined “to an island in mid-ocean,” bereft and “in a state of entire isolation.”23
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Each day the fear of bombardment and attack grew. “I was oppressed by the thought that the Government was in a most perilous plight, that this must be known to the rebel authorities through the many willing and eager informants who left Washington daily for the South, and that, with the audacity they had so far shown, they would without fail take advantage of this, their great opportunity, and gain possession of the capital by a coup de main,” Villard recalled—a surprise attack.24

To two more Maryland congressmen visiting on April 20, Mr. Lincoln pleaded, once again, that in raising such a huge militia army he’d had no intention to “invade” anyone. He simply wanted to have at least the wherewithal to defend the capital—troops who must come through Maryland because it was the only way to get to the capital by land. “My God, Sir,” he protested at the misrepresentation of his motives, “what am I to do? I had better go out and hang myself on the first tree I come to, than to give up the power of the Federal Government in this way. I don’t want to go through your town [Baltimore], or near it, if I can help it, but we must have the troops here to relieve ourselves, or we shall die like rats in a heap.”25

To a deputation of Young Christians from Baltimore who pleaded on April 22 for the U.S. president to pursue “peace on any terms,” President Lincoln used similar language. “You express great horror of bloodshed,” he reproached them, “and yet would not lay a straw in the way of those who are organizing in Virginia and elsewhere to capture this city.” The violence was being occasioned by the rebels, not the government in Washington. “The rebels attack Fort Sumter,” he pointed out, after which “your citizens,” in Baltimore, “attack troops sent to the defense of the Government, and the lives and property in Washington, and yet you would have me break my oath and surrender the Government without a blow. There is no [President] Washington in that—no Jackson in that—there is no manhood nor honor in that. I have no desire to invade the South,” he repeated. “But I must have troops to defend this Capital.”26

From a manly proclamation to raise an army of 75,000 volunteers to crush the rebellion, the president had now been reduced to pleading for the right to have a few thousand in Washington.

“Geographically,” he reminded his visitors, the capital “lies surrounded by the soil of Maryland; and mathematically the necessity exists that they”—the Union’s militia regiments—“should come over her territory. Our men are not moles, and can’t dig under the earth; they are not birds, and can’t fly through the air,” he pointed out in words that were soon printed in newspapers in Baltimore. “There is no way but to march across, and that they must do,” he explained. “But in doing this there is no need of collision. Keep your rowdies in Baltimore, and there will be no bloodshed.”27



[image: image]





It did no good.

Baltimore remained still too “rowdy” for the Northern troops to chance the passage by train, and with the president’s promise to seek alternative routes seemingly stalemated, Mr. Lincoln lapsed into despair at reliable Northern reinforcements ever arriving to relieve the imaginary siege—wailing the next day, in the hearing of his secretaries, “Why don’t they come! Why don’t they come!”28

Then, in front of a Connecticut visitor, he seemed to lose faith even in the Northern states. “What is the North about?” he questioned in despair. “Do they know our condition?”29

However unlikely, the opportunity for rebels to attack Washington certainly appeared too good for the rebels to miss—“so favorable,” it seemed to Henry Villard, the New York Herald reporter, “that I felt sure it would be made, and was prepared to hear at any moment of the appearance of a rebel force in the streets. I did not understand then, nor could I ever understand, why the rebel hands were not stretched out to seize so easy a prey—a seizure that might have resulted in the immediate triumph of the insurrection. For, notwithstanding the hundreds of resignations from the army, navy, and civil service of the Government and the large migration to the South, Washington was still full of traitors among the residents and remaining officers and officials, who would eagerly have aided an effort to capture the capital for the Confederacy. There were not over two thousand armed and uniformed men available for defence, one-half being a motley of small commands of regulars from different regiments and arms, and the other consisting of the raw recruits of the Sixth Massachusetts Regiment,” which had gotten through before Baltimore was closed to through traffic.30
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The increasing number of defections of officers from the U.S. Army and Navy to their seceding states certainly added to Mr. Lincoln’s depression.

Perhaps the worst case was that of the officer commanding the Washington garrison, Lieutenant-Colonel John Magruder, who was an expert in artillery.

Back on April 18—having just returned from a trip to Italy, where he’d studied Garibaldi’s siege of Naples—the colonel had assured the president in person of his loyalty to the United States. “Sir, I was brought up and educated under the glorious old flag. I have lived under it and have fought under it, and sir, with the help of God, I shall fight under it again and, if need be, shall die under it.”31

Instead, Magruder had promptly switched sides.

Magruder’s defection to his home state of Virginia depressed Mr. Lincoln more even than that of Colonel Lee, whom he didn’t know. Abraham had met, trusted, and had liked Magruder—a man nicknamed “The Prince” for his charm. To Magruder’s vow Mr. Lincoln had responded: “You are an officer of the army and a Southern gentleman incapable of any but honorable conduct.”32

As Abraham confessed later, he could not recall “any single event of my administration that gave me so much pain or wounded me so deeply” as Colonel Magruder’s almost immediate desertion. It “seemed the more wanton and cruel in him because he knew that I had implicit confidence in his integrity,” Lincoln lamented. So “completely deceived” did the president feel, in fact, he found his confidence “shaken in everybody,” as he confessed to the Herald’s Henry Villard, “and I hardly knew who to trust anymore.”33

This was indeed a major problem—one that would plague the president the rest of his life: namely his innocence and gullibility with regard to charming rogues.

Mr. Lincoln was not alone, though, in feeling disappointed. Villard witnessed how this and “many other desertions were rapidly demoralizing and paralyzing the several branches of the public service”—and General Scott unable to stop them any better than could Mr. Lincoln. “The President relied on General Scott as the mainstay of the Government, and yet the fact could not be disguised that the Commander-in-chief was too decrepit in body and mind,” as Villard put it, “to be equal to the dire emergency.”34

The old general, having been dismissive, earlier, of Mr. Lincoln’s concern lest General Beauregard march from Charleston to Washington, now feared real insurrection in the city and its surrounding areas. He “added to the fears of the President and his Cabinet,” Villard wrote, “by giving credence to the exaggerated and even fictitious and absurd reports of the gathering of rebel forces in the vicinity of Washington.”35

This was not leadership but tremulation—the “growing helplessness and fright of the Government.”36

By April 25, Lincoln was aware his own cabinet was losing faith in his presidential leadership—the treasury secretary, Salmon Chase, pleading with the president to order General Scott, “the brave old commanding general”—to take military action in Maryland, and stop trying to be nice to traitors.37 “You alone can give the word,” Chase pointed out, reminding the president that he was, ultimately, the U.S. commander in chief.

Gingerly, Lincoln wrote to Scott. “The Maryland Legislature assembles tomorrow at Annapolis,” he warned, “and, not improbably, will take action to arm the people of that State against the United States.” Maryland, in other words, was likely to secede and assert its independence by attacking Washington. The president, ever the lawyer, was therefore taking advice on whether, in advance, “it would not be justifiable, upon the ground of necessary defence, for you, as commander in Chief [sic] of the United States Army, to arrest, or disperse the members of that body.”38

Lincoln himself thought “not,” he admitted.

But if the Maryland legislature did resort to arms, then the general must surely act, for “it is only left to the commanding general” in that case to “adopt the most prompt, and efficient means to counteract [this], even if necessary, to the bombardment of their cities.”39
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Bombarding Baltimore and other cities?

Perhaps nothing in the spring of 1861 would so reflect the topsy-turvy arrival of civil war in America as Abraham Lincoln’s careening mood as he confronted the “troubles and anxieties” in Washington that beset him during the Great Panic.

On the one hand, there was Washington’s total isolation, and the question of its survival as the U.S. capital; on the other, ordering the shelling of insurrectionist American cities like Baltimore.

Lincoln’s secretaries excoriated later, in their history of the Lincoln administration, the “bad taste and injustice” of Secretary Chase’s appeal to the president to stop making futile promises to fanatic Maryland legislators—arguing, instead, that Mr. Lincoln nobly “treated public clamor and the fretfulness of Cabinet ministers alike with quiet toleration.”40 Such retrospective adulation was understandable but—as the president’s personal secretaries best knew—untrue. It missed the very essence of Abraham Lincoln’s character as a politician and a man, one that was now becoming even clearer: namely, that things had to reach a certain nadir, a point of no return, before Abraham could finally overcome his qualms and take vigorous executive action.

Chase’s urging might have been in bad taste, but had finally done the trick, however—tipping a still-neophyte president into giving General Scott an order at last authorizing the general to use military force to defend the nation with cannon. Not only cannon, but the power of arrest under martial law—licensing Scott, “in the extremest necessity,” to undertake “the suspension of habeas corpus.”41

For a lawyer like Lincoln, suspending habeas corpus was indeed an alarming step.
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Never in Lincoln’s life had the law of unintended consequences been better illustrated. Supporting President Lincoln in his hour of need, however, had been Abraham’s difficult but devoted wife. Two of Mary Todd’s half sisters from Kentucky, a border state still loyal to the Union, had attended Jefferson Davis’s inauguration in Montgomery—an act of near treason in Mary’s eyes. Not only had Mary denounced her kith and kin for their disloyalty, but when Scott recommended, during the Great Panic, that Mary should evacuate Washington with her children, the First Lady had simply said no, under no circumstances; her loyalty to the Union, and to her husband, she made clear, was unshakable.

For all Mary’s faults, this was very much in character. She was—as Abraham knew and admired—no wimp. She’d spent her married life promoting his political career. Now that he was the duly elected sixteenth president of the United States, and they were ensconced in the executive mansion, she had no wish to decamp. She did not think General Scott’s advice to evacuate the city cowardly, as such. His protective, avuncular urging, however, brought out the quality most consistent in her character: her obstinacy. After a lifetime’s struggle to advance her husband’s goal of reaching the famed White House, she’d been for over a month actually living in it, having sold their family furniture in Springfield. She was committed to staying. Moreover, at a practical level she harbored plans for renovating the bachelor-faded, dingy, antique look of the White House’s interior decorations: a project she hoped Congress would finance, once it reconvened in July—or even overlook her having started the work before that.

In the meantime, the political crisis that had developed since her husband’s inauguration she blamed primarily on William Seward, the appeasing, snakelike coward she despised and distrusted. His colleagues in the cabinet seemed little better to her—indeed to resemble Snow White’s seven dwarves. Why had the dwarves—especially the secretaries of the U.S. Army and U.S. Navy—not attended to the capital’s defenses in March, or in April, before the Sumter expedition? What were any of them doing? Her husband, Abraham, had to deal with everything. He needed and deserved better support. But from whom, even outside the cabinet?

“There were but few officers left that could be trusted,” Villard—who had earlier rented a horse and ridden from Maryland across country roads just to reach the capital—recalled of the army, especially after its defections. “None of them had ever commanded more than a full company.”42

Mercifully, the almost comedic course of events and personalities, of threats and counterthreats, of proclamations and counter-proclamations, came finally to an end, however, on Thursday, April 25.
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As the president’s two secretaries later recalled, those in the capital would “never, during their lives, forget the event” as the New York 7th Militia Regiment, under the command of Colonel Marshall Leffers, reached Washington by train from Annapolis.

“An indescribable gloom had hung over Washington nearly a week, paralyzing its traffic and crushing out its life,” Nicolay and Hay acknowledged. Then, at last, from the Depot railway station on the corner of New Jersey Avenue and C Street, the “Seventh marched up Pennsylvania Avenue to the White House” in “exact military step, their soldierly bearing, their gayly floating flags, and the inspiring music of their splendid regimental band” dispelling “all thought of danger and all taint of treason out of that great national thoroughfare and out of every human heart in the Federal city. The presence of this single regiment seemed to turn the scales of fate. Cheer upon cheer greeted them, windows were thrown up, houses opened, the population came forth upon the streets as for a holiday.”43

Upstairs at the White House, Abraham Lincoln was able, at last, to sleep more soundly—as did Mary, beside him, and their boys in the next rooms. By the end of April, in fact, the president was able to count nearly eleven thousand well-armed Union troops in the city. And he was seen to overcome his once-plummeting mood of despair.

Whether or not Mr. Lincoln was responsible for having triggered the unfortunate secession of Virginia was now moot. He would soon have an army of volunteer militia troops on hand, he was assured, to reinforce the regular officers and men of the U.S. Army.

Whether the 75,000 volunteers would be enough to stop further secessions in the middle states, however, was doubtful. In a proclamation he published a week later, on May 3, 1861, the president “called forth” another 42,034 volunteers: this time to serve not simply three months under the colors, as per his April 15 proclamation, but for three years. The call-up would provide 22,714 officers and men in the U.S. Army’s infantry and cavalry. Also 18,000 sailors for the U.S. Navy—which was now to blockade the treasonous Confederacy and put an end, on the government’s terms, to a war it had not chosen, but which it had nevertheless played some part in precipitating.

Despite the nasty turn of events since his inauguration, though, it looked to Mr. Lincoln as if the capital of the Union, at least, could now, mercifully, be held. Leaving, however, the question of how to put down the rebellion.
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Botany Bay

IN MONTGOMERY, meantime, President Davis continued to order the raising, training, arming, provisioning, and finding of competent officers for a professional Confederate Army: one that would be able to meet the Union army defensively in battle, if and when Mr. Lincoln eventually invaded the South.

Editors and correspondents had rightly lauded President Davis as the military mastermind behind Fort Sumter’s seizure, and he’d been urged by many to set his sights on Washington while the Confederacy was clearly in the ascendant. Varina had even been heard to joke that her next abode would be on Pennsylvania Avenue. She certainly showed no shame in saying she missed the Union capital and found Montgomery more like a frontier, even Australian town—one akin to “Botany Bay,” as she’d mocked the Confederate capital in her letter to former president Buchanan: a town full of ex-convicts.1 She’d always loved Washington, the place where she had so recently shone as a distinguished politician’s clever, attractive wife in her early thirties. Montgomery, Alabama, by comparison, would never be the equal of the U.S. capital.

Seizing the great city of Washington, however, was a fantasy, Varina knew—it boasted four times the population of the small Confederate capital. Nevertheless, Varina liked their modest, unpretentious house in Montgomery; liked her new carriage; liked the small levees she held as First Lady of the Confederacy—levees where, despite her youth, she acquitted herself most effectively.

The city was, in some ways, almost like a large plantation—with the president and his First Lady the planters—mingling white people and free and enslaved Black people. As well as—more shamefully, though removed from her direct sight—slave auctions which embarrassed her, as they did her new best friend, Mary Chesnut, the wife of the former U.S. senator from South Carolina.

Meanwhile, the famous British war reporter William Russell had begun touring the South. After leaving Washington he’d visited Charleston, where he’d been shown around Fort Sumter under its proud new Confederate occupants, manning what had been Federal cannons. Russell reached Montgomery several weeks later, on May 4, 1861, shortly after Varina’s own arrival in the Confederate capital.

In Washington, Russell had dined with the president of the United States and his cabinet. The next month he was in the “enemy” capital—and, at the president’s town house, the famed war reporter met and was deeply impressed by Varina, whom he found delightful.
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“The modest villa in which the President lives is painted white,” thus making the building “another ‘White House,’” as Russell remarked almost facetiously in the diary-cum-memoir he published two years later in Boston, having blotted his copybook there too however, by his candor.2

The home of the president stood “in a small garden,” surrounded by a picket fence. The “door was open. A colored servant took in our names, and Mr. Browne presented me to Mrs. Davis, whom I could just make out in the demi-jour of a moderately-sized parlor, surrounded by a few ladies and gentlemen, the former in bonnets, the latter in morning dress à la midi. There was no affectation of state or ceremony in the reception.” All, however, were aware who was doing the receiving.

“Mrs. Davis, whom some of her friends call ‘Queen Varina,’ is a comely, sprightly woman, verging on matronhood, of good figure and manners, well-dressed, ladylike, and clever, and she seemed a great favorite with those around her,” Russell recorded, “though I did hear one of them say, ‘It must be very nice to be the President’s wife, and be the first lady in the Confederate States.’”3

Mrs. Davis, the journalist continued, “whom the President C.S.[A.] married en secondes noces, exercised considerable social influence in Washington,” where he’d met “many of her friends. She was just now inclined to be angry, because the papers contained a report that a reward was offered in the North for the head of the arch rebel Jeff Davis. ‘They are quite capable, I believe,’ she said, ‘of such acts.’ There were not more than eighteen or twenty persons present, as each party came in and staid only for a few moments, and, after a time, I made my bow and retired, receiving from Mrs. Davis an invitation to come in the evening, when I would find the President at home.”4

The president’s wife had struck the bon viveur Russell as positively sensual in appearance: a young mother, in her early thirties, wearing a low-cut gown that showed her bare, flawless shoulders and décolleté, her skin not white but cream-colored, almost dusky, so that envious ladies and bigots whispered unkind (and baseless) rumors of her provenance.

William Seward had already told Russell, in Washington, of his great admiration for President Davis, claiming—erroneously—that “but for Jefferson Davis the Secession plot could never have been carried out. No other man of the [Southern Democratic] party had the brain, or the courage and dexterity, to bring it to a successful issue.” Upstairs at the Confederate State Department, in a room bearing a handwritten nameplate, Russell was now introduced to Davis: “The President.”

As Russell described him, Davis was “a man of slight, sinewy figure, rather over the middle height, and of erect, soldier-like bearing. He is about fifty-five years of age; his features are regular and well-defined, but the face is thin and marked on cheek and brow with many wrinkles, and is rather careworn and haggard. One eye is apparently blind, the other is dark, piercing, and intelligent. He was dressed very plainly in a light gray summer suit.”5

Jefferson Davis was, Russell observed, in many ways the very opposite of his opponent in Washington. He looked a man whose bearing and demeanor not only reflected that of a soldier, but one of great executive experience. Elaborating later on his brief diary entries and longer “Letters” to the London Times, Russell recalled how Davis had greeted him with the words, “Mr. Russell, I am glad to welcome you here, though I fear your appearance is a symptom that our affairs are not quite prosperous.”6

The remark had been flattering, but sincere. And understated—for that very day, the papers had carried his own proclamation, “declaring a state of war between the Confederacy and the United States.”7
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William Russell was not a diplomat. Nor was he an Alexis de Tocqueville. War, not peace, was what he was famous for as a reporter. And now Jefferson Davis wanted to know Russell’s thoughts on certain military subjects, including the Crimean War—and especially the siege of Sevastopol, capital of Crimea and base of the Russian Black Sea Fleet, by 175,000 troops of the European armies, including forces from France and Britain as well as Turkey, six years earlier.

As U.S. secretary of war, Jefferson Davis had sent three officers to Europe in 1855 (one of them a young army captain, the diminutive but ambitious George Brinton McClellan), to report not only on international military developments, firearms, artillery, and army organization, but also to visit Crimea, where the British and French armies, despite their superior numbers, weapons, and cavalry, had found it far harder to evict Russian forces from Sevastopol than they’d expected.

What the team had reported—and which William Russell confirmed to President Davis in person in Montgomery—was something that bore out Davis’s own combat experience in Mexico, where his regiment had halted the assault of an entire Mexican cavalry brigade by standing firm and employing rifled muskets, in a disciplined V-formation that had thereafter become famous.

This testament to the power and tactics of defense was not, though, what had most interested President Davis on this occasion. Rather, he wanted to know how the siege of Sevastopol compared with that of Fort Sumter.

Russell, having visited both fortresses, said he felt the Confederate forces had been lucky to reduce Fort Sumter so swiftly, given that its walls seemed almost undamaged by Beauregard’s artillery. Its heavy guns were intact, manned, and ready to be used by the new Confederate garrison against their former owners. Given the fortress’s near-impregnable construction and the more than mile-wide moat of estuary waters surrounding it, the Confederate victory was quite an achievement—and for Davis, Russel’s report was of inestimable value, given General Bragg’s preparations that were currently on hold at Pensacola—the federal fort having been finally resupplied and reinforced by the U.S. Navy’s original expedition, breaking the “truce” that had prevailed till then.

The conversation then ranged to other martial subjects. When Russell told the provisional president how surprised he was to meet so many people in America holding militia rank, from generals to majors, and the “alacrity with which the people sprang to arms” rather than seeking more peaceful resolution of differences, Davis had nodded.

“‘Yes, sir,’” the president had remarked, “and his tone of voice and manner of speech are rather remarkable for what are considered Yankee peculiarities, ‘In Eu-rope’ (Mr. Seward also indulges in that pronunciation) ‘they laugh at us because of our fondness for military titles and displays. All your travellers in this country have commented on the number of generals and colonels and majors all over the States. But the fact is, we are a military people, and these signs of the fact were ignored. We are not less military because we have no standing armies.”8 In fact, Davis had wondered if “perhaps we are the only people in the world where gentlemen go to a military academy who do not intend to follow the profession of arms”—but would therefore fight as soldiers, not rebels, when called upon to do so.9

Russell—who had always reported on wars between nations and opponents using trained, regular troops—had found this a most perceptive observation. Causing him to question, again, his earlier assumptions that the war would be a swift contest between armies, with a negotiated settlement.
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When Russell asked for a travel pass to visit still more Confederate civil and military locations, saying he was wary of falling into the hands of “some guerilla leader on my way northwards,” Davis had seemed pained by the suggestion the South would be fighting such a guerrilla war.10

“But, sir, you are among civilized, intelligent people who understand your position, and appreciate your character,” Davis protested. “‘I shall give such instructions to the Secretary of War as shall be necessary,” he assured the reporter. “We do not seek the sympathy of England by unworthy means, for we respect ourselves, and we are glad to invite the scrutiny of men into our acts.”

To this he added, moreover: “As for our motives, we meet the eye of Heaven.”11

Russell held his tongue, intrigued. There was an undeniably ascetic, noblesse-oblige quality to the Confederate leader: one that contradicted the dark reality of slavery as the “peculiar institution” of the South.

The truth was, in his dispatches to the deeply conservative, proslavery Times over recent weeks, Russell had reported being unnerved, for his own part, by the slave auctions he’d witnessed in the South—especially those selling young Black girls and women, in addition to male laborers and servants.

A veteran reporter, Russell was no stranger to such trading in human beings, for he’d witnessed many such auctions as a traveler across the Middle East and in Asia. He wondered whether his impressions would “wear off” over time in the South. Nevertheless, he was aware there was “no sophistry which could persuade me” that the man he was witnessing being sold for $950 “was not a man—he was, indeed, by no means my brother, but assuredly he was a fellow creature.”12 Whereas to a white bystander at the auction he was just a possession, a bit of “property.” “N****rs is cheap” had been the only comment he’d heard that day.13

To forgive the sin of slavery still extant in the so-called civilized Western world, the eye of heaven thus needed to be as blind, or blinder, than Jefferson Davis’s film-covered left eye. “As I stood at an upper window of the capitol, and looked on the wide expanse of richly-wooded, well-cultivated land which sweeps around the hill-side, away to the horizon,” Russell wrote afterward, recalling his incredulity, “I could not help thinking of the misery and cruelty which must have been borne in tilling the land and raising the houses and streets of the dominant race before whom one nationality of colored people has perished within the memory of man. The misery and cruelty of the system are established by the advertisements for runaway negroes, and by the description of the stigmata on their persons—whippings and brandings, scars and cuts—though these, indeed, are less frequent here than in the border States”—states where the proximity to free, non-slave states meant that escape by enslaved people was more prevalent, more feasible, and therefore more feared by their oppressors.14

As president of the Confederacy, Mr. Davis nevertheless seemed fully aware, as he admitted to Russell, how most Europeans viewed the subject of slavery. As the provisional leader of the CSA, Mr. Davis insisted, however, it was an internal matter: one for Southerners to deal with, or overcome, over time, if and when they saw fit.

Which left only the lack of current foreign support for the Confederate bid for independence—diplomatic, military (in terms of weaponry), and economic (in terms of commerce)—still to be discussed between the two men, at Russell’s request.

Agreeing with Russell, Davis granted that this was a considerable problem for the Confederacy. Great Britain’s failure to grant diplomatic recognition clearly disappointed him, as president, more than that of any other nation, for Davis had since February sent no fewer than three Confederate commissioners to London without avail. “I thought I could judge from his words that he had the highest idea of the French as soldiers,” Russell reflected, “but that his feelings and associations were more identified with England, although he was quite aware of the difficulty of conquering the repugnance which exists to slavery” there.15

In truth, William Russell was probably speaking more for himself and other English abolitionists than for all Britons. He was certainly not speaking for his boss, the odious William Steed, editor of the London Times, who was in no way deterred by the notion of American slavery. In fact, to Russell’s disgust, Steed seemed currently inclined to favor the Confederacy and its chances of survival: a Confederacy of landowning aristocrats, with whom Steed, a racist mixing in the highest social circles in Britain, happily identified.

At any rate, Russell had left it at that in Montgomery. “As I saw an immense mass of papers on his table, I rose and made my bow,” Russell recorded soon after. Whereupon President Davis, “seeing me to the door, gave me his hand and said, ‘As long you stay among us you shall receive every facility it is in our power to afford you, and I shall always be glad to see you.”16

The two men, however, would never meet again.
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Russell Is Wrong

WILLIAM HOWARD RUSSELL, a war reporter by profession, was no social scientist. He would, however, be the first journalist, once he traveled across the South, to recognize he’d made a mistake.

Like Lincoln, Russell had initially assumed from his conversations with Southern interviewees in the North, as well as what he read in Southern newspapers like the Charleston Mercury, that multiplying secessions of border states would put Washington at the mercy of rebels: rebels who, on paper, could then bombard and seize Washington, given the government’s impossible—indeed, indefensible—geographical location between two unfriendly states: Maryland and Virginia. But even when approaching Montgomery at the beginning of May 1861, three weeks after the fall of Fort Sumter, Russell realized he’d been wrong. Davis was not intending to march north and seize the American Sevastopol—Washington.

“Not a word now about an instant march on Washington!” Russell heard—and reported. “No more threats to seize on Faneuil Hall” in Boston, he noted, puzzled.1

Though not trained as a soldier or politician, Russell was trained in curiosity as a reporter: an observer alert to contrast and comparison. Making his way slowly through the South, he began to recognize that, for all his famed skills of observation, he hadn’t the slightest idea what was going on behind the headlines of his own newspaper profession, and the minds of his superiors in London; that he should, perhaps, listen more carefully to local people, not bombasts or aristocratic ignoramuses.

In Alabama—and in Montgomery, especially—Russell found no aggressive spirit at all.

Was invading the North and seizing Washington a fiction, then?
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Given the spreading American secessionist movement, and the possibility—even likelihood—that as many as fifteen states could eventually comprise an enlarged Confederacy, the defensive passivity Russell encountered in his conversations with ordinary people seemed counterintuitive.

The sheer nonaggressiveness he found in the South was certainly an extraordinary shift, in a matter of just two weeks since Confederate victory at Charleston and the Great Panic in Washington. As the war correspondent acknowledged to British readers in his dispatch to London, “It is impossible to know what is going on in the North,” behind the scenes. But the news of President Lincoln’s call for 75,000 troops, he wrote, had dispelled in the South what he called “Sumter fever.” The “change which has come over” the people Russell was meeting in Georgia and Alabama, he wrote, was “unmistakable” now, “and the best men begin to look grave.”2

“I have no doubt on my mind that the Government here intended to attack and occupy Washington,” he wrote on May 8, 1861, in his Letter VIII to the Times.3 Nevertheless, he now warned, this earlier interpretation should be abandoned—and fast.

In a letter to his assistant in New York, Russell had at first been skeptical of the way people in Savannah, Georgia, “all disdain the smallest intention of marching on Washington”—why, “‘the idea never entered our heads’! &c, &c!”4 He’d initially sniffed at this, thinking it a ruse to encourage Northern complacency, or a means to pretend to foreigners that the South intended no aggression. But arriving finally in Montgomery, he’d had to acknowledge that such an intention was no longer pertinent, if indeed it had ever really existed. As he put it: ‘There has been a change in their war policy. They now aver that ‘they only want to be let alone,’ and they do not intend to take Washington, and that it was merely as a feint they spoke about it.”5

The South, Russell belatedly realized, was going to wage a war of defense, not attack—and in the Crimea and at Sevastopol, Russell had seen for himself how strong—and costly, to overcome—defense can be in modern warfare.
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Russell’s account of President Davis and his cabinet went to the very heart of the looming tragedy. “Events hurry on with tremendous rapidity,” the journalist wrote, excusing his own mistaken impression—hurried on so fast, in fact, that even “the lightning lags behind them.”6

Day by day it became clearer to Russell that Jefferson Davis was the opposite of a revolutionary; that he was, in reality, a conservative, hunkering down for national self-defense: the defense of an embattled, rather than aggressive, Confederacy. A Confederacy not planning, in other words, to capitalize on the latest border-state secessions and attempt, by force of arms, to besiege Washington or invade the North.

As one of the few journalists who’d made it his business to travel across the secessionist South, then, Russell now wanted readers in England (and potential investors) to know that the defense of the Confederacy which President Davis would mount, militarily, would probably be formidable. However lonely the Confederate president might be on his perch in Montgomery, with its plain and unimpressive notice on the office door—“The President”—former general Davis seemed to have successfully gotten the message across to his mellower fellow Southerners, at least, that defense against Northern aggression would be more powerful than attack, in military but also in diplomatic terms. Defense that would be tougher—and more professional, given Davis’s experience as a soldier—than Northerners perhaps recognized.

Should the military forces of the Union attempt to “invade” the South, there was thus no doubting the Southern spirit of defiance and determination they would face. As Russell warned, “the Confederates are preparing for the conflict”—and would fight. Once Confederate leaders succeeded in organizing “their forces” under President Davis, the war reporter was convinced, they would not prove easy to overrun or crush. “They are at present strong enough, they suppose, in their domestic resources, and in the difficulties presented to a hostile force by the nature of the country, to bid defiance to invasion, or, at all events, to inflict a very severe chastisement on the invaders.”7

In the wake of Virginia’s secession, other middle states were following suit, moreover—making it yet more difficult for Mr. Lincoln to invade the South through them, whether they remained politically, legally neutral or joined the Confederacy. For the fighting would be done by soldiers, not politicians—and with generals like Davis in command, the outcome for the Union would be far, far tougher than people in the North, Russell acknowledged, were willing to believe.
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Richmond

ON MAY 5, 1861, WILLIAM RUSSELL met the Confederate war secretary, Mr. LeRoy Walker, at his office in the War Department in Montgomery, following Beauregard’s arrival from Charleston, to discuss the president’s further efforts to prepare the East Coast for possible amphibious Union assault.

Walker struck Russell as a very unmilitary individual—“tall, lean, straight-haired, angular, with fiery, impulsive eyes and manner—a ruminator of tobacco and profuse spitter,” as Russell described him; “a lawyer I believe, certainly not a soldier,” but “ardent, devoted to the cause, and confident to the last degree of its speedy success.”1

Given the “news that two more States,” in addition to Virginia, “were seceding and might join the Confederacy”—which Arkansas and North Carolina duly did—this was “enough to put them in good humor”—including General Beauregard, with whom Russell had traveled from South Carolina to meet the president. Russell vividly described how “busy” Beauregard had been thereafter, in Montgomery, “measuring off miles of country with his compasses, as if he were dividing empires.”2

The maps that Russell saw Beauregard poring over were in fact those of Missouri and Kentucky on the Upper Mississippi River, to the borders of which President Davis initially proposed sending the young general, given that the perimeter of the Confederacy was now likely to shift many hundreds of miles to the north and northwest: the president anxious to know what would be required, in military forces and provisions, to fortify a defensive line so much farther from Montgomery than he’d originally envisaged.

What if, though—as seemed more likely—Mr. Lincoln’s government, instead, chose to replicate what General Benjamin Butler had done in Maryland when securing primary points of the whole state with Federal troops after the April “massacre” in Baltimore, and occupy Virginia, before it could actually join the Confederacy? Or even when it did? And why, in those circumstances, move a Confederate capital that was safe at the center of the Ur-Confederacy in Montgomery, Alabama, more than seven hundred miles north to Richmond, Virginia, as some Confederate delegates to their Congress were urging, on the grounds that Richmond was a bigger city?

If the Confederacy did so, a Richmond capital would be perilously close to Washington—indeed only about 100 miles from it—and such a proposed move of the capital, just as the federal government seemed to have gotten over its Great Panic, was clearly bolstering its forces in Maryland, bringing more and more troops south by train through Baltimore, and building up its fortifications and troops in Washington. Such possible proximity to the fire didn’t make military sense—even if there were fire-eating Confederate voices in Virginia urging such a step.

This was, then, behind the scenes, the nightmare created by Virginia’s overnight secession and possible application to be admitted to the Confederacy. Rather than remaining neutral as a buffer state, Virginia had already made itself into another huge swath of territory that President Davis, as Confederate commander in chief, would have to defend if Lincoln invaded it. And with what forces? Despite the welcome defection of Colonel Robert E. Lee to secessionist Virginia, and so many scores of other former U.S. officers, Virginia would never be able to defend itself on its own! To hold off the armies and navy of the federal government, Virginia’s state forces would need more arms, more men, more ammunition, and more money, as Davis, an experienced military officer, administrator, and strategist, was well aware.

Virginia would, in short, be unable to defend itself on its own; it would inevitably ask for more military help.

Which raised the question: From where would this come? The answer being, probably, from divided states in the West—shown on the maps over which General Beauregard was poring—or even from Florida, where General Bragg was having to assemble yet more forces if he hoped to subdue the now-reinforced federal fort at Pensacola.

How much more serious a drain on overstretched Confederate forces—and purse—would this now become, if Richmond, Virginia, were to be made the capital of the enlarged Confederacy, instead of Montgomery, as many Congressmen were urging! The capital city of the Old Dominion would necessarily become a symbol of Southern resistance, like Fort Sumter, in the public’s eye—a public that had no idea of military realities. And President Davis would be forced by public expectation to defend it at all costs.
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Recognizing the magnitude of the challenge on May 8, 1861 (the day after Virginia made its formal request to join the Confederacy, in advance of ratification of the state’s secession from the Union), Jefferson Davis prayed he could avoid such a shift of the Confederate capital—though, whatever happened, he recognized that the looming number of new Confederate states, following their secessions, would result in more appeals for military help, and would require a far larger Confederate Army than he had ever imagined. In Montgomery he thus signed a new bill in secret congressional session: this one to recruit and pay for up to 400,000 volunteers from the states of the Deep South, to sign up for three years of enlistment.

Four hundred thousand troops—able-bodied males between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five—and these from a population of perhaps five million! Escalation, escalation—and from a white population so much smaller than that of the Union, which boasted more than eighteen million! Yet Davis had no choice, in reality, if he had any hope of having enough men to defend the ridiculously expanding frontiers of the Confederate empire into territories that were nowhere near as unified in their support of secession as the Ur-states of Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, Texas, Mississippi, South Carolina, and Florida.

Perhaps a wilier, more politically dexterous president of the Confederacy could have succeeded in getting his cabinet colleagues to anticipate and navigate the costs they would incur if they chose to open the Confederacy’s original borders of the Deep South and formally embrace the border state of Virginia, as well as other politically fractured middle states. Davis had never been wily or dexterous, however—and hoped that perhaps his vice president, the diminutive but popular Alexander Stephens, might slow things down by traveling to Richmond, speaking to Governor Letcher, and showing Southern sympathy for Virginia’s bold decision to secede while fending off calls for formal military assistance.

Stephens duly took the train to Richmond, met and dined with Governor Letcher, and then spoke with Major General Robert E. Lee, commander in chief of all Virginia’s army and navy defense forces. The Stephens mission, on behalf of the Confederate Government in Montgomery, was to respond to Virginia’s request for aid, and to offer only demi-official military assistance in defending their own state. Davis hoped that Virginia would then become—as Kentucky did become, some weeks later—a “neutral” state: a buffer zone between North and “True South.” Perhaps even a “mediator” in the dispute between the U.S. government and the Confederacy, as Lee’s cousin, Cassius Lee, suggested.3

Stephens had thus been authorized to offer initially a military “alliance, offensive and defensive,” on “terms mutually advantageous to both the contracting parties,” for the moment—though a longer-term “union under a common government,” if contracted, would entail Virginia vesting “the control of all offensive movements,” he insisted, “exclusively” in the president of the Confederate States: namely President Davis. Davis wanted, in other words, no mad Virginia assault on Washington that would tie his hands as commander in chief of the Confederacy.4

“Little Aleck”—the vice president’s moniker—was, however, neither soldier nor strategist. He was a politician. Hoping to ensure that uncertain Virginia voters would cast their ballots for ratifying independence at the state’s approaching plebiscite on May 23, 1861, Stephens had immediately begun to use the idea of a transfer of the Confederate capital from Montgomery to Richmond as a political lure to wavering Virginians. As he put it to his hosts, if the “command” of the military alliance was to be located “at Richmond”—closer to the likely battlefield if the federal government sought to invade Virginia, or pass through Virginia—then, “while I have no authority to speak on that subject, I feel at perfect liberty to say that it is quite within the range of probability that, if such an alliance is made, the seat of our government will within a few weeks, be moved to this place.”5

A big Confederate government in Richmond promised thousands of official jobs, contracts, and more, Stephens had calculated. What, though, of the military consequences of such a move?

This, Mr. Stephens, the diminutive former U.S. congressman, had apparently not considered.
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As with President Lincoln’s call-up proclamation in April 1861, the matter of Richmond-as-new-Confederate-capital in May 1861 would, over time, come to seem impetuous, ill-considered, and ultimately disastrous: a political gambit of the most myopic kind, recklessly pursued by certain individuals for their own ends in secret sessions—leaving the public in Virginia, Alabama, and across the South ignorant of its military ramifications.

For good or ill, capitals become lodestars and symbols—Rome the most obvious example, but others, too: Vienna, Paris, London, Moscow. Thus Richmond, capital city of the “Old Dominion,” would, if chosen to be the capital of the enlarging Confederacy, inevitably become—like Fort Sumter in President Lincoln’s eyes—a sort of queen in the game of chess: a Confederate showpiece. One equally symbolic for supporters of both the North and South, and one that neither side could ignore.

It was a potentially fatal military move, therefore, in Davis’s soldierly eyes. For, if push came to shove, such a focus of attention on Richmond might actually doom the Confederacy’s chances of surviving a defensive war to preserve the independence of the Deep South. It would become an irresistible magnet in a war of Northern aggression and manpower: attracting far greater attention than it deserved, either strategically or tactically. And this, before the war proper had even begun.
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Inevitably, Vice President Alexander Stephens’s implied promise of a Confederate move of their capital to Richmond, once deliberately broadcast to—and in—the press, created almost insurmountable public pressure on the Confederacy’s provisional president.

Day by day, public meetings and newspaper editorials in Richmond called for the CSA capital to be moved to their city, regardless of the dangers. Many also urged the president to take field command of the military forces there: Davis a former general, mastermind of the capture of Fort Sumter, who could then lead the forces of the swelling Confederacy—in such pie-in-the-sky speculations—northward into battle in Maryland: thereby ensuring that Maryland, a slaveholding state, would be added to the Confederacy’s roster, too.

Other minds, however, counseled that the Confederate Congress and its government should remain in the relative safety of Montgomery, Alabama, eight hundred miles from the northern fray.

Still others felt that the Confederate Congress only—and not the executive offices of the Confederate government—should convene next in Richmond to be close to the commander in chief if he chose to take command in the field, but should leave the permanent government offices back in Montgomery, deep in the heartland of the South, where they would be secure.

Twice President Davis had to veto bills proposing a partial, initial move to Richmond—for he rightly predicted confusion and potential backstabbing if the Congress and the executive government were in different places.6 Ever the soldier, Davis made it clear that, if there were to be any move to Richmond—a step that, like secession itself, he didn’t personally favor—it should be all or nothing.

In the growing hubbub over the issue, there was even talk of other locations than Richmond for the Confederate capital, with different representatives favoring different solutions if it were to be moved—possibly elsewhere in Alabama, to Huntsville or Opelika, or to Nashville, Tennessee.7

The meeting to decide the issue in Montgomery, the current capital, had thus come to an impasse, and the session adjourned, with the matter set to be raised again and decided on Monday, May 20, 1861. Yet when re-debated, it had appeared even more unresolvable, with Alabama, Florida, South Carolina, and Davis’s home state of Mississippi all voting against a move to Richmond.

Finally, time had run out for debate, and toward nightfall on May 20 the issue had been laid aside. Montgomery would thus remain the capital.

The Congress would be asked to reconvene there two months later, it was agreed, with delegates free to go home.8

Davis breathed a sigh of relief.



[image: image]





Fate was not done with the matter, however.

Exhausted by the hours of protracted debate, some members of the Confederate Congress had then departed—having failed, however, to bring a formal end to the proceedings, and thus to legally record the adjournment of Congress.

It was at that point, late on Monday, May 20, 1861, that a hitherto-absent Louisiana delegate, Alexandre DeClouet, reappeared in the chamber. At his insistence a vote to move the capital was retaken—and this time the resolution to move to Richmond actually passed: 24 to 20, still in secret session!9

Decided by a tiny, overnight, four-vote majority in the Confederate Congress—totaling only forty-four delegates—it was now formally decreed that the Congress would reconvene in Richmond on July 20, 1861. On that day, after the planned Virginia plebiscite, the Congress would be in a position to formally admit Virginia to the Confederacy—and make the city of Richmond the new capital.
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A week later, overworked and stricken with fever, President Davis therefore left one capital, Montgomery, on May 26, 1861, and set off on his own to another, newer capital-to-be: Richmond, Virginia.

Varina—who had recently traveled with Jeff to Pensacola to meet General Bragg as he prepared his men to assault the Federal fort, unless redirected elsewhere—was to follow her husband later, after making domestic arrangements for the move. And all this, less than a month after moving into the refurbished White House in Montgomery!

As he made his way by train through Atlanta, Georgia, then Wilmington, North Carolina, and up through Goldsboro, North Carolina, former general Jefferson Davis was feted in each city as a sort of Southern savior: expected to mouth fire, brimstone, and gore—though in truth he was so ill with recurring neuralgia and other ailments, including anxiety over the future, that he could barely stand.

Completing the final twenty miles through Virginia in the company of the state’s slippery governor, John Letcher—who’d joined the train at Petersburg—Jefferson Davis was welcomed at last in Richmond early on May 29, 1861, his arrival treated, as he’d been warned, like that of a quasi-monarch: dozens of cannons booming over the tumbling James River (its rapids “brawling over broken rocks,” as Charles Dickens once described).10

Thousands of Richmond citizens lined the city’s streets to the Spotswood Hotel, where Davis planned to hold court until a demi-palace could be found for Varina and the family.11 He made further speeches about the brave and “precious blood” that would have to risked and perhaps expended before lasting Confederate independence be attained, just as he’d laid out in his April 29 Report to Congress in Montgomery the month before.

Behind the bluster, Jefferson Davis remained deeply ambivalent, however. Like President Lincoln, preparing his own message to his own Congress a hundred miles away, President Davis wanted to emphasize the positive side of events, as he prepared to make a formal welcoming address to his reconvening Confederate Congress there, whatever his own anxieties about Virginia secession and the move of the Confederate capital. He seemed at least to have the wholehearted support of the white inhabitants of eastern Virginia and Richmond—though not necessarily the counties of western Virginia, where slavery was less prevalent and feelings about the “peculiar institution” accordingly cooler.

Varina, as Davis’s adored spouse, would certainly enjoy larger social levees in a grander mansion (three stories instead of two, once a suitable residence had been leased) and more-educated company than in Montgomery—which William Russell had described mockingly as “a small Russian town in the interior.”12 After all, she’d already been dubbed “Queen Varina,” thanks to her youthful elegance and fine dresses, and Richmond’s welcome for her on May 31, two days after Davis’s own—bringing their children and the president’s favorite gray horse, with its special saddle (in the pommel of which was a small compass)—was certainly every bit as joyous.13

Within days, however, Varina—having left their furniture to be auctioned in Montgomery—was writing confidentially to her mother in Vicksburg that she’d forced herself to put aside her concerns about whether the South could actually win a major war against the Union.14 Montgomery had been unpretentious, unthreatening, and deeply Southern. Richmond, so close to Washington, was more like a stab in Washington’s eye. She’d decided, nevertheless, that she would be stalwart and stoic, determined to “come here & to be happy no matter what danger there was, & to run with the rest if needs must be.”15
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Run?

The prospect was all too possible. The Northern press, recovering its temporary loss of nerve, was now urging the federal government to lance the Richmond boil before the Confederacy could absorb its new state. In that case, if Mr. Lincoln and General Scott had their druthers and directed the growing U.S. Army, encamped at Washington, to advance and seize the new Confederate capital little more than a hundred miles away, then Montgomery, Alabama, might well revert to being the Confederate capital.…

Varina’s father, reading the letter before it was dispatched and worrying over the word “run,” added a cautionary postscript, lest word get out regarding her lack of confidence in the rebellion’s chances, as wife of the president. His daughter’s “fears,” he noted, “must have led her into an error.”16
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Councils of War

THE NOTION OF QUICK UNION action to seize Richmond, using the 75,000 volunteers whom Mr. Lincoln had called to arms, was certainly enticing in a Washington that seemed to have found its nerve again.

Whether it was realistic was another matter. In the view of the U.S. general-in-chief, Winfield Scott, it wasn’t.

Success in marching south and seizing the rebels’ new chief city would depend almost entirely on untested three-month volunteers from the Northern states who would soon—at the latest by July that year—be reaching the end of their terms of service and going home. In an effort to enlighten U.S. treasury secretary Chase, in particular, who was pushing the president and cabinet to take immediate military action and invade Virginia before it could get its act together, Scott therefore war-gamed the “On to Richmond!” strategy early in June 1861 at his house.

First off, the seventy-four-year-old Virginian asked thirty-six-year-old Charles Stone, a colonel educated at West Point, to tell those officers present how many men he thought would be required for a march “on Richmond by the way of Manassas,” a railway hub twenty miles south of Washington.1

Stone cited forty thousand men, with fifteen thousand troops in reserve: a total of 55,000 troops.

Following up, Scott asked Stone how long it would take for those first forty thousand men to advance the distance from Washington to Manassas, and then a further seventy-five or eighty miles to Richmond?

The colonel, at Scott’s insistence, was compelled to list the natural obstacles in an advance into Virginia: particularly the rivers, such as Bull Run creek—near Manassas—and the Rappahannock River, as well as the road bridges that would have to be fought for on the way.

Under Scott’s relentless professional interrogation, Colonel Stone had therefore tallied, obstacle by obstacle, the days of campaigning necessary to overcome each obstruction, from forced river crossing to burned bridges. “The general interrupted me with: ‘Why, Colonel Stone, you are taking forty or fifty days to get to Richmond!’”2

To which Stone responded, “General, I think that I would be fortunate to arrive there in that time in the face of an enemy fully acquainted with the country.”3

The idea of swift success with innocent volunteers, before their terms of service were up, was simply naïve, Scott had therefore said. Understandably, President Lincoln was pressing for his 75,000 volunteers to be employed, lest they return to their different states disillusioned, after having shown such patriotic enthusiasm, but the notion of an easy advance was clearly ridiculous.

Not wanting to be cast as a naysayer after the Sumter fiasco he’d predicted in March, however, Scott wisely asked for a second opinion from General Joseph Totten, the chief engineer. Totten, as old as Scott, was fetched posthaste by carriage from his home in Washington to attend the war game. They were also joined by the secretary of war, Mr. Cameron, and by General Thomas, the adjutant general. And by the secretary of state, Mr. Seward, as the presumed messenger of the president, and the treasury secretary, Mr. Chase.

“General, I do not think it would be wise to undertake such an operation without a force of at least fifty thousand men,” General Totten warned—and the senior military officers present all echoed Scott’s discomfort at the idea of an immediate attack on Richmond.4 Such an advance would involve a minimum of a month’s active fighting, perhaps two—yet they would be relying on volunteers whose enlistment could not stretch beyond July.

Whereupon Scott addressed himself to cabinet Secretaries Cameron, Seward, and Chase. “Gentlemen,” Scott said, “this matter has now, unfortunately, gone beyond politics, and has become a military question. Most unfortunately it is so, most unfortunately!” he summarized—“and now soldiers must settle it.”5

His meaning was clear: any idea of an immediate attack on Richmond was out of the question. A much more thoughtful plan to win the war was required.
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General Scott’s own alternative was a strategy he’d concocted in communication with young General McClellan, who’d been promoted by the governor of Ohio from captain to the rank of major general in command of the U.S. Army’s Department of the Ohio, at Cincinnati on the Ohio River. The plan Scott had in mind was soon christened the “Anaconda Plan.”

“The three-months men should be used to guard the District of Columbia—the whole District of Columbia” at Washington, Scott told the war-gaming conference. Meanwhile the “two-years and three-years men as they arrive” should be “placed in large camps of instruction at strategic points along the frontier” of the rapidly enlarging Confederacy, from the Potomac to the Ohio Rivers, while “our gallant little navy” should continue blockading the Southern ports.6 The Union would thus have two powerful lines of interim defense, not aggression, on land and sea. Which in due course would give them the ability to choose where to attack, eventually, by coup de main, or surprise attack, as Scott himself had done so brilliantly in 1847, at Veracruz and Mexico City, once a new U.S. Army had been created and trained.

With this, Scott asked Secretary Cameron if he’d yet gotten hold of a “navy constructor,” as Scott had requested, “to go to the West” to prepare boats for the Mississippi expedition: his ambitious project to dispatch, later that fall, a Union army down the great river toward New Orleans as part of his encircling Anaconda strategy.7

When Secretary Cameron, embarrassed, said he hadn’t, but that he could, inside seven days of contract, go ahead and lease “as many steamboats as you want on the Ohio River,” Scott exploded. “Mr. Secretary, I do not want there even one old rotten contract steamboat. I want gunboats, built [specially] to draw just as many feet of water as I say, to carry just as many guns as I say, and of just such a caliber as I say.” The war hero was now in full swing, despite his gout.

“Sir, there is plenty of material for such gunboats,” Scott admonished the war secretary in dictatorial but professional terms, “and, sir,” he added, “there is plenty of time.”8

Plenty of time.

No one dissented.

Unfortunately, Scott—perhaps carried away by his own rhetoric and Secretary Cameron’s deference to him—had then made a wild, grandiose prediction. “These boats can easily be finished before the first frost” in the fall, he said. “Our Southern friends, seeing the Government apparently content with guarding the frontier, may not believe they are to be attacked, and may relax in their preparations. In any case, our preparations being made, on sound principles, I would have, by the first day of October next, assembled at the junction of the Ohio and Mississippi rivers, an army of 150,000 men! not 150,000 [merely] armed men! and I would have here another army of 150,000 men. I would send that Western army, accompanied by the gunboats, down to the Gulf of Mexico! At the same time I would send this army of 150,000 men hence to Richmond by the right road!”9

Armies, in other words, were not simply men furnished with uniforms and muskets. “If you act thus,” he assured the meeting, “if you allow the soldiers to do what they know they ought to do, I will answer for it that the Government of the United States shall have its flag and its authority recognized throughout the land, over every inch of its territory, by the 4th day of next March [1862], or at the latest by the 4th day of July following.”10

This was quite a promise from the seventy-four-year-old—a disabled “aged chieftain,” as Stone described him.

But if “you do not thus act,” Scott warned; “if you make the soldiers do what they know they ought not to do; if you push these three-months men into battle just as they are all thinking of going home; if you push the two- and three-years men into battle just before they shall be organized, you will be beaten in the first general action of this war!” Thus he made his historic prediction. “You will consolidate what is now an insurrection, and make of it a rebellious government—which rebellious government you may be able to put down in two or three years; but I doubt it!”11
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Several weeks after Scott’s war game, on June 29, 1861, President Lincoln, as commander in chief, convened his own council of war in the East Room of the White House, with General Scott again present—but this time with very different results.

“At this council,” Colonel Meigs afterward recorded, “General Scott opened the proceedings by stating that ‘our forces had at length become considerable, and were now strong enough to justify some expeditions’”—in other words, limited operations, before a bigger offensive that fall, at the earliest.12

With summer already coming, however, they hadn’t the luxury of time, Abraham Lincoln protested, once Scott had outlined his strategy to the president. Scott’s point about the “consolidation” of the Confederacy, if allowed to establish itself unharmed, was crucial. Seventy-five thousand Union volunteers could not be told just to “defend” Washington, before being sent home. What sort of message would this send the Northern states, let alone the border states?

With the Confederate States of America proliferating by the day as more and more border states seceded—Tennessee revised its February decision to stay in the Union and seceded on June 8, despite opposition in East Tennessee—the troops who’d already answered the president’s proclamation call would surely have to be given a chance to fight. The governors of the Northern states, in other words, must be shown that their patriotism had not been wasted, and that the Union itself was still serious in its intent to put down the rebellion, lest apathy set in.

What was the hurry, though, General Scott argued, as he’d done at his earlier war game. Many of the three-month volunteers would probably renew their service. Besides, the places of those who did go home could be taken by the 42,000 new three-year volunteers whom the president had called up in his third proclamation. Those soldiers would need time, however, to be commissioned, trained, and instructed in warfare—as would the many hundreds of thousands more volunteer troops the president was hoping to raise, if the ever-enlarging Confederacy was to be brought to heel.

General Scott argued for another 300,000 three-year volunteers for this purpose—a figure that Congress would have to pay. The president himself was going to ask for 400,000. The numbers would be decided only when Congress convened in special session on July 4, the following week, and then have to be transmitted to state governors. Why rush, then, into battle?

To Scott’s surprise, however, the president did not agree.



[image: image]





Abraham Lincoln might not have known much about war, but he did know he needed the support of Congress in papering over the deep divisions in a country making war against fellow Americans—and Congress would want to see action.

As president, Mr. Lincoln was committed not only to offering his thoughts on the future, but to delivering a Report to Congress on the past—one that would require an explanation of why he’d chosen to make his doomed effort to relieve Fort Sumter rather than to evacuate it. Also his raising of the initial mass of volunteers, without congressional authorization. Beyond members of the U.S. Congress, there were, too, the state governors themselves to consider—at least those who’d responded to the president’s proclamation calling for the 75,000 men. Would those governors, for their part, favor a “do-nothing” strategy for the moment, in the interests of a Scott-directed, long-term “Anaconda” military strategy about which they’d not hitherto been warned or consulted?

A robust argument for taking the war to the enemy—quickly—would thus help thwart difficult questions, when Lincoln made his report on July 4. What better, then, than that a march be ordered on Richmond, the new Confederate capital, to be undertaken in the coming weeks, not in the fall? It would sound bold, confident, leaderly—even if his military leaders were all opposed to it!

“On to Richmond!” the press was already dubbing Mr. Lincoln’s leaked and preferred strategy. It represented popular sentiment for action to be taken—and Abraham Lincoln, more than any member of his cabinet, was sensitive to popular opinion and voters’ feelings. He had, he was constantly aware, been elected only by a plurality over competing candidates, not by a majority of voters. Nevertheless he had been elected; his cabinet colleagues hadn’t. Even a failed attempt to take Richmond, surely, would be better than idleness, if the patriotic spirit which the fall of Fort Sumter had occasioned were to be kept alive: a spirit that had welded Republicans and Democrats in unified embrace against the danger facing the survival of the United States as a Union. Now that the threat of attack on Washington had lifted, the public wanted aggressive action—even if this was questionable in strictly military terms. Scott’s preference for a long-term strangulation strategy to force Davis to surrender had, in short, little political support.

Civil war, Mr. Lincoln was beginning to recognize, was very different from a foreign war, where the public got on with its domestic business and left the fighting and strategy to professional soldiers and sailors. Civil war was its own genus: dependent on militia troops, furnished by state governors who were themselves subject to the ballot box. Generals might be correct in their military cautiousness, but wholly wrong in their appreciation of the political dimensions of such a conflict. Governors, in short, were more important than generals in civil wars.

Congress’s support, too, would be crucial in funding a bigger U.S. Army—and required proof that the president was getting results from his April proclamation, to which they’d not been privy.

Ergo, President Lincoln wanted action—before Congress met again, if possible. In this he was supported by former captain Meigs, late of Secretary Seward’s sabotaging expedition to Pensacola rather than Fort Sumter. Impressed by Meigs, the president had—against Scott’s advice—promoted the captain to become quartermaster general of the army, albeit in the rank of colonel.

Responding to the president’s request for his opinion on the question of whether to order an immediate attack on Richmond, Colonel Meigs thus said he was in favor. An emphatic yes.

As Meigs told his superiors at the White House war council, “it was better to fight them [Confederate forces] here than to go far into an unhealthy country to fight them”—territory in the Deep South which would be “far from our supplies.”13 “Let them come here to be beaten,” Meigs argued.14

This might well be true—but it didn’t address the inexperience of the three-month volunteers, only the few remaining weeks before they would go home. On this score, Meigs was therefore all for attacking as soon as possible, as was Treasury Secretary Chase—a quick, vigorous campaign that would be cheaper, easier, and better than dragging their feet, and thereby dragging out victory in the war.

Mr. Lincoln heard them all out, but had eventually heard enough, he decided. As president he was now determined, it appeared, to show some backbone, in contrast to his feeling of powerlessness in the Great Panic.

The Union, the president thus solemnly declared at the fateful White House war council on June 29, would invade Virginia, across the Potomac, in full-army strength—and move on Richmond—as soon as possible. A battle that might, if they were lucky, decide the war before it really began in earnest.

And with that the meeting came to an end.
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Avant le Déluge

AS REPORTS CAME IN OF more than fifty thousand U.S. troops massing around Arlington, Virginia, across the Potomac River from Washington, with more to follow, the mood at the Confederate War Department at its new headquarters in Richmond became more anxious. The pendulum that had swung toward the Confederacy after seizing Fort Sumter and inciting the Great Panic in Washington now swung against it.

Even Vice President Alexander Stephens, who’d spurred on the insurrection of Virginia, thinking to increase the Confederacy’s size and chances of survival, went into a funk, confiding to his childhood friend Richard Johnston in May that he’d suffered the “deepest depression.”1 In a private correspondence with Abraham Lincoln—who’d become a friend when they served together in the U.S. Congress in the 1840s—he’d been assured at the end of 1860, in writing, that interfering with slavery as it existed in the South (rather than its extension to the Territories) was not remotely on the Republican agenda, once the new U.S. administration was due to be installed. Why, then, secede?

“Do the people of the South really entertain fears that a Republican Administration would, directly or indirectly, interfere with the slaves, or with them about the slaves? If they do, I wish to assure you,” Abraham had written, “as once a friend, and still, I hope, not an enemy, that there is no cause for such fears.”2

“You think slavery is right while we think it is wrong,” Lincoln had nevertheless clarified his own position to the slaveholder—and fellow lawyer—in Georgia, where Stephens resided on a plantation. “That, I suppose, is the rub,” Lincoln had summarized—the “only substantial difference between us.”3 At that time, Stephens believed, Lincoln had been utterly sincere in claiming he had no intention of “interfering” with something so contentious.

Blessed with “spellbinding oratorical talents” despite his tiny, ninety-pound physical frame and cadaverous appearance,4 Alexander Stephens had found himself reassured, for the Georgia ex-congressman considered slavery to be, like religion, a matter of personal white conscience, not a legal or political reason for the dissolution of the Union, as he’d responded to his friend Abraham.5

Stephens’s fellow Georgia slaveholders had not agreed with “Little Aleck,” however. Nor had others in the fast-seceding Southern states.

“We are, I fear, in the hands of those who are bent on dissolution at all hazards,” Stephens had already warned his childhood friend Richard Johnston in November 1860, the month before his exchange with President-elect Lincoln. “Nothing will satisfy them but to get out of the Union and form a separate government.”6

He’d been right. Georgia seceded less than a month later, on January 19, 1861; the Confederacy was constituted barely two weeks after that.

Like his fellow Southern plantation owner and former fellow U.S. congressman Jefferson Davis, Aleck Stephens had then felt constrained to conform to the wishes of his home state, Georgia, and to serve the “separate government”—hoping for the best, yet expecting the worst.

In March 1861, Stephens had briefly held out hope that U.S. Secretary Seward, in Washington, might prevail in evacuating the garrison of Fort Sumter, and somehow negotiate a peaceful compromise—“but only for a short time,” for “I soon saw it was a delusion,” he admitted to Johnston in May, after the debacle of Sumter and Lincoln’s threatening military response. “I was recalled,” Stephens lamented, “to my old conviction of an almost interminable war”—a war “the end whereof no one can see.”7

Like President Davis, the Confederate vice president would thereafter outwardly proclaim his faith in independence, as well as the unquestionable resolve of people in the South to defend it. Privately, however, he had serious doubts about the whole business.

“I do not concur with those who think we shall have a short war,” Stephens confided to his childhood friend. Though the South might well hold out for years “under proper counsels” or leadership, both sides would, he predicted, be changed forever by the tragedy.

“When is the conflict to end, and what is to come after it?” he asked rhetorically. “What is to become of us?… I do not see any prospect of immediate peace, nor can I see how it will ever be attained,—I mean fixed and permanent peace between nations. We may have suspension of hostilities,—truces,—temporary stipulations, etc. But how or on what principles a treaty of permanent peace is ever to be effected, I cannot now see.”8
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Penned before the first great land battle between armies in the Civil War, Stephens’s dark speculation was tragic in the truest sense: the vice president foreseeing the South’s fate, yet unwilling, like Jefferson Davis, his president, to counsel a negotiated return to the Union avant le déluge—knowing that such an attempt would, in the whirlwind of dissolution, be fatuous.

Setting aside his “gloomy forebodings” and depression, Stephens thus prepared himself to act henceforth “with spirit and energy,” surrounded by people whose own spirits were at the “highest point”—misguided though they might be.9

Stephens was confident, at least, in President Davis’s military acumen. Davis had been appointed to the presidency, after all, as a soldier, not a politician. As his vice president, Stephens understood that the “President, it is expected, will take command in person of our forces in the field on the border,” north of Richmond—a primary reason for moving the capital there, since the CSA government would also then be “nearer the theatre of war.”10 And to its president. “He will doubtless convene Congress,” therefore, “at some place convenient for him to communicate with at his headquarters”—“probably” in Richmond.11

All they could do, then, was fight—which would at least be a test of manhood and honor, since a major battle could not be avoided. Like President Davis, he thought that fantasies of invading the Northern states and seizing Washington were just that: fantasies. He’d therefore hoped, when the president had had to address the Confederate Congress in Montgomery on April 29, that Davis would “recommend defensive measures only,” as Stephens had earlier confided to his brother, “not aggressive or offensive.” That way, he’d prayed, “If we act on the defensive strictly, we may yet avoid a general war.”12

Jefferson Davis had duly recommended this in his address, saying: “We feel that our cause is just and holy; we protest solemnly in the face of mankind that we desire peace at any sacrifice save that of honor and independence; we seek no conquest, no aggrandizement, no concession of any kind from the States with which we were lately confederated; all we ask is to be let alone; that those who never held power over us shall not now attempt our subjugation by arms.”13

Whether this would be enough to “avoid a general war,” however, would soon be tested—with Southern hotheads reveling in the idea.
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Among the many Southern fantasists whom Stephens despised—men who were “bent on dissolution” and calling for a more aggressive, not defensive prosecution of the war—was a clerk in the Confederate Army Department in Montgomery, John Beauchamp Jones: a fifty-one-year-old Baltimore-born author and editor of a small proslavery newspaper, who’d “escaped” the North during the Sumter crisis and had gotten to Richmond, where, in search of a job, he’d witnessed the sudden secession and insurrection of the Old Dominion, too.

Turned down in Richmond for a job as a war journalist, Jones had then traveled to Montgomery, where he’d offered his services as a clerk: an office assistant and letter-writer in the War Department—making clear that, as a well-known novelist and author, he wished to keep a diary of the war, and write a book about his experience afterward.

The “business” of war, as Jones had succinctly described the situation in his diary on April 17, “was Revolution” as well as “death to the coming invader”—those Northern hordes summoned by Mr. Lincoln in his horrible call-up proclamation.14

Once accepted and employed in the offices of Government House in Montgomery as a scribe, Jones had been witness to discussions at the highest levels of the Confederate War Department. After excitedly moving his entire War Department’s files to new offices in Richmond as a senior clerk at the end of May, Jones had read reports and messages from spies, telling of an ever-increasing Union army assembling just south of the Potomac, about to march, it was clear, on Richmond.

Richmond: a city which, in Jones’s view, should never have been exposed to such a threat, if Governor Letcher had only moved instantly to seize the U.S. capital, Washington. Instead of waiting a whole month to ratify his state’s secession on May 23, Letcher, in Jones’s view, could—and should—have collected 25,000 rebels and invaded Washington and Maryland while they were ripe for the seizing. Then moving north to “sweep the whole Abolition concern beyond the Susquehanna, and afterward easily keep them there.”15

Governor Letcher had missed the boat, in the new, if ignorant, senior clerk’s view. For his part, President Davis had, too. “I apprehend he [President Davis] will not budge in the business of guarding Virginia”—instead of attacking Washington—“until after the ratification of the secession ordinance,” Jones had noted. “Thus a month’s precious time will be lost,” he lamented only two days after Letcher’s proclamation, on April 19; “and the scene of conflict, instead of being in Pennsylvania, near Philadelphia, will be in Virginia already.”16

The enemy had meantime crossed the Potomac, into Arlington. And to Jones’s chagrin as a desk clerk, the Confederate leader in Richmond was not proposing to invade the North at all. Let alone planning a Napoleonic strategy, Jones gradually realized—especially after Davis’s address to his Congress on April 29.

“From all I can see and infer,” Jones recorded on June 12, 1861, “we shall make no attempt this year to invade the enemy’s country. Our policy is to be defensive, and it will be severely criticized.”17

By Jones, at least.
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Lincoln’s own Message to his Congress on July 4, 1861—which was immediately published in Richmond newspapers—filled Davis with further foreboding.

Not only did Mr. Lincoln give a brilliant (if one-sided and whitewashed) account of the Sumter story, and his consequent decision as the nation’s “Executive” to risk civil war without congressional consent, but, as U.S. president, he cast the opposing Confederacy as “discontented individuals, too few in number to control administration.” Malcontents who were claiming the right to “break up their Government”—the U.S. government—“and thus practically put an end to free government upon the earth.”18

Mr. Lincoln’s assertion had seemed somewhat demeaning of Southerners, as well as a contradiction in terms—for how could a few “discontented individuals,” abiding by a strict policy of defense, pose a real threat to “free government upon the earth”? It was a wild and silly exaggeration—possibly occasioned by shame over the Great Panic in April. Mr. Lincoln’s question to his Congress—namely whether destructive malcontents could, basically, in their blindness, sabotage civilized democracy—had, however, caused Davis to reflect on his own government.

“It forces us to ask,” Mr. Lincoln had remarked rhetorically in his Message, whether there was “in all republics, this inherent, and fatal weakness?” Namely that of self-destruction, leading inevitably to a power vacuum, and dictatorship, as in ancient Rome. “Must a government, of necessity, be too strong for the liberties of its own people, or too weak to maintain its own existence?” Lincoln had asked—using the question to justify his going to war, and his intention to crush the rebellion conscientiously, or be crushed. “So, viewing the issue, no choice was left but to call out the war power of the government; and so to resist force, employed for its destruction, by force, for its preservation.”19

Unlike his Confederate cabinet colleagues, who’d all dismissed Mr. Lincoln’s rhetoric as a mere sop to obtain approval from the U.S. Congress ex post facto, President Davis rather admired his adversary’s logic—and prose.

He also worried over the portent.
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How and where exactly would Mr. Lincoln, the U.S. government, and its generals use their potentially overpowering force of arms? In his address, Mr. Lincoln had called for 400,000 more men, serving for three years—a number swiftly increased to half a million by the Congress itself.20

Whatever Mr. Lincoln had intended when he’d issued his earlier, April 15 proclamation, it was clear now to Jefferson Davis that the Lincoln government was preparing for active war—a war of invasion—in the border states. He was not going to opt for amphibious assault, as Davis had earlier assumed. One way or another he was, according to spies in the capital, going to try to breach the land “wall,” the term Mr. Lincoln had employed to describe the barrier that the middle states represented.

Even if other “border states”—or “middle states,” as Mr. Lincoln described Missouri and Kentucky—now tried to stay out of the war, Jefferson Davis recognized, they would probably not be allowed by the Union to do so, assuming Mr. Lincoln’s Message to his Congress was to be believed. They would not be permitted, as Lincoln put it, to hide behind “armed neutrality” in the war, for he would not, could not allow those states to “prevent the Union forces passing one way, over their soil.”

Such a neutral barrier against Northern advance “would be disunion [of the United States] completed,” Mr. Lincoln had claimed. “Figuratively speaking, it would be the building of an impassable outer wall,” stopping the Union from reclaiming the full, original thirty-three United States of America. A porous wall, moreover, that would help the insurrectionist states of the Deep South economically. For the middle states’ barrier of neutrality would not be seamless, or waterproof. It would, instead, be “not quite an impassable one,” for, “under the guise of neutrality, it would tie the hands of the Union men,” yet “freely pass supplies from among them to the insurrectionists, which it could not do as an open enemy.” Neutrality, in short, was a myth. “The Confederacy would be able to satisfy all its war needs, under the counter, so to speak. “At a stroke, it would take all the trouble off the hands of secession, except only what proceed from the external blockade. It would do for the disunionists that which, of all things, they most desire—feed them well, and give them disunion without a struggle of their own. It recognizes no fidelity to the Constitution, no obligation to maintain the Union; and while very many [in the middle states] who have favored it are, doubtless, loyal citizens, it is, nevertheless, treason in effect.”21

War would be prosecuted in the middle states, then, Mr. Lincoln had made clear. There would be no escaping hostilities. The consequences of which for Jefferson Davis—if his opponent Mr. Lincoln was serious—would be to stretch the Ur-Confederacy far beyond the bounds of a war in the inhospitable Deep South that Davis had originally planned to defend. Forcing the Confederacy to attempt to fight a war that it had, in truth, invited—but with far too few men, and means, Davis recognized.
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As Jefferson Davis tallied the odds against winning such a war against the U.S. government in the days after July 4, 1861, then, the chances were significantly worse than they’d been when there were only seven conjoined Confederate states. What an irony!

Instead of sending General Beauregard to report on the upper Mississippi, as he’d first intended, therefore, Davis had already revoked those orders and had instructed Beauregard on May 28 to go up instead to northern Virginia—in fact to Manassas Railway Junction, the crucial Virginia rail hub a hundred and thirty miles by meandering rail beyond Richmond, but barely twenty from Washington. And assemble there a defense force to meet the invaders. For Davis had a plan of battle: one that might work well if the Federal army was slow in its advance, and the president could bring up enough troops to reinforce Beauregard in time.

If the reinforcements—sixteen regiments—that Davis was speeding up “from the cotton states” arrived “in time,” and his secret plan worked, “we may yet drive the invader from Virginia,” Davis wrote to his other army commander, beyond the Blue Ridge Mountains at Harper’s Ferry, on July 13, and “teach our insolent foe some lessons which will incline him to seek for a speedy peace.”22

Davis’s plan was simple, but carried serious risks if it failed—namely having to surrender Richmond almost as soon as it had been made the Confederate capital. It was also an ambitious maneuver to hazard, with troops who had never fought together before, let alone conducted forced marches. For it would rely on General Beauregard holding the advancing enemy at bay north of Manassas, while covertly bringing General Joe Johnston, commanding a small but fleet-footed Virginia force, barely brigade-size, across the Shenandoah ridge to hit the Federal invasion force in the flank.

Mr. Lincoln had talked loudly of numbers in his address to the U.S. Congress on July 4—but superior numbers were not necessarily a guarantee of victory in modern warfare. The Battle of Balaklava, and then the besieged defenders of Sevastopol who faced vastly superior odds in the Crimea; his own defense against Santa Anna’s grand cavalry charge at Monterrey, in Mexico: these experiences, vicarious and personal alike, had convinced Davis that good commanders, unafraid of maneuver, and well-directed in defense, could defeat the odds in the upcoming battle—perhaps even the ongoing war.

Time would tell.
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PART FOUR

BULL RUN







1

Davis’s Letter to Lincoln

THE UNION OFFENSIVE—“On to Richmond!”—culminated in July 1861, in the great Battle of Bull Run, or Manassas: an undulating, wooded area bisected by a small river, barely twenty miles from Washington. A great battle that Presidents Lincoln and Davis, as commanders in chief of their nation’s armed forces, instructed must be fought, despite the considered advice of their own top generals. The first great battle in history, moreover, won by trains.

The Battle of Bull Run could have gone either way, to be sure, given the preponderance of Union troops. President Davis could be grateful, at least, to Mr. Lincoln for keeping slavery out of the war equation, for this left the contest as one only of Southern independence, yes or no, to be decided by white armies on the battlefield. Not only did this simplify the adversarial terms of the first grand clash of arms, but in doing so, it sidelined the major potential obstacle to European recognition of the Confederacy. If the Confederate Army resisted the Northern invasion successfully, it would go a long way to securing foreign acceptance of the South’s right to independence. In that case, President Lincoln’s blockade of the South (ordered by proclamation on April 19) would have to be lifted unless he wished to risk war with France, Britain, Spain, and other European powers as well as the CSA. Above all, trade in cotton could resume, and the Confederate economy would be guaranteed for all time. Ample reason, therefore, for Jefferson Davis to see the impending battle as decisive.

Slavery was the one impediment holding back European recognition; it was thus imperative, Davis felt, to keep the word itself out of all public speeches in the South, including those of his loquacious vice president. The war must be framed entirely and only as a struggle for “liberty” from Northern “domination.” A struggle being undertaken not by mere disgruntled “individuals”—slaveholder extremists, such as Texas senator Wigfall, as Lincoln had portrayed the rebellion’s leaders in his much-cited report to his Congress—but by a whole people: a new nation of honorable Southern whites. Men who, far from being bandits operating as guerrillas in the forests and swamps of the South, were willing to observe the time-honored traditions of war in their quest for independence. In short, a war between civilized white opponents.

To emphasize this gentlemanly approach, Jefferson Davis had on July 6 sent to President Lincoln the only personal letter he would ever write to him.

Written shortly before the first significant bloodletting of the Civil War, the personal letter was undoubtedly sincere, in fact almost feudal in its antique politeness. Davis’s concern was for the crew of the Confederate schooner Savannah, who’d been captured by Union forces and were to be publicly tried and possibly executed in the North for “piracy,” rather than as sailors serving their country—“not as prisoners of war, but as criminals,” as Davis—aided by his attorney general, Judah Benjamin—wrote Lincoln.

“It is the desire of this government so to conduct the war now existing as to mitigate its horrors as far as may be possible,” as Davis explained his view of the conflict to Mr. Lincoln, “and with this intent its treatment of the prisoners captured by its forces has [hitherto] been marked by the greatest humanity and leniency consistent with the public obligations.” As Davis pointed out, all Union troops or sailors captured had either been paroled or allowed to stay in the Confederacy. In the case of the latter, they were being “furnished with rations for their subsistence, such as are allowed to our own troops.”

This, surely, was the right and proper—and civilized—way of conducting war, Davis, as former U.S. secretary of war, lectured his opponent. Were a public execution of Confederate servicemen to be undertaken by the Federal authorities, it would, Davis warned, incur Confederate retaliation in equal measure. This, Davis warned, would have to be done in order to secure “the abandonment by you of a practice unknown to the warfare of civilized man, and so barbarous as to disgrace the nation which shall be guilty of inaugurating it.”

There Davis ended his letter, which was taken by special messenger first to General Beauregard’s headquarters at Manassas, and from there through Union lines to Washington, and handed to General Scott, to be given to President Lincoln.

“I am Sir, &c, &c.,” Davis had signed the letter, “Jeffn. Davis, Presdt, & Commander in Chief of the Army & Navy of the Confederate States of America.”1
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Reading the letter at the White House in Washington, President Lincoln was both wary and respectful. It had perhaps been a mistake, two days earlier, to refer to his opponents in the war as mere “discontented individuals.” Jefferson Davis, certainly, could not be so easily disparaged. Moreover, if the war continued beyond the approaching battle—and especially if it led to war in the West and the interior—some semblance of civilized behavior by soldiers would have to be maintained if it was not to turn into a kind of national brawl—and the more so, if slavery was made an issue. Who knew what extremes of behavior and cruelty a race war might lead to?

Abraham did not respond directly to the letter, lest in any way it imply recognition of the Confederacy as a national state adversary, whose proponents should be classed, rather, as insurrectionists: rebels. Men engaged in rebellion, but in a war whose prosecution ought to be kept within civilized boundaries, both to avoid a war of terror and to ensure peaceful reconciliation, once won.

Thus, though President Davis’s emissary returned to Manassas without a formal reply, the captured Confederate crew were not, in the event, executed as pirates.

Davis had thus gotten what he wanted; a sort of demi-recognition of the Southern states’ right to be treated at least as military equals, observing civilized norms of warfare.

With high summer fast approaching, the armies of the United States and the Confederacy, North and South, would thus now lock horns somewhere between Washington and Richmond. On July 21, 1861, they finally did—ending what people were calling the “phony war.”

1
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Bull Run

APPOINTED COMMANDER of the advance-to-Richmond army by Mr. Lincoln on the advice of a reluctant but loyal General Scott, General Irvin McDowell—a former West Point classmate of General P. G. T. Beauregard, his adversary in the coming battle—later explained to a congressional inquiry what his plan had been.

By advancing first to Manassas, some twenty miles distant, the Union army was to “cut off” the railroad connection between the rebels at Manassas and those in the Shenandoah Valley, beyond the Blue Ridge Mountains. In this way, General McDowell would avert any chance that the Confederates “would bring up whatever disposable force they had” to hit him from the western flank. McDowell was satisfied, however, that he could defeat the enemy army in front of him, which was significantly smaller than his own, as long as General Scott, as general-in-chief, ordered McDowell’s fellow commander in the field, General Robert Patterson, currently at Winchester, to stop Confederate forces from attacking McDowell’s troops from the side or flank.1

In theory, if all went well, McDowell’s Union army of 50,000 men—35,000 at the front, with 15,000 behind them, in reserve—stood to vastly outnumber Beauregard’s small Confederate defenders, comprising barely 20,000 troops. A superiority of more than two to one—a ratio so pronounced, in fact, that McDowell said he was satisfied that he’d been given all the Union troops he would need, or could even control and provision, even if the last elements had been assembled in Washington somewhat “late in the day.”2

All General Scott, as Union general-in-chief, had to do, then, despite his reservations about undertaking such a battle with inexperienced soldiers, was to “fulfill the condition with me so far as General Johns[t] on [commanding Confederate forces in the Shenandoah Valley] was concerned,” McDowell told the congressional committee.3 For it was vital, for McDowell’s plan to succeed, that Scott should ensure that Joe Johnston’s even smaller Confederate force than Beauregard’s army (approximately 13,000 men, barely the size of a division) be kept at bay in the Harper’s Ferry area by General Patterson, the elderly Union general in that area, who was under Scott’s direct operational orders, not McDowell’s.

As McDowell explained, the battle at Manassas was not his battle alone, therefore, once President Lincoln approved the final plan and ordered him into battle. “I had a part to play in the matter”—“a large part”—but still only a part. “I had no control over the whole; that was controlled by General Scott.”4
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Despite Scott’s repeated assurances, McDowell remained concerned lest Confederate General Joe Johnston—a brave and very capable general in McDowell’s view—interfere from across the Blue Ridge Mountains.

“On several occasions,” McDowell later explained to the committee called to review the historic first battle, “I mentioned to the general [Scott] that I felt tender on the subject of General Patterson and General Johns[t]on,” both of whose forces were currently at Winchester, near Harper’s Ferry. Would General Johnston’s army definitely be held away from the likely battle at Manassas? “In reply to some suggestion once made about bringing Patterson over to Leesburg,” for example, closer to the capital, “I said if he went there,” then “Johns[t]on might escape and join Beauregard, and I was not in a position to meet all their forces combined.”5 Keeping General Joe Johnston well away from the main Union advance to Manassas had thus been accepted as crucial—and there had been “no modification” whatever made to the plan by President Lincoln, the U.S. commander in chief, nor by the cabinet, including the secretaries of war and navy, as far as McDowell recalled.6

Beyond such tactical concerns, there had been the larger issue: namely the lack of training and experience of three-month volunteer troops operating suddenly in “enemy” territory.

General McDowell—who’d taught tactics at West Point and had served throughout the Mexican War—had quasi-political concerns as well. Like Scott, he’d earlier expressed his distaste at being asked, as a U.S. officer, to attack fellow Americans, and to seize their new capital by force of arms. Would his three-month Northern volunteers, men whose term of service was fast ending, be willing to give their lives in actual battle against fellow Americans—Virginians who would see them—rightly—as “invaders” of their state, and fight tooth and nail to stop them? How would McDowell’s inexperienced Northern volunteers respond to officers’ orders in the heat of battle? Almost all of his brigade and division commanders were trained U.S. Army officers, but not at the level of commanding officers of large numbers of infantry, cavalry, and artillery. “There was not a man there who had ever manoeuvred troops in large bodies,” McDowell explained to the congressional committee, looking back. “There was not one in the army; I did not believe there was one in the whole country; at least, I knew there was no one there who had ever handled 30,000 troops”—the task he’d been asked to undertake, along with the 15,000 in reserve, close behind.7

“I said that I went over there”—that is, across the new Confederate border into Virginia—“with everything green,” McDowell summarized to the subsequent congressional committee. “That was admitted; but they said that the other side was equally green.

“I said that the chances of accident were much more with green troops than with veterans, and I could not undertake to meet all their forces together. General Scott assured me—I use his own words—‘if Johns[t]on joins Beauregard he shall have [Union General] Patterson on his heels.’ He gave me this assurance, that there should be no question in regard to keeping Johns[t]on’s troops engaged in the [Shenandoah] valley of Virginia.”8

McDowell, nevertheless, remained convinced that if “the movements which had been ordered” were “carried out”—his own plan being to feint hard on the left, while outflanking Beauregard’s army with fast-moving, cavalry-backed forces on his right, crossing the Bull Run creek to the northwest, and kept from any possible flank attack by Confederate General Johnston—“we should have,” as he put it, “no difficulty at all.”9
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Bait and Switch

THOUGH EVIDENCE INDICATED that the enemy was on his way, en masse, toward Manassas on July 18, Jefferson Davis felt he could not leave Richmond to see for himself, since he was required to give a formal Message to the Confederate Congress in its new capital, Richmond, on July 20, similar to the one President Lincoln had given to his Congress in Washington on July 4.

Once freed of that presidential responsibility, however, Davis was determined to make sure that his own bait-and-switch plan was well executed on the battlefield, at Manassas.

There had been many voices urging Davis to take field command of the armies before the battle, but he’d resisted them—not only to show his confidence in his appointees, Generals Joe Johnston and Pierre Beauregard, but because, should the Confederate forces be compelled to fall back and the city of Richmond prove unable to be saved, Davis would have to generate a new plan; he would then perhaps take over in the field as commander in chief, but not before.

Certainly Jefferson Davis lost no sleep over the impending battle. If it did not go their way, he would merely revert to his original defense plan for the states of the Ur-Confederacy, the Deep South: holding the coasts against invasion, while wearing out invading overland forces in Southern terrain that would be forbidding for Northern soldiers.

From Jefferson Davis’s point of view, his battle plan for Manassas was admittedly risky—in fact, he’d had to overrule both Beauregard and Johnston, who’d pressed him in the weeks before, asking for a more elastic strategy of withdrawal and then outmaneuvering the enemy. Davis, however, had pointed out the dangers of attempting a campaign of maneuver with unblooded, inexperienced forces, despite many of them fighting in their home state. Better by far, the president laid down, to lure McDowell southward toward his main army under Beauregard, and then switch Johnston’s army secretly by train to Manassas, fifty-five miles across the Blue Ridge Mountains, to reinforce Beauregard, once the president gave the signal from Richmond, by telegraph.

“The success of this policy,” Davis later admitted, “depended upon the time of execution; failure would equally result if done too soon or too late.”1

Failure, however, wouldn’t in itself change the course of the war, Jefferson Davis was confident. Won or lost, the battle would be but the first round—Sumter having been but a prologue. Whatever happened—even if Richmond were occupied—the war would go on.

He was a soldier, and this but the beginning.

1
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Day of Battle

LACKING EXPERIENCE OF BATTLE command or even executive ability, President Lincoln was understandably nerve-racked as the days ticked by. Why was it taking General McDowell so long to join battle, he wondered?

McDowell’s first troops had set off, in fact, on July 16, 1861; it would take him five days, the general calculated, to march the army twenty miles and fight. “I had seen them handled abroad in reviews and marches, but I had never handled that number, and no one here had. I wanted very much a little time; all of us wanted it. We did not have a bit of it,” though, in view of Mr. Lincoln’s urgency to beat the three-month voluntary service deadline.

To Abraham Lincoln each day had seemed, then, like an age.

On Thursday, July 18, 1861, for example, the president had been witnessed by William Russell, who’d returned from the South, walking along Pennsylvania Avenue in the evening, near the Treasury: “striding like a crane in a bulrush swamp among the great blocks of marble” of the federal government buildings, Russell reported. The president was “dressed in an oddly cut suit of grey, with a felt hat on the back of his head, wiping his face with a red pocket-handkerchief. He was evidently in a hurry, on his way to the White House, where I believe a telegraph had been established in communication with McDowell’s headquarters,” Russell noted (incorrectly) in his diary1—anxious for more news of the Union army’s arrival in Centreville, north of Manassas, en masse.2

Mr. Lincoln had clearly been concerned—as well he might be. A visitor to the White House on July 19 also noticed his “wearied and worried appearance.” As visitor and president conversed, Mr. Lincoln’s “eye-lids dropped repeatedly and he seemed like a person who had been watching with a sick friend and deprived of his wonted sleep.”3

Too slow! Mr. Lincoln had kept saying—for his instinct was good, even if his knowledge of command and its challenges was still nearly nil. No amount of presidential fretting seemed to speed up McDowell’s almost funereal march to the river line of Bull Run—while the general-in-chief, Winfield Scott, seemed to be strangely indifferent.
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There were, happily, initial signs that gave Mr. Lincoln encouragement—for Beauregard’s front line had withdrawn, seemingly at the first sight of the massive Union advance. Hope was thus expressed at the White House that this might mean the Confederates were frightened—Mr. Lincoln’s secretary, John Nicolay, writing his fiancée to tell her that McDowell’s “grand army” of the republic was now “35,000 strong” and had “moved forwards towards the rebels at Manassas Junction” like a Roman phalanx.4

Nicolay, at any rate, was confident at age twenty-nine that all would go well for the Union. A former editor of a newspaper in Illinois, the German-born secretary was engaged to Miss Therena Bates, who’d remained in Illinois. “Our troops proceeded as far as Fairfax Court House, from which about 6,000 of the enemy retreated most precipitately, leaving a variety of things behind them,” the secretary proudly wrote to his fiancée on July 18. The Confederates had been “in such haste that one of their officers had to abandon on his table, the breakfast which he had just prepared for his delectation. Where the enemy will stop and give battle, or whether they will do at all, we do not of course know, and are therefore anxiously awaiting news at every moment.”5

Skirmishing had, however, suggested imminent battle—news that soon proved less promising, however. William Russell—who was back in Washington after his tour of the South—noted the next day in his diary that “McDowell found Beauregard’s left [actually right] too strong to attack.”6

Mr. Lincoln, as a result, had become more and more apprehensive—and less and less able to sleep. Colonel Schuyler Hamilton, General Scott’s military secretary, later recalled how edgy the president had been, even when receiving good news, such as that of young General George McClellan’s recent success over a small force of Confederates in the western Virginia town of Beverly on July 11, west of the Allegheny Mountains.

“Colonel, do you ever sleep?” Mr. Lincoln had asked Hamilton with “some little vexation,” given the late hour at which the colonel had come to the White House bearing McClellan’s latest self-congratulatory telegram.7

Hamilton had apologized profusely. He was equally embarrassed, however, by the sight of Mr. Lincoln “in a red flannel shirt, which out of modesty, he was holding down in front.”8

The president had explained how he he’d been assailed by a battery of messages and telegram deliveries, “at every hour of the night to-night, and poor Mrs. Lincoln also.”9

The president had finally retired to bed, he told the colonel, but Mrs. Lincoln “has got my dressing-gown twisted around her feet,” he apologized, “so I have to come out in my red shirt,” which did not cover his private parts. “Either I have grown too long,” the president had attempted to joke, “or the shirt has grown too short, I know not which.”10

The telegram, vastly exaggerating the scale of McClellan’s victory (and obscuring the name of the brigadier general who’d won it, at Rich Mountain), had happily, if temporarily, relieved the president’s fears, however.11 Causing Mr. Lincoln, in fact, to say to Hamilton, with “a happy rhythm in his voice”—indeed with “a ripple of merriment and satisfaction”—“‘Colonel, if you will come to me every night and every hour of every night, with just such telegrams as that, I will come out,’ he promised, ‘not only in my red shirt, but without any shirt at all.’”12
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There had been no more such self-laudatory telegrams, however. Beverly, besides, was a footnote. The major battle was to be for Richmond—and reports of General McDowell’s advance to Manassas had dwindled, by July 21, a Sunday, to a trickle.

“All sorts of rumours” had been circulating, William Russell noted as, for his part, he set off from Washington to witness the battle, without government permission—“all sorts of lies,” Russell sniffed, spreading among the crowds outside the telegraphic office.13

Such rumors were hardly new, or to be wondered at, Russell was aware. In the Senate, the day before, on July 20, Senator Charles Sumner, “his face lighted with pleasure,” had come to tell Russell—who’d gone to the Capitol to assess Union confidence on the eve of battle—that the business was already over. “McDowell has carried Bull Run without firing a shot,” Sumner informed Russell with absolute assurance. “Seven regiments attacked it at the point of the bayonet, and the enemy immediately fled. General Scott only gives McDowell till mid-day to-morrow to be in possession of Manassas.”14

Russell had been skeptical—and certainly found himself no wiser after speaking to John Hay, the president’s other secretary, who’d appeared in the Senate with a message from the president for the debaters. “I asked if the news was true” regarding the Union victory, Russell recorded. “All I can tell you,” Hay had responded, “is that the President has heard nothing at all about it, and that General Scott, from whom we have just received a communication, is equally ignorant of the reported success.”15

Russell’s skepticism was the product not only of his recent visit to the South, but also of an incident at McDowell’s headquarters before the army even set off. Captain Taylor, the young messenger who’d carried President Davis’s personal message to President Lincoln earlier that month, had told the British war correspondent, in a display of Confederate arrogance, to “tell the people in England we intend to whip the Lincolnites in the same fashion wherever we meet them”—a “remark which did not lead me to believe there was any intention on the part of the Confederates to surrender so easily,” Russell reflected.16 Also, General McDowell himself—whom Russell had encountered by sheer accident on the platform at Union Station, as Russell arrived from Annapolis on July 16—had seemed a lot less confident than before; had seemed, in fact, quite lost, looking vainly for “two batteries of artillery” that had “gone astray” as he readied some 35,000 men to advance on Fairfax.17

That the commander of an entire army going into battle should have been looking for missing soldiers and equipment like a fretting schoolmaster had worried Russell. Would McDowell be too fussy to prevail in battle? Yet the veteran war reporter found himself impressed by the general’s very unpretentiousness, meticulousness—and honesty.

McDowell had earlier confided that he had, unhappily, no idea of the terrain they’d be fighting on, since “there is no such thing procurable as a decent map of Virginia. He [McDowell] knows little or nothing of the country before him, more than the general direction of the main roads, which are bad at best; and he can obtain no information, inasmuch as the enemy are in full force all along his front,” Russell had noted.18 Two weeks later McDowell had seemed little the wiser. “Although he spoke confidently, he did not seem in good spirits,” Russell recorded, despite the general kindly offering to take Russell back to the reporter’s lodgings in his own army commander’s carriage. “There was the greatest difficulty in finding out anything about the enemy,” McDowell admitted as the vehicle clattered across town. “Beauregard was said to have advanced to Fairfax Court House, but he could not get any certain knowledge of the fact.”19

“Can you not order a reconnaissance?” the reporter had asked.20

“Wait till you see the country!” General McDowell had responded, having finally seen something of it himself. He now deemed Beauregard’s position even stronger than he’d first thought, given the thick woods and many streams that would have to be crossed, or forded, by artillery.

It was just as Scott—a Virginian, after all—had warned at his first council of war, which was held to examine the best military strategy to follow. “But even if it were as flat as Flanders, I have not an officer on whom I could depend for the work” of reconnaissance, McDowell had confided. “They would fall into some trap, or bring on a general engagement,” thanks to their inexperience, “when I did not seek it or desire it.”21

General McDowell had appeared to Russell to be, in short, a well-trained, well-traveled, well-read, somewhat cautious, combat-experienced but also conventional military officer who’d felt little short of contempt for politicians—especially those who’d pressed him for a grand Union victory to be won by its completely inexperienced troops before the month was up, so that they could go home.
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For his part, Abraham Lincoln had hoped his presence with Mary and their children at church on July 21 would show presidential confidence in the outcome of the battle taking place south of Washington that very day—as well as allowing him time to ponder quietly, in a sacred place, the auguries.

These were not, frankly, very good. Several weeks earlier there had been an unfortunate incident on the White House lawn. The band of the U.S. Marines had been “playing on a kind of dais under the large flag recently hoisted by the President himself, in the garden,” William Russell recorded, but the occasion had been “marked by rather an ominous event. As the President pulled the halyards and the flag floated aloft, a branch of the tree caught the bunting and tore it, so that a number of the stars and stripes were detached and hung dangling beneath the rest of the flag, half detached from the staff.”22

A sinister sign. The omens hadn’t gotten any better, however—with the one exception of General McClellan’s small victory at Beverly. And then, when Mr. Lincoln—who read the newspapers avidly—read, early on July 21, the actual text of President Jefferson Davis’s previous day’s Message to his new, enlarged Confederate Congress assembling in Richmond, there arose the haunting question: Had Mr. Lincoln wholly mistaken President Davis’s intentions since his bombardment of Fort Sumter?

Had Lincoln given in to his fears, and overreacted to mindless newspaper assertions: imagining Davis to be preparing the South for an aggressive Confederate policy, when Davis had never, in fact, intended or planned to “invade” the North, and was only planning defense against Northern attack? Had the “Great Panic” in the city in April therefore been unwarranted, the result of a fiction? Was Lincoln’s proclamation-appeal for a Union army of 75,000 troops, as Fort Sumter fell, an unfortunate mistake: one that had driven the border states to rush to protect themselves by seceding and then joining the Confederacy?

Had Scott perhaps been right to hold off on invasion of the Southern states until a far more powerful Union army was assembled than Mr. Lincoln’s original call for 75,000 volunteers? A Union army that would be powerful enough, organized enough, trained well enough, to prevail in difficult, hostile territory such as Virginia?

It wasn’t therefore hubris, by any stretch of imagination, that characterized Mr. Lincoln’s own state of mind on Sunday morning, July 21, 1861, as he sat in church with his family. Only perhaps a failure to quite credit the celerity with which the war had so energized and electrified men—and women, too. Americans of limited knowledge of the world outside their farms and towns, but impelled now with the desire to serve; young men possessed of national pride and a sense of patriotic duty. The numbers of volunteers offering to serve and put their lives on the line was extraordinary—probably greater than during the War of 1812 against foreigners, the British. Or the war against Mexicans in the 1840s—which Mr. Lincoln, as a mature and adult U.S. congressman, had protested against.

This war fever, unfortunately, as he’d acknowledged, seemed true on both sides.

In his Message to Congress on July 4, Abraham had idealized democratic government as a sort of sacred mission on behalf of humanity: one dedicated to preserving a United States democracy hard-won against a major colonial master, the British crown, but now under mortal threat from within. Was an aggressive rush to war—to invade the South with untrained, untested, short-term volunteer troops—the best way to accomplish that, though?

And then again: why in Virginia, of all places—a state not even in the Deep South, but which would certainly defend its soil vigorously, given the number of Virginia officers, including U.S. Colonels Robert E. Lee and Joseph Johnston, who had defected to defend it?

Volunteer regiments from across the entire South were reported in the press to be making their way now to serve in uniform in Virginia, where the impending “invasion” by “Lincolnite” troops had been demonized—newspapers recording acts of rape and pillage in western Virginia over recent weeks—a fact which, Abraham noted, Mr. Davis had made much of in his indignant personal letter.

Nor was “Jeffy D.” entirely wrong to complain. “I am distressed to have to report excesses by our troops,” General McDowell had telegraphed the War Department from Fairfax Court House, confidentially, on July 18. “The excitement of the men found vent,” McDowell had admitted, “in burning and pillaging” Confederate homes—excesses that, though “soon checked, distressed us all greatly.”23

This was a new and nasty development: a threat to women, children, and the sick that had been unthinkable, for example, back when Mr. Lincoln had dispatched U.S. naval vessels and troops to relieve the garrison of Fort Sumter. It was an escalation not only of military actions, but of potential popular exaggeration, myths, lies, and mob fear—especially the fear of “invasion”—turning into mayhem.

In short, no matter how much Mr. Lincoln had sought in his Message to Congress, three weeks earlier, to parse and downplay the meaning of the word invasion, he clearly hadn’t been successful.

The assembling of McDowell’s army—now named the “Union Army of North Virginia”—and Mr. Lincoln’s instruction, as commander in chief, for it to advance under the mantra “Forward to Richmond!” (as the popular press headlined and heralded the move)—could no longer be cast as a case of simply restoring law and order by using federalized militia to hold forts and government buildings.

It was now civil war: warfare that could turn very uncivil.
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John Hay’s report to Mr. Lincoln from the U.S. Capitol, the day before—including Senator Sumner’s conviction that the rebels were in flight—had been contradicted by General McDowell’s latest missive from Centreville later that day.

Yes, the general now had 35,000 men in the field, approaching Manassas, and another 15,000 behind them: probably the largest army ever committed to battle in American history. That was certainly positive. But the general had been hoping dearly to be across Bull Run creek already, since he believed that the Confederates “obtain their supply of water from this stream. If so, and we get possession of the right bank, we shall force them to leave the now strong position at Manassas,” the general had posited.24

McDowell’s use of the conditional was telling, however—especially given the time factor.

“The fourth Pennsylvania goes out today,” McDowell had reported—“out” meaning home to Pennsylvania! They would shortly be followed by others, and all too “rapidly,” as their three-month service came to an end on Saturday, July 20—despite the general’s pleas that the Pennsylvanians should remain and fight. “In a few days I shall lose many thousands,” McDowell had warned General Scott, and the president.25

Worse still, the president had heard on July 20, via the assistant adjutant general at the War Department, that General Patterson, worryingly, had withdrawn his Union army from near Winchester, and possibly retreated! There were also rumors, though unsubstantiated, “that Johnston has joined Beauregard.”26

Johnston joining Beauregard?

How was this possible, assuming that Winfield Scott had done his job as general-in-chief?

If this were indeed true and Johnston had been allowed to reinforce Beauregard, McDowell would be facing two Confederate armies, not one—exactly what McDowell had warned General-in-Chief Scott he must prevent, if McDowell’s men were to be successful in Virginia’s forbiddingly wooded, unknown countryside.
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Incredibly, neither President Lincoln nor General Scott had thought to send even a telegram, let alone a messenger, to warn General McDowell of the augmented Confederate forces he might now be facing, it was later learned. For good or ill, then, the battle-die had been cast, and the wheel of fortune—or misfortune—had turned.

Before he’d left for church on July 21, the news given to Mr. Lincoln had been still positive—the president aware that McDowell’s main clash of arms was slated to have already begun at dawn that day. Although it had started late, apparently, the battle had at least, Mr. Lincoln understood, finally begun in earnest.

Not all senators—or their wives—were in church in Washington, however, Mr. Lincoln noticed. Quite a number, to his amazement, had elected to go watch the battle at Manassas—or from close by—if they could.

“Every carriage, gig, wagon and hack has been engaged by people going out to see the fight,” noted William Russell—who had only with difficulty gotten himself a horse, a British embassy companion, and a buggy, together with an extra horse, to be used to escape in extremis. “The French cooks and hotel-keepers, by some occult process of reasoning, have arrived at the conclusion they must treble the prices of their wines,” the reporter complained, “and of the hampers of provisions which the Washington people are ordering to comfort themselves at their bloody Derby.”27

Derby!

Armed with a revolver, a bottle of overpriced wine, a flask of brandy, and a packet of sandwiches, the London Times reporter was cheerfully told by a sentry, as he crossed the Potomac River by Long Bridge without a pass: “You’ll find plenty of congressmen on before you.”28

Despite his long-held skepticism about predictions in wartime, Russell had somehow assumed, given the sheer size of the Union army in comparison with that of General Beauregard’s force, that he would be in Richmond before nightfall—well before Mr. Cameron, the secretary of war, who had denied his application for a government pass as Russell was a foreigner, could stop him.29

“In the tranquil loveliness of the summer morning,” wrote a later chronicler, “the army of the sightseers crossed the silver Potomac, and drove through the wooded hills, the deserted farms and ripening cornfields of the Virginia countryside. The gentlemen were dressed in thin summer clothing. They carried spyglasses, rifles and revolvers. In their comfortable carriages, they had stowed rich lunches, bottles of wine and flasks of Monongahela and bourbon. There were a few adventurous ladies among them.”30

The photographer Matthew Brady was with them, too. “He was a bushy-haired little Irishman,” continued the historian, “with a pointed beard and big nose, and he wore a long, light duster and a straw hat. His wagon was shrouded with black cloth and fitted with chemicals, for Brady was obsessed with the idea he could do something which no man had ever done before—make a photographic record of a battlefield.”31

“We still have no news of any decisive battle at Manassas Junction,” John Nicolay, seated at his desk in the president’s study, wrote to his fiancée, while the president and Mrs. Lincoln prayed in church. “I think Gen. McDowell’s object is to get to the rear of the enemy’s position.” (He was paraphrasing McDowell’s “General Orders No. 22” of July 20, a copy of which had been sent to General Scott and shown to the president.) “Of course everybody is in great suspense,” he confided. “General Scott talked confidently this morning of success, and very calmly and quietly went to church,” too, “at eleven o’clock.” “Even while I write this, dispatches come which indicate that a considerable part of the forces are engaged, so that we may know by night whether we are to be successful in this fight or not,” Nicolay explained. He was only a scribe, not a soldier. “We shall therefore have to discontentedly content ourselves,” he mocked himself indulgently, “with being impatiently patient till we get reliable news of either success or defeat.”32

On the road to Centreville, William Russell, for all his war experience, found himself little the wiser in his rented gig. The nearer the reporter—who’d witnessed war in the Crimea at its worst—got to the battlefield, the less he found he could make sense of it.

In Washington, President Lincoln was equally uncertain, after bringing the family back to the White House. He then walked through the colonnade to the two-story brick building of the War Department, but still found no clarity.

Upstairs in the Telegraph Office, the president therefore sat for several hours waiting for cabled news from General McDowell—whose latest, revised plan of attack, the president understood, would now involve a more intense battle at the center of the battlefield, to lock Beauregard’s army in combat, but be accompanied, secretly, by an ambitious, encircling right hook around Beauregard’s left flank—which McDowell assumed, reasonably enough, to be unprotected.33
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Puzzled at the paucity of messages, Mr. Lincoln found himself more wary than ever.

The president had expected detailed news by the early afternoon, as had been promised by General McDowell. There had been nothing, however, since just before midday, when a telegrapher’s report of “Rapid firing from heavy guns,” had been received at the Telegraph Office, recorded at 11:50 a.m.

Finally, at 12:50 p.m., an hour later, came a new report which the telegraph operator at Fairfax Court House tapped out: “Firing of heavy guns apparently nearer.” This was followed some minutes later, at 1:00 p.m., by: “Firing more in the distance and greatly slackened. No guns at Centreville [halfway between Fairfax and Manassas] since last dispatch. Still fainter and less guns. You can draw your own inference.”34

Inference? The telegram was maddening in its contradictions. Did it signify the Union army was advancing farther toward Manassas and Richmond—a good sign? Or did it mean that a Confederate move was unfolding out of sight of the telegraph operator? Since the messages had been telegraphed three or four miles from the scene of the action, the news seemed… unsettling. And got no clearer—or better. As Nicolay described at 3:30 p.m. in his letter to Therena, “For half an hour the President has been somewhat uneasy as these reports”—reports of musketry and light artillery audible nearby, according to the telegraph operator at Fairfax—telegrams that “seemed to indicate,” Nicolay penned in some anxiety, “that our forces were retiring.”35

Retiring? Could it be that the largest army ever yet committed to battle on the American continent was really retreating?36

“After getting his dinner,” as Nicolay wrote of the president’s movements, “he went over to see Gen. Scott, whom he found asleep,” no doubt digesting his lunch. “He woke the General and presented his view of the case to him, but the Gen. told him these reports were worth nothing as indications either way—that the changes in the currents of wind—the echoes &c &c. made it impossible for a distant listener to determine the course of a battle. The General still expressed his confidence in a successful result,” Nicolay reported to Therena, “and composed himself for another nap when the President left.”37
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For a general-in-chief who had openly expressed his opposition first to the whole notion of an invasion of the South to the president, then to such a premature battle in Virginia, Scott’s assurance showed surprising confidence in the outcome, if he was being truthful.

This was doubtful. It was at least enough, though, to calm Mr. Lincoln’s growing apprehension. General Scott had, after all, seen battle face-to-face—a lifetime of it. Whereas Mr. Lincoln knew relatively nothing of it, himself, apart from his experience during the Black Hawk War, fighting wild onions and mosquitoes as a military scout.

William Seward, the secretary of state, had been equally certain, on the surface, that all was well. The secretary, without even as much military experience as the president, had installed himself at the War Department for the entire day, where he smoked expensive cigars. The senior telegraph operator later recalled Mr. Seward’s prediction the battle would not only be won by General McDowell, but that the Union army would then march immediately to Richmond, whereupon the entire war would be over in “thirty days”—an assertion made with a “‘You’ll see, I’m right’ look on his face.”38

Seward was something less than a military genius, as his unnecessary and unused Fort Pickens expedition had, in the event, already shown. Back at the White House, the president was relieved, however, when one of Scott’s aides arrived, reporting now that the general was “satisfied” with dispatches: dispatches showing Beauregard’s Confederate forces had been forced back within several miles of Manassas Junction, “and that McDowell,” with his ascendant Union forces, “would immediately attack and capture the Junction perhaps yet to-night,” as Nicolay added to his letter to Therena—“but certainly by tomorrow noon.”39

With this more encouraging report, the president decided there was no point remaining at the mercy of a stammering telegraph needle. It was a hot, late summer afternoon. He needed fresh air. Calling for his new carriage—a convertible—Mr. Lincoln asked Mary to go for a drive with him in the nice weather.40

40







5

Taking the Train

LATER, JEFFERSON DAVIS would claim he’d “intended to leave in the afternoon” of Saturday, July 20, “for Manassas,” but had needed to remain in Richmond until at least that day to deliver his promised Message to the Confederate Congress at the end of its third session—which he had duly done.

Why, though, had he then delayed his departure—since he could have delivered his report in writing, or left after speaking in the afternoon, if he’d intended to be on the field of battle by the time action started on July 21?

The answer would never be known. Another attack of neuralgia? Uncertainty whether it might, in fact, be better to remain at the War Department, where he could make higher-level strategic decisions, such as how to respond if the battle went against the Confederate armies—and whether Richmond itself would, in that case, have to be evacuated? Or had Varina actually stopped him from going—just as she’d attempted to do when he’d lied to her, and had left for the Mexican War many years before, despite his sworn promise not to go?

All Davis would say when later recounting the battle—a battle he’d insisted be fought as a defensive battle, in situ, at Manassas, over the objections of his two army field commanders—was that he’d been “detained until the next morning,” setting off to Manassas by special train early on Sunday, July 21, 1861, rather than going to church with his wife, as Lincoln had done.1

In reality, “Jeffy” had been champing at the proverbial bit, as a combat soldier, as Varina best knew, and was determined to show faith in his two army commanders, Generals Beauregard and Johnston. Skirmishing north of Manassas had already led to “six hundred prisoners” being taken by Confederate forces back on June 18, according to the ecstatic diary entry made by Varina’s bosom friend in Richmond, Mary Chesnut.2 Skirmishing, however, was only that: skirmishing. The concerted Union attack that they knew was coming had still to be launched. Nervous about the situation, Davis’s brother Joe had said, at table at the Spotswood Hotel on July 19, that he “wished one with the genius of Napoleon would spring up,” to lead the Confederate forces, as Mary noted in her diary.3

Mrs. Chesnut certainly did not think this meant Jeff Davis—a leader so reserved, so gentlemanly, so boring, so rigid. As to other possible contenders, such as her husband’s commanding officer, General Beauregard, she was more willing to offer the possible laurel—though she thought this unlikely, given the top-down leadership in Richmond, and the tight rein Davis was keeping on Beauregard’s adventurous notions of maneuver, which her husband, Colonel James Chesnut, Beauregard’s aide-de-camp, had told her about. Even gossip she’d heard, that “Beauregard telegraphed Johnston ‘for god sake to come down & help,’ he was so overwhelmed by numbers—& Davis telegraphed Johnston to come.”4

Mary Chesnut was smart but necessarily ignorant. Everyone was on edge in Richmond—save the president, apparently. And in truth, Mrs. Chesnut—childless, passionate, emotional, given to flights of fancy—didn’t really care about Napoleonic maneuver, either; her concern was the likely fate of her husband. The former senator would have much to tell when he returned from the battlefield—if he did return.

Others, too, at the Spotswood Hotel, had relatives serving at Manassas, and were equally anxious—certainly no one expressed interest in going to watch “the Derby,” as enemy Northern loyalists were doing in their arrogance. Yet as he sat on the special train taking him to Manassas Junction, President Davis, for his part, only wished the grand set-to were not taking place in Virginia, given the state’s unreliable population—especially Beverly, in the western mountains!—and its frankly “indefensible” new northern border, as he’d confided to his brother—a border he would nevertheless have to try now to defend.5

Jefferson Davis had thus been somewhat insincere when giving, in his Saturday Message to Congress, a laudatory account of the border states’ latest rebellion and assertion of their individual “state’s right” to secede. In reality, he had precisely the same objection as Mr. Lincoln to individual states failing to support the national government or, worse still, leaving the nation’s fold, at will, and impeding the nation’s ability to act to protect itself. The two opposing presidents were, in fact, birds of the same proverbial feather—separated, however, by a contentious, indeterminate, arguably indefensible buffer state, namely Virginia and a belt of further border states over which they would likely be fighting for “one, or three, or five years,” as Davis predicted in his Message to Congress.6

It was not an entirely happy prospect. But not one that called for defeatism—not by a long shot.

Abraham Lincoln might have been the better orator, his prose crafted with the cold brilliance almost of a classical writer—Plutarch, say. Mr. Lincoln was by no means the better military mind, however. He and his colleagues such as Seward might think they could wrap up a civil war in weeks by dispatching a Union army to seize Richmond, the new Confederate capital. But war—long war—pursued in such amateur fashion was unlikely to succeed. General Scott had spent months preparing for his amphibious flanking attack at Veracruz in the war with Mexico. Had Scott and Mr. Lincoln made sure they knew what they were doing, now, in advancing on Manassas, with so little preparation and no apparent sign they would intercede if Joe Johnston switched his forces from the Shenandoah Valley to join Beauregard? There were reports that Union forces at Harper’s Ferry, under General Patterson, had pulled back—but not, it seemed, to stop Johnston’s from using the train line to send his troops to Manassas.…

Everything so far thus pointed to the success of President Davis’s secret stratagem—but only thus far. Mr. Lincoln had impetuously gambled on swift invasion, using volunteer troops from Northern states, commanded by untried field generals, serving under an ailing, elderly general-in-chief, advancing into unknown territory. According to reliable information and spies, the Union had assembled a huge and unprecedented army; but in its haste it appeared to have made assumptions about its Confederate enemy that would, Davis hoped, be shown to be deluded, once the two armies locked horns.

Thus, as President Davis set forth by train from Richmond early on the morning of July 21, he did so as calmly and confidently as someone going to work at the office. He’d slept fine, and knew the rest would be up to his commanders—and their men. Compared with his opponent in Washington, Davis felt he did actually know something of war. He had rehearsed his strategy with both his field generals, Johnston and Beauregard, in person, in Richmond; it would be interesting to see how the predicted battle turned out, and whether his presence would be needed to give further encouragement on the battlefield.

For security reasons, telegraph communication had been limited to a minimum, lest the enemy learn of the president’s secret “bait-and-switch” plan, once the switch was triggered. Given the prickly nature of his two army commanders, Davis was also determined to see two Confederate generals worked together seamlessly, nevertheless, once their forces were joined at the hip.

General Johnston, the older man, was almost childishly concerned with rank, and superiority, but Davis had thought it best not to order Beauregard to defer to the more senior Johnston once the armies combined, for Beauregard knew the Manassas terrain far better than Johnston would, having been in command there for more than a month. Besides, the creole general was sometimes wild and mercurial—and disinclined to take orders even from his superior officer.

By his presence on the battlefield as commander in chief, Davis hoped, in short, he’d ensure that his two top commanders did not fight each other rather than the enemy.
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The rail journey to Manassas, with its slight meander via Gordonsville, covered 130 miles of track, and took three hours.

“As we approached Manassas Railroad Junction,” around noon on July 21, 1861, “a cloud of dust was visible a short distance to the west of the railroad,” Davis later remembered. “It resembled one raised by a body of marching troops”—troops who appeared to be heading south.7

Davis’s first thought was that General Beauregard, outnumbered, was retreating: pulling back to a second line of defense, on the Rappahannock River, or even to Fredericksburg, as had been planned as an eventuality if he were overwhelmed by McDowell’s superior numbers.

“It was, however, subsequently learned that the dust was raised by a number of [mule- or horse-drawn] wagons which had been sent to the rear for greater security against the contingencies of the battle,” Davis later explained. Meanwhile, the “sound of the firing had now become very distinct, so much so as to leave no doubt that a general engagement had commenced.”8

It had indeed—with signs, soon after noon, that the more substantial army under U.S. General McDowell had prevailed—for Confederate troops were fleeing. “On reaching the railroad junction” of Manassas, “I found a large number of men, bearing the usual evidence of those who leave the field of battle under a panic,” Davis later recounted. “They crowded around the train with fearful stories of a defeat of our army. The railroad conductor announced his decision that the railroad train should proceed no farther. Looking among those who were about us for one whose demeanor gave reason to expect from him a collected answer, I selected one whose gray beard and calm face gave best assurance. He, however, could furnish no encouragement. Our line, he said, was broken, all was confusion, the army routed, and the battle lost.9

“I asked for Generals Johnston and Beauregard; he said they were on the field when he left it. I returned to the conductor and told him that I must go on; that the rail-road [the Orange and Alexandria Line] was the only means by which I could proceed, and that, until I reached the headquarters, I could not get a horse to ride to the field where the battle was raging. He finally consented to detach the locomotive from the train, and, for my accommodation, to run it as far as the army headquarters. In this manner Colonel [Joseph R.] Davis, aide-de-camp, and myself proceeded.”10

Standing in the cab of a steam locomotive was certainly an unusual way for a president to arrive, as commander in chief, in the midst of a major American battle, but it certainly reflected the Sturm und Drang of the saga. A horse was duly provided, once the train stopped, but General Beauregard, commanding the Confederate Army at Manassas, was not to be found at the farmhouse he was using as his headquarters—and no one able to say where he was.

In fact, having belatedly realized that his assumption about the Schwerpunkt—or decisive point—of the Union attack had been wrong, and that the enemy was pressing on his western flank, the general was still busy attempting to sidestep and hurry more regiments and reserves to his left, to avoid being outmaneuvered by McDowell’s troops. Beauregard’s quartermaster general and adjutant general were both at his headquarters, however, where the adjutant general did his best to discourage the president from proceeding—“the impropriety,” as they put it, “of such exposure on my part.” When Davis insisted, however, they eventually found horses both for the president and his aide-de-camp, Joseph R. Davis, his nephew, “and we started to the field,” Davis recounted. “The stragglers soon became numerous,” he recalled, and “warnings as to the fate which awaited us if we advanced were not only frequent but evidently sincere.”11

Even as Davis rode forward, however, the din of artillery had grown more distant, not less! “When I met General Johnston,” Davis later remembered, it was “upon a hill which commanded a general view of the field of the afternoon’s operations”: Henry Hill. When he asked Johnston “as to the state of affairs,” Davis remembered how Johnston “replied that we had won the battle.”12

Won the battle?

Johnston was serious. Glowing with pride, he explained how his best brigade commander, General Thomas Jackson, had performed miracles. On receipt of President Davis’s telegram on the night of July 17, ordering him to slip away from Patterson’s forces, Johnston (after some hesitation, since it would entail leaving his sick and wounded to the enemy in the Shenandoah Valley) had issued an inspiring order of the day. “Our gallant army under General Beauregard is now attacked by overwhelming numbers,” Johnston had declared. “The commanding general hopes that his troops will step out like men, and make a forced march to save the country.”13

Brigadier General Jackson’s five Virginia regiments, comprising the 1st Brigade of the Army of the Shenandoah, had been the first to leave on July 18. Marching through the afternoon and into the evening, Jackson’s men had forded the Shenandoah River by dark, and after finishing a forced march of twenty miles had spent the night at the village of Paris. There they’d risen at dawn on July 19, and their advance guard had reached Piedmont, a station on the Manassas Gap Railroad, already by midday—several days before the battle at Bull Run began. “The brigade commenced going aboard of the cars,” Jackson himself afterward narrated—the men subsequently arriving at Manassas, after a thirty-four-mile train ride, at “about four o’clock in the afternoon, without much suffering to my men or to myself.”14

In a series of shuttle trips, General Johnston’s remaining Confederate brigades had then followed by train—without General McDowell, commanding the Union army at Manassas, being aware of the shift. Instead of facing Beauregard’s army of 25,000, at most, McDowell, commanding 35,000 men in the actual advance, had thus found himself outnumbered at Manassas—with the advantage held by the defenders.

Using his well-rested volunteers, Thomas J. Jackson now would earn the famous moniker by which history would know him: “Stonewall.”
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For several hours the outcome of battle had certainly appeared to hang in the balance. As McDowell’s troops—backed by experienced U.S. Army artillery units—sought to gain the high ground south of Stone’s Bridge and from there outflank Beauregard’s main force, the battle did seem for a long time lost for the Confederates. After two of their brigadiers were felled—one wounded, the other killed—the Confederate troops had broken. When Brigadier General Bee, for instance, had galloped up to Jackson around midday—Jackson having been ordered forward by Johnston from his reserve positions and told to head toward Stone’s Bridge—Bee had shouted above the noise of the guns, “General, they are beating us back!”15

“Then, sir, we will give them the bayonet,” General Jackson had coolly responded—and did. Riding across the front line which he formed on Henry Hill, brandishing his sword and steeped in stories of Old Testament battles, the former teacher inspired one soldier to cry: “Look! There is Jackson standing like a stone wall!”16

Thus had the mad, or maddened, General Jackson earned his moniker.

Hours of close combat had ensued, without prisoners being taken. Dust and gun smoke had clouded the otherwise clear sky, and the bang and boom of cannon fire had continually punctuated the sweltering heat of early afternoon. One of Johnston’s brigades had still been in transit on the railway, however—and its late arrival would tip the scales. Around 3:45 p.m., while General Jackson and his brigade held the line at Henry House, the last two thousand men advanced to enter the fray at Sudley Spring: the very place where General McDowell had hoped to deliver the coup de grâce with elements of two Union divisions.

President Davis’s plan to bait the Union army with Beauregard’s forces on the right, while Johnston secretly switched his troops by train, day and night, from the left to reinforce Beauregard from Winchester, had thus worked like a dream—far, far better than anyone could ever have anticipated.
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In his subsequent deposition before the congressional committee called to investigate the Union defeat, General McDowell offered no excuses, but rightly pointed out how, for his own plan to succeed, everything had depended on Confederate General Joe Johnston being tied down west of the Blue Ridge Mountains, near Winchester—or being, at the very least, closely pursued.

Loath to have to leave seventeen hundred sick men behind, General Joe Johnston had, in truth, been hesitant to comply with President Davis’s order on July 17 to disengage from Patterson’s forces and start out to join Beauregard. When warned by one of his staff that he might be court-martialed for disobeying a direct order from the Confederate commander in chief, the general had, in the end, overcome his reluctance on July 18—and complied.17

It was just as well, for it was Johnston’s mostly Virginia brigades, despite bearing out-of-date, unrifled muskets, who now turned potential defeat into triumph.

Johnston’s assurance to President Davis that the battle was already won, however, seemed difficult for Davis to believe, given the earlier signs of confusion and flight. Unconvinced, he insisted upon seeing for himself. Making for the Warrenton Road, accompanied now by Beauregard’s aide-de-camp Colonel Chesnut, they met John F. Lay, a Confederate cavalry troop captain.

Years later Lay—who subsequently became a judge in Richmond—recalled how he’d seen General Johnston in person when ordered to pursue the retreating enemy. The general had instructed him, however, to first salute the president before he set off.

The president? Astonished to see Mr. Davis in the thick of the battlefield, Captain Lay had nevertheless “saluted, and passed on at a gallop”—halting around 3:30, he thought, at Bull Run in order “to water my horses” and confer with the commander of the 5th Infantry Brigade, Colonel Philip Cocke. After this, “I passed on,” Lay recounted, “when to my astonishment I saw the President near me in the orchard,” having ridden still closer to where the momentum of the battle seemed to be shifting. “I immediately rode up to him, and said that he was much further forward than he should be; that the forces of the enemy were not entirely broken, and very few of our troops in front of the Run, and advised him to retire; that I was then about to charge.”18

Anxious to witness the cavalry in action, President Davis, according to Lay, had declined the suggestion. “We made the charge,” Lay recounted. “A small body of the enemy broke before we reached them, and scattered, and the larger body of troops beyond proved to be of our own troops rapidly advancing upon our left.”19

Lay was delighted—but not more than the president himself. The sight, for Davis, was the first great battle in which he’d participated since the Mexican War, thirteen years before. By the banks of Bull Run he was in fact witnessing for himself one of the last cavalry charges of the battle—with the enemy, not Confederate troops, now in full flight.

“As we approached toward the left of our line,” Davis later recalled, “the signs of an utter rout of the enemy were unmistakable, and justified the conclusion that the watchword of ‘On to Richmond!’ had been changed to ‘Off for Washington!’”20
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Catastrophe

TAKING THE CARRIAGE to Washington’s Navy Yard with her husband later that Sunday afternoon, Mary Lincoln gave little thought to the battle, to which a number of the women who had attended her successful, popular levees had gone, as to a derby. Her mind was on the White House, her new home.

If there were Washington snobs who looked down their powdered noses at her, Mary herself was more disappointed by the condition in which President Buchanan had left the executive mansion. She’d soon bristled with plans for repainting, redecorating, and refurbishing its dingy interior, which on her arrival had possessed but one room, the East Room, fit for public viewing, in her opinion. Unknown to her husband, in fact, Mary had already overspent by almost $7,000 of the $25,000 granted by Congress for refurbishment—the First Lady gaily traveling to New York in June to choose more wallpapers imported from Paris—as well as several more silk dresses to wear at her levees and official dinners.1

Though she clearly did not fit a New Yorker’s image of a First Lady, Mary felt perfectly at home in the residence, however, sleeping in the same bed as her husband, and with her younger children at hand—children they both adored. It was their family home, quite different from President Buchanan’s bachelor kingdom, and if some people thought her gowns too revealing of the First Lady’s proud décolleté and shoulders—exhibiting her “milking apparatus to the public gaze,” as one snide senator commented—Abraham was tickled, rather, at her social courage, which far exceeded his.2 In the burning summer weather her new gown allowed at least a part of Mary’s tightly corseted body to breathe, and if she supposedly “grieved the President greatly by her constant display of her person and her fine clothes,” as another observer claimed, the president never said so, and she herself remained unashamed.3 Her half sisters in Kentucky—in rank defiance of Kentucky’s continuing loyalty to the Union—had shamefully chosen to support the Confederacy, but Mary’s heart and loyalty, Abraham knew, were in the right place.

Besides, Mary’s notion of the symbolic importance of the Washington White House, internationally as well as for the nation, touched him—and he was proud of her.

Blissfully unaware of the impending bill for the extra $6,858 (which was not presented till the end of the month), the president and First Lady thus rattled down to the U.S. Navy Yard on their drive. There they stopped and spoke in person with the commanding officer, Commander John Dahlgren, the foremost naval ordnance officer of his generation.

In his own diary that night, Dahlgren noted how the president confidentially shared with him, at the Yard, the latest news that “the armies were hotly engaged and the other side getting the worst of it.”4

Such confidence, however—whether feigned or real—was not to last much longer.



[image: image]





Shortly after 6:30 in the evening of July 21, 1861, a mounted messenger rode up behind President and Mrs. Lincoln’s carriage, just as it left the Washington Navy Yard. The messenger carried an urgent message from Secretary of State William Seward, who’d asked the president’s secretaries, at the White House, for the president’s whereabouts.

In the diary-style letter he was still writing to his fiancée, John Nicolay described how, without knocking, Seward had burst into the president’s Oval Office Study “with a terribly frightened and excited look.”

“Where is the President?” he’d demanded.5

“‘Gone to ride,’ we replied.”6

“Have you any late news?” Seward had asked.7

Responding, Nicolay had read aloud the copy of a 5:15 p.m. dispatch to General Scott from the head of the Washington bureau of the New York Herald, Simon Hanscom, sent from Fairfax, Virginia.

In the telegram, Hanscom said he’d been asked to pass on a message from General McDowell’s forward headquarters at Centreville: “General McDowell wishes all the troops that can be sent from Washington to come here without delay.” It looked as if the Confederates were fleeing. “He has ordered the reserve now here under Colonel Miles to advance to the bridge over Bull Run, on the Warrenton road, having driven the enemy before him. Colonel Miles is now—”8

As Nicolay continued to read aloud the encouraging Hanscom telegram, Seward had interrupted him with the injunction: “Tell no one. That is not so. The battle is lost.”9

To the two young secretaries’ astonishment, Mr. Seward—who’d just come from the War Department and the Telegraph Office there—confided to them that there was no question of Colonel Miles being in position to reinforce a grand success at Bull Run. “Find the President,” Seward instructed Nicolay, “and tell him to come immediately to Gen. Scott’s.”10

The battle, it appeared, had suddenly turned against McDowell. In fact worse than that. A more authentic, later report had reached the Telegraph Office, this time from an army officer, not a journalist or telegraph operator.

“General McDowell’s army is in full retreat through Centreville,” ran the latest telegram, signed by a B. S. Alexander, a captain of the Corps of Engineers. “The day is lost,” it reported, candidly. “Save Washington and the remnants of this army. All available troops should be thrown forward in one body. General McDowell is doing all he can to cover the retreat. Colonel Miles is forming for that purpose. He was in reserve at Centreville. The routed troops will not reform.”11
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Given the way the day had started, the news from Virginia seemed almost impossible to believe. The charming church service; Seward’s talk of being conquerors in Richmond that night, or the morrow, the war itself over in thirty days; the president and First Lady going for a drive on the assumption of victory—and returning to find the opposite…

It was April 17, after the abrupt secession of Virginia and the start of the Great Panic, all over again.

Alerted by the messenger, hurrying back to the White House with Mary, and then leaving the First Lady downstairs, President Lincoln bounded straight up to his office, and “came in,” as Nicolay described the scene to his fiancée. “We told him, and he started off immediately” to General Scott’s house, to see if it was really true—and what was to be done.12

“John [Hay] and I continued to sit at the windows” of the Oval Study, overlooking the Potomac in the approaching darkness, Nicolay penned, “and now,” the two secretaries could, as Nicolay explained to his fiancée around 7:00 p.m., “distinctly hear heavy cannonading on the other side of the river.”13
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Aftermath

WHAT EXACTLY HAD GONE wrong at Bull Run was unclear, and would not be known precisely for weeks. When the contours of the disaster did become known—that this was the first battle in history determined, against the odds, by the use of railway trains—it would only make the battle appear the more historic. Perhaps an augur, too, of things to come, in an industrial age: one that would have grave implications for warfare and weaponry.

Irvin McDowell, in his report to General Scott, did not accuse his superior directly of dereliction of duty, despite the general-in-chief having failed miserably to ensure that Joe Johnston’s Confederate army at Winchester not be allowed to reinforce General Beauregard at Manassas Junction. “But, from causes not necessary for me to refer to, even if I knew them all,” McDowell lamented, “this was not done, and the enemy was free to assemble from every direction,” including not only Joe Johnston’s army from the Shenandoah Valley, but “those brought up by Davis from Richmond”—a Confederate defense “only limited by the amount of his railroad rolling stock and his supply of provisions.”1

Trains, in short, had been Davis’s secret weapon—and by not using them, or interdicting their use by the enemy, the U.S. Army, under General-in-chief Scott, had cast away its numerical advantage.

Ultimately, though, the blame rested with the president. It had been Mr. Lincoln himself who had overruled General Scott. Had insisted on immediately fighting a grand offensive to seize the enemy’s new capital, Richmond, and had put General McDowell, for his part, in a perilous situation: ordered by the president to commit his army to invasion of the Confederacy, in territory unknown and unmapped, and commanding a completely inexperienced, undertrained army of three-month Northern volunteers—troops who, for the most part, wanted to go home, not to Richmond.

Had the campaign been better handled at the highest command level, McDowell was confident, in the aftermath, he could still have won it in the field. “In conclusion,” he wrote, “I desire to say in reference to the events of the 21st ultimo, that the general order for the battle to which I have referred was, with slight modifications, literally conformed to.” Looking back, he remarked wistfully: “Could we have fought a day—yes, a few hours—sooner, there is everything to show that we should have continued successful, even against the odds with which we contended.”2

He himself knew, however, that he had been the commander responsible for his army’s lethargic pace in reaching Bull Run.
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Almost five thousand men died, were wounded, or taken prisoner in the one-day battle on July 21, 1861—a clash subsequently known as the “Battle of Bull Run” by Northerners, “Manassas” by Southerners.

William Wilson, one of the senior operators at the War Department’s Telegraph Office, afterward described how they had all “watched, as it were, the conflict of arms as it progressed, at the same time keeping up a desultory conversation”—the word watched being a literal term, as the assembled officers and political leaders of the administration watched the sputtering, puzzling telegrams emanating from Fairfax—telegrams that had first to be decoded, taken to General Scott’s house, and then brought back to the cigar smoke-filled office.

“Hour after hour the couriers reported that our troops were steadily forcing the enemy back, but”—since this was what everyone wanted to hear—“the reports only tended to increase the complacent satisfaction with which all of the party seemed to be possessed”—despite a new message from General Patterson, late the night before, that his army had in fact lost contact with General Johnston at Winchester.3 Worse still, that General Patterson had no idea where Johnston’s army was. This alone should have rung alarm bells.

The president had said little.

“Mr. Lincoln, deeply impressed with the responsibilities of the situation,” had shown “a quiet dignity,” Wilson later recalled—the president’s “observations” being uncharacteristically “free from humor,” or anecdote, Wilson noted—and the commander in chief’s comments “few and measured.”4

The lack of direct and authentic news from General McDowell himself, however, had given rise to increasing bewilderment in the operator’s room. Why was McDowell, so communicative in the days leading up to the battle, so silent?

More cabinet members had appeared, joining Secretary of State Seward and War Secretary Cameron. “The conversation of the gentlemen took a speculative turn on the causes of the sudden cessation of information from the field, the generally expressed opinion being that McDowell, flushed with victory, was too busily engaged in securing its fruits to write despatches. But as time wore on,” Wilson recorded, “speculation had given way to impatience.”

It was at this point that the telegraph itself had spoken. As Wilson put it, “the throbbing instrument broke its long silence, and told that ‘Our army is retreating.’ Such information being entirely unexpected, was received at first with incredulity,” he remembered, “but as corroboration soon followed, and the fact became apparent that the army was not only retreating but was flying in panic, it was received and accepted,” he recorded, “with outward composure.”5
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Composure that soon led, outside, to despair.

“The dreadful disaster of Sunday can scarcely be mentioned,” President Buchanan’s former attorney general, Edwin Stanton, would shortly sneer in a letter to the ex-president. “The imbecility of this Administration culminated in that catastrophe,” he wrote with venom. It was, he pontificated with an outsider’s pleasure, “an irretrievable misfortune and national disgrace, never to be forgotten,” and now “to be added to the ruin of all peaceful pursuits and national bankruptcy”—the direct, inevitable “result of Lincoln’s ‘running the machine’ for five months.”6

A new cabinet was necessary, Stanton felt—beginning with new secretaries of war and navy. None of this was likely to happen, however, “until Jefferson Davis turns out the whole concern”—the enemy sure to capitalize on its triumph and seize Washington, forcing the administration to retreat farther north.7

“The capture of Washington seems now to be inevitable,” the former attorney general judged—despite having no military knowledge or training. In fact, “during the whole of Monday and Tuesday it might have been taken without any resistance,” Stanton claimed to his former boss, happily ensconced on his estate in Pennsylvania. “The rout, overthrow, and utter demoralization of the whole army is complete. Even now,” five days after the battle, “I doubt whether any serious opposition to the entrance of the Confederate forces could be offered. While Lincoln, Scott, and the Cabinet are disputing who is to blame, the city is unguarded and the enemy is at hand.”8

Stanton’s sheer ignorance, and his delight over the Confederate triumph, was as characteristic of the man as it was oblivious to what was happening. “It is certain that Davis was on the field on Sunday,” the former legal general added, more accurately, “and the Secessionists here assert that he headed in person the last victorious charge.”9

Not, in any event, quite what Mr. Buchanan’s successor had intended when ordering the Union march on Richmond.
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In his desire to please his revered former chief, Edwin Stanton was exaggerating the direness of the situation, as even he, in his arrogance, was aware. Nevertheless. There had certainly been more confusion and panic than had been permitted to be known by the press—for McDowell’s huge army had not simply retreated, it had become a wild, fleeing mass of individuals, shooting anyone who got in their way—including Union officers.

With Mr. Lincoln’s agreement, it was quickly decided to examine any messages being sent from the American Telegraph Office (ATO) on Pennsylvania Avenue.10 William Wilson, the chief military operator, was therefore sent there by hansom cab, carrying in his pocket a signed order from Mr. Cameron, the secretary of war, to halt all telegraph machines.

It was the first major effort at censorship in the Civil War, and an acknowledgment of the role that public morale would play in the conflict to come.

“Armed with this document,” Wilson had scanned a table in the ATO building that was “piled” with forthcoming “‘specials’ from the field”—reports collected there “for onward transmission” by the civilian operators. They described “in thrilling language—as only the ‘War Correspondent’ could describe—the scenes and events of the day,” Wilson later recalled.11

Some had already been sent, however.

One of these had been from Henry Villard, the Herald reporter who’d telegraphed in excitement from Fairfax: “I am en route [back] to Washington with details of a great battle. We have carried the day. Rebels accepted battle in their strength but are utterly routed.”12

Reading this, compositors at the Herald in New York City had already set headlines that cascaded all the way down the left-hand side of the next day’s first edition like a national poem:


A GREAT BATTLE.

BRILLIANT UNION VICTORY;

Capture of Bull’s Run Batteries;

The Rebels Routed and Driven Back to Manassas;

The Most Sanguinary Battle Ever Fought in America;

One Hundred and Twenty-five Thousand Men Engaged;

Twelve Hours Terrific Fighting;

Frightful Loss of Life on Both Sides;

The Rebel Army Seventy Thousand Strong

Exciting Account of the Advance of the Union Army to Battle.13
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Once Wilson handed over Secretary Cameron’s official order, however, it was as if time stopped. No mention of failure, let alone Union retreat, would be permitted—Wilson’s instructions being “to suppress all news of the disaster which might be offered for telegraphing to the country”—or the enemy.14

A curtain of silence had dropped—Wilson afterward shaking his head at the irony of it all, given the triumphant reports that had already been dispatched. “All intimations of disaster were ruthlessly cut from the specials, and only the rose-coloring permitted to be telegraphed. Thus it was that, while the gloom of the darkest hour in the Republic’s history hung like a pall over Washington City, throughout the North bells were ringing out rejoicings over the glad tidings of victory.”15

Around 2:00 a.m. on July 22, 1861, for his part, Abraham Lincoln finally walked home. He didn’t wake Mary, or “go to his bed that night,” Nicolay and Hay later chronicled, but lay on “a lounge in the executive office” instead, where he heard from General Meigs and from “eye-witnesses their excited and exaggerated narratives, in which the rush and terror and unseemly stampede of lookers-on and army teamsters,” Nicolay and Hay recalled, were the “almost exclusive features.”16

The president’s secretaries did not think their president slept at all. For, in the early hours of the morning of July 22, the news, if anything, seemed only “to grow worse.”17

General McDowell’s messages, coming as they were from the commander of the Union Army of Northeastern Virginia, had been perhaps the most dispiriting of all the incoming wires. “The larger part of the men are a confused mob,” McDowell telegraphed in a report that filled Mr. Lincoln with shame, and left the president “entirely demoralized”: Lincoln knowing he’d overridden General Scott’s warnings that this could happen if he struck too early with unversed men.18

Worse still, it appeared that the mob—since that was what the fleeing mass of troops had become—could not be made to halt in mid-flight, and fight for their country—at least not in another one. As McDowell dolefully telegraphed, his brigade commanders had informed him that “no stand could be made this side of the Potomac”—in fact a Confederate prisoner had claimed that General Johnston had still thrown in only half his Army of the Shenandoah: “that 20,000 from Johnston joined last night, and they march on us tonight,” as McDowell reported.19

This had been a wild exaggeration. It had been followed sometime later, however, by an admission that McDowell’s Union volunteers, reaching the end of their three-month service, could no longer be counted upon to turn about and face the enemy, to protect the capital, rather than go home. “They could not be prepared for action by to-morrow morning,” the general reported, “even were they willing”—which they were not, in his view. It was not only “utter disorganization,” it was pandemonium.20

More prisoners had spoken of a renewed Confederate assault “to be pressed here tonight,” at Fairfax, “and tomorrow morning,” McDowell went on, for the “enemy’s force is very large and they are elated. I think we heard cannon on our rearguard. I think now, as all of my commanders thought at Centreville, there is no alternative but to fall back to the Potomac.”21

Reading this and other messages, hour by hour, Abraham Lincoln had felt perhaps the greatest humiliation of his life.

The battle, after all, was one that he alone had personally insisted upon as U.S. president and commander in chief—“a short, and a decisive one,” he’d assured Congress on July 4—and thus the defeat was his.22 Now, as July 22 dawned, the “morning found him still on his lounge in the executive office,” unable even to stand, “hearing repetitions of these recitals and making memoranda of his own conclusions,” Nicolay and Hay recalled—their revered leader unable to make sense of how imminent victory had turned so swiftly into defeat.23

Once again, as in April, the nation’s capital itself would now possibly—indeed, probably—face the threat of siege and bombardment by the triumphant insurrectionists—yet another coda to Mr. Lincoln’s ill-fated efforts at military leadership.
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As steady rain began to fall throughout the morning of Monday, July 22, 1861, Abraham Lincoln had thus been forced to concede that Generals Scott and McDowell had both been right.

Attempting to mount a huge summer invasion, merely to do so before the April volunteers’ enlistments ran out and the men returned home—an army as “green as grass,” as Brigadier General William Sherman, who survived the battle, put it—had not only proved a bloody mistake, but had exposed the U.S. capital instead of the new Confederate capital to seizure. A prospect that only the advent of heavy rain seemed to have delayed on July 22.24

Scott’s assistant adjutant general, Colonel Edward Townsend, afterward recalled how he’d “read aloud the messages” from the battlefield to the general-in-chief and the secretary of war “as they’d been delivered to Scott from the Telegraph Office, right from the start—including one that recorded the death of Secretary Cameron’s own brother, Colonel James Cameron commanding the 79th New York Volunteer Regiment, who had gallantly fallen while attacking General Stonewall Jackson’s implacable force at Hill House.25

For those in the capital, the aftermath of the battle became in some ways worse than the day of battle itself, in Townsend’s view. In fact, “for a time” General Scott’s house was “a scene of such confusion and panic as required no ordinary nerve to encounter,” as Townsend later wrote.

For Mr. Lincoln himself, it was especially humiliating, since his drubbing had been witnessed at the Telegraph Office by the senior members of his administration standing right beside him.26

General Scott himself, nevertheless, had been “firm and unwavering as a rock,” Colonel Townsend later wrote. “When reports were brought him that the rebels were advancing unopposed on Washington, and would soon be on the Long Bridge, the old soldier would calmly look at the informant and reply: ‘It is impossible, sir! We are now tasting the first fruits of a war, and learning what a panic is. We must be prepared for all kinds of rumors. Why, sir, we shall soon hear that Jefferson Davis has crossed the Long Bridge at the head of a brigade of elephants, and is trampling our citizens under foot!”27
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The Hannibal allusion would become immortal: a mark of General Scott’s stoicism.

The remark certainly made President Lincoln, who appreciated humor and anecdote better than anyone, laugh aloud when he heard of it. Less amusing to the president, however, had been General Scott’s subsequent outburst “in a conversation at the White House with several Illinois Members of Congress, in the presence of the President and the Secretary of War,” John Nicolay later recalled. It happened when General Scott became “so far nettled by the universal chagrin and fault-finding that he lost his temper and sought an entirely uncalled-for self-justification.”28

Intent upon taking a blame he felt he himself deserved, Scott upbraided the individual and corrected him: “‘Sir, I am the greatest coward in America,’” he announced, as in confession.29

Turning to the president, Scott explained, however, what he really meant.

“I will prove it,” the general told the commander in chief. “I have fought this battle, sir, against my judgment; I think the President of the United States ought to remove me to-day for doing it. As God is my judge, after my superiors had determined to fight it, I did all in my power to make the army efficient. I deserve removal because I did not stand up, when my army was not in a condition for fighting, and resist it to the last.”30

Given that the president himself was the “superior” responsible for the decision, Mr. Lincoln had been stunned. Aware that the statement would be repeated and reach the press before long—for the gag rule had been withdrawn and greatly amended, once the news of the disaster could no longer be censored—he countered: “Your conversation seems to imply that I forced you to fight this battle.”31

The silence was profound.

Recognizing that it was true, but that it was disloyal to say so aloud, Scott had backtracked, asking to be forgiven, for “I have never served a President,” he assured Mr. Lincoln, “who has been kinder to me than you have been.”32

Far too kind, later critics would maintain. For it was the general-in-chief’s failure to ensure that General Patterson hold tight to General Joe Johnston’s Confederate army at Winchester—and pursue it if it decamped—that had cost the Union army a great potential victory at Bull Run, despite the slowness of its march.
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A Glorious Victory

FOR PRESIDENT DAVIS, by contrast, triumph at Manassas was sweet—if bitterly so, given the two and a half thousand Confederate casualties.

“We have won a glorious though dearly bought victory,” Jefferson proudly telegraphed his wife, Varina, late on July 21, from the battlefield. “Night closed on the enemy in full flight,” and, he added, “closely pursued.”1

Pursued, perhaps—but not surrounded or captured.

The president’s message was duly delivered by messenger to the Spotswood Hotel in Richmond, where a relieved Varina was still lodged with their three young children (Maggie, Jeff Jr., and Joseph, along with a fourth unborn), prior to moving into the new White House the next month—a move that had seemed, only the day before, all too speculative, given a Union army of 50,000 soldiers threatening to advance on Richmond—and Varina ready, as she’d told her mother, to run.

The fact was, McDowell’s defeated Union army had, by one of the many ironies of war, simply fled too fast to be caught at night, save for “stragglers.” General McDowell might be disgusted by the lack of Union valor in retreat, but in truth the very speed and fury of his volunteers’ flight had saved many thousands from capture. As one Confederate officer later put it, “Never did an enemy make a cleaner escape out of such an exposed position after such an utter rout.”2

Davis’s claim that the Union troops were “closely pursued” was thus wishful thinking. Not only did McDowell’s army flee too fast, but the main elements of the newly combined Confederate army under General Johnston—to whom General Beauregard handed command of the Confederate Army of the Potomac once victory was assured—did not, in fact, move forward more than a few miles. There was little sense of urgency, after a long, wearingly hot day of bloody, often hand-to-hand fighting. When Beauregard, for example, received word that the president wished to see him immediately for a council of war at McLean House, the general’s headquarters on a farm near Bull Run, he responded by saying he couldn’t. “I cannot wait upon the President himself,” he explained to the messenger, “till I have first seen and attended to the wants of my wounded.”3

Certainly the Confederate follow-up to victory at Manassas left much to be desired: the source of unending speculation by participants and subsequent military chroniclers alike.4 In any event, rain put an end to further night fighting or maneuver. The few roads and lanes to Washington, trampled by the fleeing Union troops, horses, and field guns that could be rescued, turned to mud and mire.5 Which left the question for the Confederate armies: What next?

Supremacy on the Manassas battlefield had been achieved. Lincoln’s premature attempt to invade, then break down and vault the “wall” of the enlarged Confederacy, had failed—utterly. Richmond, the new Confederate capital, was secure.

But Washington? Pursuit was one thing. Seizing a major city, with a population of near 70,000, defended by at least that number of Union soldiers, however panicked by the defeat of their forward columns at Manassas, another.
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The council of war convened by President Davis and attended by his top field generals, Joe Johnston and Pierre Beauregard, was to decide whether to advance to Washington and even attempt to bounce the Union forces out of the capital altogether, given their evident panic.

The conference had taken place several hours after the battle had ended on July 21—with President Davis acting very much as commander in chief in the field.

The president had, after all, masterminded the battle’s bait-and-switch defense strategy; had ridden onto the battlefield first aboard a railway locomotive’s cab, then by horseback—heard calling out to retreating Confederate soldiers with a “a loud, ringing voice”: “I am President Davis. Follow me back to the field!”6 He had, in short, been in his element as a soldier, witnessing then with satisfaction how his generals and their men had reversed impending failure and had won a resounding Confederate victory.

Only when Beauregard returned from the front could the McLean House conference actually begin, however, somewhere between 9:30 and 10 p.m. The president had already begun discussing the situation with General Johnston over dinner, in Beauregard’s absence. Asking General Beauregard, on his arrival, whether he’d sent significant forces on the right to pursue McDowell’s retreating army, the general said he hadn’t, yet—for, fearing a counterattack downstream at Union Mills Ford (a “false report,” it had turned out, of “enemy reserves” who were “marching on Manassas,” Beauregard had been told), the commander had ordered the two brigades of his designated pursuit force to cross from his open left flank to the right.7 There they’d found no Union forces at all: only Confederate forces moving north in the continuing heat of the dying day, and throwing up clouds of dust as they did.

“After this mishap and the causes leading to it had been fully explained,” Beauregard’s later chronicler, Alfred Roman, recorded, “it was too late to resume the pursuit, as night had then set in.”8

The matter of pursuit had not quite ended there, though. In Beauregard’s absence, President Davis, as commander in chief, had signed an order for Beauregard’s fresh 1st Brigade, commanded by General Milledge Luke Bonham, to advance in the dark, and continue through the night.

Even that delayed effort, however, was resisted—for Generals Johnston and Beauregard, anxious about Union General McDowell’s rearguard defense positions at Centreville, both argued against a further advance without careful reconnaissance.

To younger officers like artilleryman Edward Porter Alexander, who reported to Beauregard during the battle (and later became a general himself), the chance for decisive pursuit—one that would cut off significant enemy forces—had in any case been lost as the sun fell upon the battlefield. The opportunity had been squandered, if it had ever realistically existed, by General Beauregard, who’d given ridiculously cautious orders and counterorders; by nighttime, in short, it was simply too late.

Misinformation about the enemy, too, was rife. At McLean House, Major R. C. Hill reported breathlessly that Centreville, for example, had been evacuated by McDowell’s retreating troops—indeed the town, he claimed, was “entirely deserted.” “Maj. Hill was taken at once upstairs to make his report in person to the generals and the President,” E. P. Alexander reported. “He was well known under the sobriquet of ‘Crazy Hill,’ to distinguish him from another Hill, classmate at West Point.” On further examination it turned out “Crazy” Hill hadn’t actually been to Centreville at all, however, only to the bridge at Cub Run—with the result that Generals Beauregard and Johnston became even less enthusiastic about a nighttime pursuit that they would not be able to control, despite the president’s order.

Finally concluding that nothing would be gained by attempting a major Confederate action in the literal as well as proverbial dark, all three commanders now agreed that it should be undertaken at first light.9

By which time rain, which had begun to fall around midnight, had, however, turned heavy—transforming the terrain between Manassas and the Potomac into a quagmire.
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“Why do our Generals not rush on to Washington?” Mary Chesnut asked in her diary several days later.10

Mary had been breakfasting with the First Lady, Varina Davis—but if Varina, too, like the matrons of Richmond, imagined an attack on the enemy capital would be straightforward, she was deceiving herself.

When, two days later, he returned from the battlefield on July 23, Jeff Davis, for his part, would explain in private to Varina why such an attack wouldn’t be so easy—and it was not for lack of elephants. It was the shortage of men and arms. He would also disabuse her of her notions about the supposed ease of a siege and assault on Washington, even if he wanted the city—which, in plain truth, Davis didn’t. Given the huge military and economic disparity between North and South, such an invasion of the North and an attack on its capital city would not only overstretch the Confederate Army of the Potomac, but would also wreck President Davis’s whole defense-against-invasion strategy: a poke in the enemy’s eye that would rouse even proslavers in the North to buttress Mr. Lincoln into bringing to bear the full weight of the Union to react—and crush the nascent Confederacy.

Union forces and positions at Washington were, in sum, too strong to invite assault—the Union possessing tens of thousands of reserves, including General Patterson’s unused army in the Shenandoah Valley.

By contrast, the successful defense of the Confederacy against Union invasion had succeeded more dramatically than anyone had predicted. The enemy had been trounced on Confederate soil at Manassas, even if surviving Union troops had not been captured in any significant numbers, save for the more than 1,500 wounded who’d been left behind and would have to be cared for by the Confederates.

It was the Confederacy’s first great victory on the battlefield—a battle that would go down, like Sumter, in military history. Yet a battle, Davis was well aware, is not a campaign. And definitely not a war. Hostilities would have to continue to be prosecuted, in all probability in the West, too—for the enemy doubtless would target the Mississippi River, the Confederacy’s lifeline to New Orleans and the sea.

Nevertheless, the Battle of Manassas had shown that the Confederacy could do more just than bombard estuary forts; it could deal a full-blooded enemy “invasion” a lesson that the federal government would not easily forget, or overcome.

In his precipitate effort to crush the South, Mr. Lincoln had failed completely—yet this did not mean, Davis suspected, that the Railsplitter, commanding the might of the North, including its navy, was likely to agree to Southern independence merely because he’d been bested in the first major land battle. It would be a long war, in other words—exactly as Jefferson Davis had warned his Congress in June. A war in which the Union would have the advantage of money and numbers—though not necessarily easy for Mr. Lincoln to win, if the South could obtain foreign help in forcing Lincoln to lift his much-vaunted blockade of the South.
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Foreign recognition was vital, as the commissioners sent by President Davis to Paris and London, Vienna, and other European cities all had been warned. In the struggle to gain Confederate independence, successful battles would help—but without recognition and trade, the South would wither and die, for there was no earthly way it could break the Union blockade by force of arms.

The fact was, the Confederacy had no navy of its own, and was literally beleaguered—besieged. Unless the European powers compelled Mr. Lincoln to drop his maritime strangulation, the Confederacy would be sunk, in the long run—forced to rely entirely on its own resources: its soldiers in the field, and its enslaved workforce behind them—namely the three and a half million enslaved Black people providing the food, wealth, and labor needed for the new, insurrectionist white nation to survive.

The key to getting the European powers to compel the Union to lift Mr. Lincoln’s blockade and allow them to resume trading with the South, Jefferson Davis believed, would therefore be in the framing of the war. In public, at home, and abroad it must be portrayed as a noble contest, one between grand armies—with slavery kept out of the picture at all costs.

If supplies of vital weapons and other economic aid could be obtained from European nations—paid for by the cotton produced by enslaved Black people at a price Europeans could afford—then a successful war of white Southern independence could definitely be fought, Davis was now convinced, in the wake of Manassas, and ad infinitum: brave David fighting Goliath to a standstill, and carving out some of the giant’s kingdom as his own.
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PART FIVE

THE ROAD NOT TAKEN







1

Frémont’s Proclamation

LATER, ABRAHAM LINCOLN would wonder why it had taken him—and so many others—so long to recognize what the war he had launched in 1861 had really been about.

“All knew” that the enslavement of Black people in the South had “somehow” been “the cause of the war,” the president would admit, speaking to a crowd of many thousands below the still-unfinished dome of the new U.S. Capitol at his second presidential inauguration ceremony in 1865.1 Yet neither side had dared to name it a casus belli—even after the fall of Fort Sumter and the first great and bloody battle at Bull Run in 1861.

“Neither party expected for the war” to be fought over “colored slaves” in the South, as Mr. Lincoln acknowledged. “Neither anticipated that the cause of the conflict”—slavery—“might cease” after the war, even.2 Instead, in a kind of intentional blindness, the war had been prosecuted over the sole issues of illegal Southern abandonment of the Union—secession—and armed insurrection. Not slavery—even after it became clear that the only means whereby the five and a half million white insurrectionists in the South could conduct such a massive revolt was the labor of three and a half million enslaved Black people.3 Without slavery, insurrectionist war by the seceded Southern states could not be mounted: ergo, it had to be addressed.

By excluding that issue in public or in private as a casus belli, Mr. Lincoln had himself been as much to blame, he acknowledged in retrospect, as that of Jefferson Davis, his armed adversary. It was, looking back, a kind of original sin, but one of omission: an omission that had permitted the Confederate States of America to frame and portray the war—following the raising of Mr. Lincoln’s huge volunteer army by unilateral proclamation in the aftermath of Fort Sumter’s fall—as one simply of “Northern aggression” and a deplorable “invasion” of the South. This had permitted the Confederacy to gather yet more adherents in the border or middle states and to rally their combined white forces in defense of their “sacred” soil, as well as their “property”: their euphemism for enslaved Black workers.

In an attempt to win the war without touching slavery in the South, and thereby keeping loyal slaveholding states in the Union, Mr. Lincoln had insisted on trying to make “this contest a short, and a decisive one”—securing with a quick victory what otherwise might have taken years to achieve through more of the oblique military means favored by General Scott.4 Sending a huge, if green, Union army to advance via Manassas to seize Richmond had sounded dandy to many. There had been, in due course, hand-to-hand, rifle-to-musket combat at Bull Run, complete with cavalry charges and thundering artillery barrages under a hot July sun, watched by picnicking members of the U.S. Congress—and even some spouses—akin to a derby. Until, of course, the reality of the Union military catastrophe had become clear, and the derby had changed into a helter-skelter, free-for-all race back to Washington, twenty miles away.

The Confederate victory at Bull Run had not led to calls for a negotiated political compromise by either side, though. Instead, in the weeks after Bull Run, attitudes toward the conflict—and the enemy—had merely hardened: something which seemed to presage a more professionally conducted, long-term war, as General Scott had warned would be necessary, short of conceding the division of America into two or more countries. A war conducted by the military, fought by massed armies representing their “nations”: one an old, diminished, but still numerically superior one, the other a fanatically inspired, expanding new one. A war of might versus lesser might—leaving the work and wealth provided by three and a half million enslaved Black people in the South, who were the chief component in providing the necessary food and financial credit to enable the Confederacy to mount and maintain its armed insurrection, simply ignored.

In retrospect this was pathetic, as Mr. Lincoln would acknowledge in 1865. “Each” side, Mr. Lincoln declared as he looked back mournfully at the suffering and the slaughter, had hoped for “an easier triumph” than a reckoning over slavery—an economic and social issue that had always proved too hard to tackle politically in America, despite being the dominant issue between the regions, or “sections,” since 1846.5

A military contest, by contrast, had appeared simpler, easier, less vexing to embrace. Each side had sought victory on the battlefield rather than in the trickier terrain of white Americans’ hearts and minds.

Thus had the two rivals drawn breath after the Battle of Bull Run, hunkering down rather than questioning their strategies. On the part of Mr. Lincoln, this would entail a relaunching of his failed offensive to take Richmond, while Jefferson Davis, for his part, would have to prepare his forces to meet it: an attack that would be mounted, he fully expected, on an even larger scale. Leaving the issue of slavery to be “shoved under the rug,” as one eminent historian of the war would later put it: a side issue that could be addressed another day.6
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Why? Why did it take so long after the fall of Fort Sumter, Mr. Lincoln later wondered, for him to grasp the real challenge of the war: armed white insurrection against the federal government literally using slave labor to enable it? Why had his casus belli remained solely that of the authority of the federal government to exercise control of all thirty-three constituent states of the Union, on the one hand, and the denial of slaveholding states to accept that exercise of such authority on the other? Southern states determined to resist, even to the death, strong-arm military tactics they characterized as “domination” and “invasion,” whether of themselves or their “sister states,” the slaveholding border states?

The Battle of Agincourt, ironically, had been fought over similar territorial rights—but Henry V had been, at least in Shakespeare’s mythic version, a model monarch and military commander, inspiring his troops in the thick of battle. Abraham Lincoln, although he came to enjoy visiting Union camps around Washington and was fascinated by new military technologies, from observation balloons to new cannons, had never entertained battlefield-leadership pretensions.

True, like Shakespeare’s Henry V, President Lincoln was a very considerable orator, and he would become an even better one as time went on. Looking back, though, he would have to admit that he’d made a series of terrible mistakes—blunders really, ranging from impetuous decisions to poor military strategy. And even poorer choice of battlefield generals.

And yet, for all that, as Abraham Lincoln later reviewed the course of the war that was surely, finally, approaching its end by the spring of 1865 when he spoke, the worst mistake he’d made was wasting time: the time it had taken him to recognize not just that he lacked the necessary skills to be a great commander in chief in terms of military leadership and the appointment of effective field commanders, but also the time he had taken to prosecute a major civil war, involving hundreds of thousands of deaths, for a legal principle, while ignoring slavery—the very basis and means for the South to wage a war of insurrection and rebellion.

The integrity of the United States had appealed to Abraham Lincoln as a courtroom lawyer who was anxious to avoid the complicating issue. Keep the war simple, above all! Yet the legal argument over secession was itself complicated—moreover, in turning a blind eye to the means whereby the South mounted its armed insurrection, it had allowed his opponent, as a born soldier, to inspire and lead the forces of a much smaller Confederacy in successful defiance of the U.S. government, unencumbered by discussion of its use of so many millions of enslaved Black people, who were being forced at gunpoint to fund their masters’ treason!

Throughout the first two years of war, in short, the combatants and their leaders on both sides had agreed, in a sense, to fight under false pretenses: both seeking “a result less fundamental and astounding” than the more difficult, controversial need to make slavery—the use of enslaved Black people—a war issue.7 Slave laborers without whose work and capital assets the Confederacy could not have continued its treason for more than a few weeks!
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Hindsight was, of course, hindsight. It was not true, however, that Mr. Lincoln had merely sought an “easier triumph” than tackling slavery—for in the early part of the war, Abraham Lincoln had not seen slavery as the means by which the South was mounting its insurrection. Indeed, he had resisted every effort by others when they pointed this out—as well as the way the U.S. president’s blindness was allowing Jefferson Davis, simultaneously, to keep slavery out of the war equation.

Mr. Lincoln’s myopia, or excessive prudence, in other words, had impaired his own efforts, while suiting Jefferson Davis all too well in the South: enabling Davis to avoid having to use or confront the tainted word slavery in public or in any of his speeches—speeches that were widely published, both in the South and the North, as well as abroad. The fiction that the Confederacy was an embattled white population, fighting on its own without the help of anyone in resisting Northern aggression and invasion, had been all too easy for Davis to maintain and police: the civil war presented as a struggle merely between white sections of the former United States—as if there was no labor force of three and a half million enslaved people being made to work, against their will or consent, to enable the rebellion.

With two victories under his belt by the summer of 1861, and the struggle untainted by mention of the words slave labor, then, President Davis’s strictly martial contest was therefore one that Davis, a soldier-president, was able to feel he might win—or at least prolong until the North backed away from an impossible military task. And to this end, if he could convince the European powers to recognize the Confederacy and thereby force the lifting of the Union blockade to send him badly needed war matériel, without mention of the use of his three and a half million enslaved enablers, his odds of success would be even better.

Thus had the North–South, Washington–Richmond standoff in the summer of 1861 pivoted entirely on the military confrontation with no mention of slaves, and the first two great battles having gone the soldier-president’s way.

There was, of course, an inherent problem here, however—though it would not be recognized until much later. Namely, that the more President Davis humiliated Mr. Lincoln’s repeated attempts, as a military beginner, to win the war by military means alone, the more Davis risked, ironically, forcing his adversary to bring the word slavery out from under the proverbial rug. For how else was Mr. Lincoln, the constitutional theorist, going to win a grueling, attritional civil war against an enemy who was successfully using the unacknowledged use of enslaved labor of so many millions of people in the South to trick the European powers into recognizing his bid for independence?

The first major attempt to challenge Lincoln’s myopia in the North had, in fact, come already after the Union defeat at Bull Run—an episode over which Abraham Lincoln would, in private, later profess deep shame: namely, his order to withdraw General John Frémont’s emancipation proclamation of August 30, 1861.
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2

The Writing on the Wall

NICKNAMED THE “PATHFINDER” of the Northwest territories, Major General John Frémont had probably been more celebrated than Mr. Lincoln in the summer of 1861: an authentic American hero who’d sought to map trails across the western mountains in the 1830s and who then, in a brief stint as a regimental commander in 1846, aged thirty-three, had seized northern California from Mexican control to become part of the United States. The colonel had subsequently become California’s first U.S. senator in 1851, once the region was granted statehood.

A tall, brave, handsome man—famed for his six meticulously scientific, pathfinding surveys of the West across the forbidding, often hostile terrain of the Rockies—Frémont was a romantic figure: the illegitimate son of a Virginia mother: a woman who, though married with two children, had scandalously left her husband and eloped with the penniless French Huguenot immigrant—Frémont’s father—with whom she had fallen in love.

As a lieutenant in the U.S. Topographical Corps, John Frémont had, in turn, also eloped—in his case, running away with the seventeen-year-old daughter of a U.S. senator from Missouri, Thomas Hart Benton: the beautiful and willful Jessie Benton. When informed of the secret marriage, Jessie’s father had famously told Lieutenant Frémont to “Get out of the house and never cross my door again! Jessie shall stay here!”1

Jessie, however, had stood by her husband, quoting Ruth in the Bible: “Whither thou goest… I will lodge.”2 Jessie had done just that, over decades of exploration, court-martial, travel—and politics. Not only had Frémont become a U.S. senator for California, but he also became the new Republican Party’s first nominee for the U.S. presidency, in 1856.

Mr. Lincoln had interviewed the former colonel in Washington several weeks before the Battle of Bull Run, on July 2, 1861. The “Pathfinder” had just returned from Paris, where he had succeeded in ordering large quantities of rifles and artillery weapons for the U.S. Army—in fact, the president had wanted to make Colonel Frémont the American ambassador to France, since Frémont spoke perfect French, learned at home from his Huguenot father.

The egregious William Seward, however, had objected, insisting that former senator William Dayton (who did not speak French) be sent, while Congressman Charles Adams, Seward’s fellow Lincoln-skeptic, should be given the ambassadorship to London.3 Unwilling to cross his new secretary of state, Mr. Lincoln had given way to Seward, and had instead promoted Colonel Frémont to the rank of Major General in the U.S. Army—the first of four new ones to be approved by Congress. After several meetings with Secretary of War Simon Cameron and Postmaster General Montgomery Blair, the president had asked the “Pathfinder” to go to St. Louis, Missouri, since Frémont was not only familiar with the city and its citizens (especially its sizable German population) but also knew the northern reaches of the Mississippi River, including the Indian tribes of the Northwest, probably better than any man alive. As commanding officer of the Department of the West, General Frémont was ordered to hold at all costs the slaveholding but loyal state of Missouri, currently in tumult and riven by gangs of secessionist firebrands, for the Union.

Three years younger than the president, the “Pathfinder” had been well known to Mr. Lincoln by reputation as well as political affiliation, dating back to the time when Lincoln had campaigned for the colonel in the presidential campaign of 1856. Considered a moderate Republican rather than an abolitionist, Frémont had duly espoused the non-radical wing of the Republican party: opposing any extension of slavery into U.S. territories, as did Lincoln, but leaving the “peculiar institution,” numbering three and a half million enslaved people, undisturbed pro tempore in the Deep South, as well as in those border states where Black bondage still existed.

Relying overmuch on his pioneering, mapmaking celebrity and his founder’s role in getting statehood for California, Frémont had failed to get sufficient support in ’56, losing to the Democratic candidate, James Buchanan. Frémont had nevertheless polled more than 1.3 million votes: a third of all ballots cast, and only 12 percent fewer than his Democratic opponent. Thus, thanks to Colonel Frémont, so-called Black Republicans had been widely seen as beginning a march toward presidential destiny. Indeed, there were many “slavers” in the South who, in 1856, had called for secession if Frémont were elected president.

In any event, hailing from Illinois and equally conversant with the “Mighty Mississippi,” Abraham Lincoln had felt a special bond with his predecessor-candidate for the presidency. At the White House on July 2, Mr. Lincoln and Frémont had “gone carefully over” the best strategy to be pursued once General Frémont reached St. Louis.4 The general’s task would be the securing of all federal installations in Missouri, as well as the stifling of any further insurrection by pro-Confederate, secessionist citizens—especially those slavers in the southern part of the state attempting to seize power under the pro-secessionist governor, Claiborne Jackson, who’d been deposed by his legislature as an extremist. Jackson had been replaced by Hamilton Gamble—an enslaver and political lightweight who was attempting to keep order as acting governor but failing badly.

President Lincoln agreed that once the secessionists in Missouri had been suppressed, General Frémont would prepare Union military forces in the state to go down the Mississippi with armored flatboats, and be ready to march into Kentucky, if and when that state—where many slaveholders were still hovering between neutrality and secession—found itself overrun by adventurers from its neighboring Confederate states.

The president and his new general of the West had gotten on like old friends. “When I took leave of him,” Frémont wrote later of Mr. Lincoln, “he accompanied me down the stairs” from his office, “coming out onto the steps of the Portico at the White House; I asked him then, if there was anything further in the way of instruction that he wished to say to me. ‘No,’ he replied, ‘I have given you carte blanche; you must use your own judgment and do the best you can.’”5

What, then, had gone wrong?
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Authorized and empowered by the president three weeks before the Battle of Bull Run, General Frémont had proceeded to assemble whatever officers and arms he could extract from the War Department—a department which, at the time, had become almost wholly fixated on its planned offensive under General McDowell to seize Richmond, in the East. All weapons and men—volunteer and professional—had therefore been earmarked for McDowell’s army at Washington; both General McDowell and President Lincoln aware how soon the three-month terms of enlistment of the first 75,000 volunteers would run out.

Traveling to New York in the hope of contracting more supplies and arms for his own western army—and having read preliminary, unauthenticated news in New York of a great Federal victory at Bull Run—Frémont had continued his journey to St. Louis. Once government censorship had been lifted, however, the news from Manassas had been corrected—revealing in withering detail the Union’s full-blown military disaster.

“Today will be known as BLACK MONDAY. We are utterly and disgracefully routed, whipped by secessionists,” the diarist George Templeton Strong—who, in June, had helped establish the U.S. Sanitary Commission to support sick and wounded Union soldiers in what was threatening to become a major civil war—recorded his growing disgust. Union soldiers had “fled to the shelter of their trenches” by the Potomac River, “as rabbits to their burrows.”6

Like many others in the North, Strong could not understand the reversal, after weeks of drilling and preparation for a grand advance on Richmond. “Only one great fact stands out unmistakably: total defeat and national disaster on the largest scale. Only one thing remains to make the situation worse, and I shall not be surprised if tomorrow’s papers announce it. That is, the surrender of our army across the Potomac and the occupation of Washington by the rebels.”7 Strong’s despair was shared by many in the Union capital. Even Mr. Lincoln had sounded pessimistic. “I doubt if the [Confederate] States will ever come back” to the Union, he’d said to General Frémont—save by military force.8

Despondent over the morale and determination of the Union armies to prosecute the war with sufficient vigor or effectiveness, Strong learned in Washington that volunteer Union officers, not the men, had been the biggest cowards. “Of the first three hundred fugitives that crossed the Land [i.e. the “Long” wooden] Bridge,” fleeing back across the Potomac at Arlington, “two hundred had [political] commissions,” he noted. “Two colonels were seen fleeing on the same horse. Several regiments were left without field officers and without a company officer that knew anything beyond company drill.” The men of two of the New York regiments whom Strong knew well, in particular, were “disheartened and demoralized. Neither would stand fire for five minutes—they are almost in a state of mutiny, their men deserting and the sick list enlarging itself daily.”9

Strong’s despondency had only increased when news of yet another Union reverse had come via the telegraph: a battle in which brave General Nathaniel Lyon had been killed at Wilson’s Creek, in southwest Missouri. “We are not fighting in earnest, not even yet,” Strong lamented. “Our sluggish, good-natured, pachydermatous Northern people requires a deal of kicking to heat its blood. Not a traitor is hanged after four months of rampant belligerent rebellion. We must change all this. The Southern oligarchy is making war with hysterical, unscrupulous energy, like France in her unblessed First Revolution. We have got to turn ourselves up to the same pitch, hang rebels, arm their n****rs, burn their towns,” Strong expostulated in his diary on August 15, 1861, “expel all sympathizers with treason that infest our own borders”—such as in Missouri.10

“Can any disaster and disgrace,” Strong had asked rhetorically on August 27, “arouse us fully? Perhaps we are destined to defeat and fit only for subjugation. Perhaps the Oligarchs of the South are our born rulers. Northern communities may be too weak, corrupt, gelatinous, and unwarlike to resist Jefferson Davis and his confederates. It is possible that New York and New England and the Free West may be unable to cope with the South. If so, let the fact be ascertained and established as soon as possible, and let us begin to recognize our master.”11

It was in this context that General Frémont had acted to turn back the tide of despair and helplessness several days later.

“We hear today of a move by Gen. Fremont that looks like war in earnest at last,” Strong noted, with relief, on September 2: “a proclamation of martial law in Missouri, confiscation of all rebel property, and Freedom to all Slaves owned by Rebels in that State.”12

Finally, it seemed, the Union was bringing the issue of slavery off the sidelines and into the fight. But no sooner had Frémont delivered his emancipation proclamation than he discovered it would not be upheld by Mr. Lincoln. Carte blanche was not carte noire.
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John Frémont was not the only Union general to impose martial law and issue a proclamation as a Union military chieftain—though with a different approach to the human “property” of would-be rebels. Earlier that summer, before the Battle of Bull Run, young Major General George McClellan had issued his own “Proclamation” in his role as commanding officer of the Department of the Ohio, headquartered at Cincinnati, but tasked with countering Confederate forces in northwest Virginia. It had been a very different edict from General Frémont’s, however—a proclamation preserving slavery. And one that had been authorized, post factum, by President Lincoln.

“All your rights shall be religiously respected,” McClellan’s proclamation had promised Virginia slaveholders late in May. “Notwithstanding all that has been said by the traitors to induce you to believe that our advent among you will be signalized by interference with your slaves, understand one thing clearly—not only will we abstain from all such interference but we will on the contrary with an iron hand, crush any attempt at insurrection on their [enslaved people’s] behalf.”13 This last part was a reference to John Brown and Brown’s futile attempt to foment an uprising of enslaved people in the South in 1859. Instead, McClellan promised, the Union’s treatment of white insurrectionists against the U.S. government was to be mild; rebels were to be treated with “mercy,” if captured, since “many of them are misguided.”14

Anxious, like Lincoln, to get the support of those Union loyalists still residing in the western part of Virginia, “Little Mac,” as he would become known, had not sought prior approval from the secretary of war or the cabinet for his proclamation. Nor from the president, as McClellan recognized—a fact that had given him some concern, afterward. “I am informed that my proclamation to the Western Virginians”—counties which had voted against secession—“has produced the happiest effect in [neighboring] Kentucky,” McClellan wrote in defense of his edict of May 26. It had not been “possible for me to refer the matter to Washington,” he apologized in a personal letter on May 30, 1861, to President Lincoln, whom he knew from when he’d been the managerial vice president of the Illinois Central Railroad and Mr. Lincoln had been the company’s attorney in court. “I prepared it in great haste & on such a basis as my knowledge of your Excellency’s previous course & opinions assured me would express your views [on slavery]—I am confident that I have not erred in this very important matter.… If I have,” however, the die-hard Democrat assured the Republican president, “a terrible mistake has been made, for the proclamation is regarded as expressing the views of the Presdt, & I have not intimated that it was prepared without authority.”15

Overcoming his personal dislike for Mr. Lincoln, McClellan ended courteously: “Rest assured that I will exert all my energies to carry out what I suppose to be your policy, & that I will be glad to be informed if I have misconstrued your views.”16

He hadn’t. Though mildly irritated that the proclamation hadn’t first been telegraphed to McClellan’s superior officers in the War Department, or to the secretary of war, let alone to the White House, the president hadn’t felt misrepresented at all, either politically or militarily. Fear of insurrection by enslaved Black people ranked greater than fear of white insurrection. And slavery was not to be allowed to become an issue, on the president’s watch, lest it complicate the war effort.

Thus, three months later, when Major General John Frémont, the president’s celebrated new Union commander in Missouri, declared the near-anarchic state to be under “Martial Law” and issued his own proclamation freeing those Black people who were enslaved by the insurrectionists, President Lincoln was alarmed—in fact, appalled.

Five weeks after the Union defeat at Bull Run, the stage was now set for the most consequential Republican intraparty dispute in a civil war that was now in its fifth month: Frémont the Emancipator vs. Lincoln the President.
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Lincoln Reacts

IN THE DECADES following the Civil War—especially during Reconstruction—Frémont’s proclamation would be largely forgotten. Or simply elided into the story of Lincoln’s own Emancipation Proclamation sixteen months later—and ridiculed, in the process.

The slain president’s biographers John Nicolay and John Hay, for example, would go out of their way to disparage both Frémont and his controversial 1861 proclamation—citing Lincoln’s comment that Frémont’s edict had been “purely political.”1 They would even quote a diary entry that Hay had made on the eve of President Lincoln’s own, later proclamation—one in which Lincoln was cited saying that Frémont had “absolutely no military capacity.”2 Not only this, but General Frémont’s proclamation had been “simply dictatorship,” in Mr. Lincoln’s own words: an act by the “Pathfinder General” which, if allowed to stand, would have augured the “end of constitutional government,” the president’s two secretaries added, had Mr. Lincoln not nipped it in the bud, just in the nick of time.3

Published thirty years after these events, Nicolay and Hay’s history repeatedly dismissed General Frémont’s proclamation as mere “political manoeuvre,” one in which “military necessity could not be urged in justification”—despite its having been issued along with a declaration of martial law because of white insurrectionist uprisings in Missouri.4

On page after page, the slain president’s former personal secretaries would disparage General Frémont and contrast his “political” edict with Mr. Lincoln’s own great Emancipation Proclamation of January 1, 1863. In their reverential account, President Lincoln himself, unlike General Frémont, had acted from dire military necessity. The president’s proclamation of 1863 had been “a step in an active military campaign,” a “means of war” to defeat a rebellion: a desperate military measure at a point when the Union, by late 1862 and the onset of 1863, was in danger of losing the war.5 “The Richmond campaign had utterly failed; Washington was menaced; the country was despondent,” as the president’s two former secretaries described the worsening situation, “and military necessity now justified the policy of general military emancipation.”6 The implication being, of course, that Frémont, in 1861, had been confronted with something less than this predicament—and one that was not military. But how accurate was that, really?
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Mr. Lincoln’s loyal scribes remained loyal long after his death—but their retrospective reasoning did scant justice to the moral journey the president had made in 1861 and 1862, and was plainly defamatory of Frémont’s memory: a slur that Abraham Lincoln, had he lived, would not have wanted, or authorized. For, as Lincoln himself would tell a group of visiting antislavery advocates who came to the White House in 1863 and asked about General Frémont’s own, earlier, emancipation edict, the general had been right after all.

“I have great respect for General Frémont and his abilities,” Lincoln confided, “but the fact is that the pioneer in any movement is not generally the best man to carry that movement to a successful issue.7

“It was so in old times, wasn’t it?” Lincoln went on to ask the men, rhetorically. “Moses began the emancipation of the Jews,” the president told them, “but didn’t take Israel to the Promised Land after all. He had to make way for Joshua to complete the work. It looks as if the first reformer of a thing has to meet such a hard opposition and gets so battered and bespattered, that afterward, when people find they have to accept his reform, they will accept it more easily from another man.”8

The “Pathfinder,” in other words, had been appropriately nicknamed.

What this rosy metaphor overlooked, however, was the fact that it had been Mr. Lincoln himself who’d put the kibosh on General Frémont’s premature act of reform.
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John C. Frémont had not been the only senior general in the U.S. Army to attempt to halt the use of millions of enslaved Black people, against their will, to enable white insurrection. General Benjamin Butler of Massachusetts had done so as well, in eastern Virginia—and, though the president had tried to veto the legislation that General Butler’s stand had triggered, he’d failed to stop it becoming law that summer: “Contraband” law.

Commanding a brigade of Massachusetts’ first volunteer regiments, General Butler had saved Washington back in April, when he’d taken tough, no-nonsense military action in insurrectionist Maryland. Then, when placed in command of Fort Monroe, the Union’s vital fortress at the mouth of the James River on Chesapeake Bay, in Virginia—guarding access to and from the Atlantic Ocean—the general had devised his own response to enslaved Black people seeking to escape the rebels—refusing Confederate Colonel Mallory’s request to have three such unfortunates, who’d just gotten across Hampton Roads, returned to Confederate lines.

“I am under no constitutional obligations to a foreign country, which Virginia now claims to be,” the general had pointed out to the colonel’s deputy, Major John Cary—especially fugitives from a “foreign” state that was at war, or claimed to be, with the United States. “I shall hold these negroes,” Butler had declared, “as contraband of war, since they are engaged in the construction of your battery”—gun emplacements that were facing Fort Monroe—“and are claimed as your property.”9 General Butler had, however, offered Colonel Mallory’s deputy a lawful way to retrieve them: his opponent could swear an oath of loyalty to the United States, and abjure future treason.10

Mallory had refused.

With more and more fugitives from slavery seeking Union protection in the Monroe fortress in the following days, however, news of the Butler–Mallory contretemps had quickly spread by word of mouth and in newspapers across the nation, reaching President Lincoln’s desk on May 27, 1861.

By May 29, having discussed the matter with his general-in-chief, Winfield Scott, Mr. Lincoln raised the matter in a meeting with his cabinet. As Montgomery Blair, the postmaster general, privately reported to Butler, the “President seemed to think it a very important subject.”11 The president, a self-educated lawyer like Benjamin Butler, was apparently concerned about the negative legal and constitutional implications of Butler’s decision, however—though not the military, let alone human, factors. Did military law now, in a time of war, supersede civil law? And if people fleeing slavery were to be considered “contraband”—to use the term that Butler was ascribing to these fugitives—what was to be their ultimate legal status, given the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850? Were they to be temporarily freed, but then returned to their “masters,” once the white insurrection was put down? Could they even be freed without Congress’s prior authority, in wartime?

Mr. Lincoln doubted it. His closest friend from Illinois, Senator Orville Browning—also a professional lawyer—had already put the conundrum to the president in a six-page letter a month before. “What is to be done with them,” Browning had warned, if fugitives were to “flock to our standard”?12

There was “no escaping” the question, Browning had continued. “We must meet it, and solve it, and we had better do it in advance—before the emergency is upon us. When they come we cannot repulse them—we cannot butcher them, we cannot send them back to bondage. Heaven would blast us with its wrath if we did. We cannot incorporate them into our population in the free states,” though, Browning felt, given the prejudice of so many white people toward people of color, among other reasons. “We cannot drive them into the sea—We cannot precipitate them upon any other country. What are we to do with them?”13

It was a looming problem, and one that, Browning felt, might require a radical solution. Urging the president to take “the most vigorous measures” to crush the rebellion, Browning had suggested that perhaps “the cotton states”—whose populations were, in many counties, already 50 percent Black—might later have to be “given up to the negroes”—a same-sized population, after all.14

However extreme an idea, Browning had posited it as a way to get his friend in the White House to plan for the future, not merely be swept along by events, as he tended to be, even by his own admission. And the notion of whites having to move was, in principle, no different from the resettlement of Native Americans—something that the federal government had been doing with little compunction for decades by this point. Both of Lincoln’s young secretaries had found themselves charged up by the idea at the time, certainly. As Hay recorded in his diary, Alexander Hamilton’s son, Colonel J. A. Hamilton, had even “pressed upon me the propriety of enlisting the negroes in our army.”15

Realistically, however, the solution—emancipation and the granting of voting rights in what would become the formerly slaveholding South, with some districts, even states, having Black-majority legislatures—was beyond the immediate remit of the military. To put it into permanent legal effect without Congressional backing would have meant, as Mr. Lincoln himself put it, that the U.S. president would become a dictator like the tsar of Russia—which he repeatedly claimed he was not.16

Ironically, the tsar of Russia had just proclaimed the freedom of more than 23 million serfs—indistinguishable from slaves—on March 3, 1861, with the gift of land to them as well, in spite of objections by landowners. In the United States, however, Mr. Lincoln simply could not imagine that the idea would pass muster with Congress as civil law—or be accepted by most white voters, especially in the border states.

Giving up certain states of the Deep South “to the negroes,” once freed and emancipated, was thus banished from the president’s vision of the future, despite Senator Browning’s urging that he think about it—indeed, even freedom from bondage, at least in the short term, had seemed to Mr. Lincoln to be going too far. As he’d reminded Nicolay and Hay, with regard to Browning’s suggestion, the “central idea pervading this struggle” was not slavery, but simply the task of saving democracy, defined as the right to hold free white elections—and of abiding by their results: not permitting states to simply secede, in other words, when electoral results did not agree with some of their voters.17

Already mentally preparing for his grand address to Congress on July 4, 1861, once the legislature reconvened, Abraham Lincoln had therefore shelved the matter. Indeed, the word slavery would not feature a single time in his 6,270-word address. The president, clearly, was solely concerned with garnering white support for the war, keeping the border states loyal to the Union, and authorizing the raising of a new, bigger—and all-white—volunteer Union army by Congress. That body’s members had, in the event, then given him more men than he’d asked for: 500,000 rather than the 400,000 he had requested. But still, he had no interest in dividing his electoral and legislative support—at least, not yet.
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Though he’d ignored Browning’s six-page letter, Abraham Lincoln had not been able to disregard its pertinence. The news that General Butler, commanding Fort Monroe, had raised the matter and had made an issue of slavery in wartime had irked the president more than his friend Browning’s appeal, since in all honesty Abraham had no idea what “to do” with fugitives from the awful institution, let alone with slavery as the very means by which Southerners were mounting armed insurrection and waging war against the government.

Butler’s notion of “contraband” had, at least, still classed such fugitives as captured “property”—human property that ought not, in the general’s view, be allowed to be used by an enemy in pursuance of treason and insurrection. The term contraband thus had at least offered a temporary legal means by which to address the problem. Yet when a bill to legally authorize an official Union policy of refusing to return fugitives from slavery back to rebels had been proposed in Congress, after the national legislature reconvened, Lincoln had been upset. In fact, he had attempted to get the bill withdrawn in the Senate, lest it lead to more public discussion—and dissension.

Mr. Lincoln, however, failed to stop the bill. Advanced by the House and titled the “Confiscation Act,” it eventually passed in the Senate, 24 votes to 11. Reluctantly, Abraham had thus signed it into law on August 6, 1861—convinced as a lawyer that it would never survive a challenge in the deeply conservative U.S. Supreme Court headed by Chief Justice Roger Taney, the man who had decided the infamous Dred Scott case in 1857, denying the citizenship of enslaved Black people and affirming the Fugitive Slave Act.

General Butler, for his part, was disappointed by Mr. Lincoln’s reluctance to address the problem more robustly as president and commander in chief in wartime. More and more fugitives had sought protection at Fort Monroe, the Gibraltar of Chesapeake Bay, rather than be forced, literally, to slave for the Confederacy. A whole Confederate brigade, under John Magruder—President Lincoln’s favorite former U.S. commandant defending Washington, and now a Confederate general—was besieging the Monroe fortress, known as “Freedom Fort.” When Butler attempted to attack Magruder’s rebels by night, however, before the opposing force became too large a formation, the Confederates had savaged Butler’s Union soldiers. Eighteen men had died, including the poet-volunteer, Major Theodore Winthrop, who’d been in the process of writing an article for The Atlantic titled “Voices of the Contraband.”

“By Liberty!” Winthrop had written his sister in Massachusetts, the night before his death. “But it’s worth something to be here at this moment, in the center of the center,” witnessing more and more fugitives coming into the Union lines. “Here we liberate the slaves—virtually.”18

Virtually, but not quite. The new Confiscation Act gave the president of the United States only the right of “seizure” of enslaved people as “property”—“the lawful subject of prize and capture where found”—without mention of their subsequent treatment or status, let alone manumission. As Butler asked a former subordinate on August 15, 1861: “Shall we now end the war and not eradicate the cause?”19

Butler was way ahead of his president, however—though not burdened at Fort Monroe, to be sure, by the same cares and woes with which Mr. Lincoln was dealing in his own fortress on Pennsylvania Avenue.

The president’s political predicament may have had something to do with what happened to Butler next. Told he was to be replaced as commanding officer at Fort Monroe by the regular U.S. Army’s seventy-seven-year-old General John Wool—who would now command the Department of Virginia with vastly more troops, and assist the pro-slavery General George McClellan, who’d been summoned to Washington after Bull Run, in preparing a new offensive—General Butler had been distraught. No further field command had been offered him, despite the president having assured him the previous week at the White House that a new post would be found.

“What does it mean? Why this?” Butler had written plaintively to cabinet member Montgomery Blair, in Washington. Was it “a move on the part of the President, or is it because my views on the Negro question are not acceptable to the government?”20
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Butler’s question had been answered soon enough when, nine hundred miles away in St. Louis, Major General John Frémont addressed the danger of white, not Black, insurrection in his Department of the West.

Facing proliferating riots and revolt by treasonous armed white slaveholders in a loyal state of the Union, the general issued his draconian declaration of martial law in the state of Missouri on August 30, 1861—and with it, too, an emancipation proclamation as military commander: freeing some or all of the 115,000 enslaved people in the state if their enslavers took up arms against their own government.

Despite having given General Frémont carte blanche to reassert Federal military authority in Mississippi, President Lincoln had not anticipated this news, which reached the White House by telegraph on September 1, 1861—setting the proverbial cat among the pigeons, not only in Washington, but in Richmond as well.
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The Death of Jefferson Davis

AT THE NEW WHITE HOUSE in Richmond, the Confederate president had fallen ill with malarial fever—his old complaint.

Underlying his illness was the fact that Jefferson Davis, like his Northern opponent, had felt conflicted as to his nation’s best war policy. Specifically, Davis had been under great pressure from newspapers, in the wake of the victory at Manassas, to take personal command and aggressively lead the Confederacy to military victory over the forces of the Northern states, as General Joseph Johnston and General Beauregard had both pressed him to do.

Or, alternatively, should he stick with his preferred plans for a long war—a war of defense, as he’d always intended the South to wage?

As commander in chief, Davis had ultimately decided against any attempt to follow up the triumph at Manassas with an assault on Washington—an offensive he thought doomed to failure, given the lack of Confederate reserves, and one that was unlikely to achieve peace anyway. The Lincoln government would simply move north, to Philadelphia or New York. Better, he had decided, to build up the Confederate Army to the point where it would be able to pounce on future Union attempts at invading the South again, and outmaneuver the enemy as it had done so effectively at Manassas.

General Frémont’s proclamation about freeing anyone enslaved by rebels in Missouri—a development which Jefferson Davis immediately read about in Northern newspapers available to him in Richmond, five weeks after the Battle of Manassas—surprised and worried Davis as much as it did Lincoln, filling him with “anxiety.”1 Davis had no more wish than Mr. Lincoln for a long and destructive war over slavery. It was, after all, a Southern institution that had been accepted as permanent even by Mr. Lincoln and the U.S. Congress—Mr. Lincoln having officially backed ratification of the Thirteenth Amendment, safeguarding slavery’s permanent future, on the very day of his inauguration, March 4, 1861. That amendment—however small its chance of enactment—was still awaiting formal ratification in the Northern states; only the war, ironically, was now halting its constitutional progress. It was thus vital to keep slavery out of the picture as far as possible, and capitalize on Confederate success in defending their independence—a battle they were waging in the public’s mind at home and abroad as much as they would be in the fields, forests, and bayous of the South.

What, though, if Mr. Lincoln chose to make emancipation his new casus belli, thanks to the Confederacy’s decision to go to war? How could the Confederacy wage war, let alone survive a day, without the unpaid slave labor of its three and a half million Black people?

General Frémont’s proclamation threatened to give the North a powerful new moral and military weapon: one that—if deployed in other states—could well neutralize Davis’s defensive “long war” strategy, as well as despoiling Davis’s crucial war-framing strategy.

Thus far, after all, the eleven states of the enlarged Confederacy could claim to be fighting merely to preserve their soil and way of life against “invasion”—men and women living within a separate and now independent geographical region, the Confederacy, that did not in any way threaten the North—and in fact had contributed mightily to the North’s economy, given the value of Southern cotton to Northern textile mills and trading houses. And would do so again, once the war was ended.

Frémont’s proclamation could expand and vitiate such Confederate framing of the war in a matter of days, if President Lincoln took it up as new U.S. government policy for crushing the rebellion. Hence, for the South, slavery had to be kept sub rosa—the focus relentlessly kept on what must be cast entirely as one of Northern “aggression” and “invasion” of innocent states.

How, Davis wondered, had slavery become part of the war’s heroic story so suddenly, complicating an otherwise simple white fight against Goliath? The word had not been used even once in Mr. Lincoln’s recent Message to Congress on July 4, when Jefferson Davis re-examined it, nor even in the U.S. Congress’s Confiscation Act in August, regarding “contraband.” Why could it not remain unmentioned, euphemized, and unnecessary in the North as in the South, Jefferson Davis reasoned—contraband being a genteel substitute in Southern eyes?

The less said about slavery, then, the better, in President Davis’s view—especially since the word had become toxic in Europe, according to his emissaries to London and Paris.
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Despite all their diplomatic efforts—and despite the mounting pressure arising from the cessation of their cotton exports to British and French cotton mills—there had still been no official support or recognition from across the Atlantic for the new American nation, as the three commissioners to Europe had sadly reported to President Davis.

To be sure, many countries were desperately anxious to continue trading with the South, the emissaries had informed him, since Southern cotton, picked by unpaid, enslaved laborers, was so cheap and of such high quality that it could not be matched elsewhere.

Exhibiting the utmost hypocrisy, British, French and other importers were thus still happy to go on buying American slave-picked cotton as they had always done—if their imports were approved by the U.S. government in Washington. In short, the Europeans were perfectly content to tolerate slavery in another country’s backyard. In that scenario they considered it a purely domestic American matter—but only if slavery was operated and the cotton was traded under the aegis of the lawful United States government. For domestic political reasons in Europe, however, such foreign countries were tentative about embracing the CSA as an independent new American “nation”—especially if it openly trumpeted slavery as a permanent principle of its sovereign statehood.

In the disappointed view of the Confederate commissioners, therefore, the Confederacy could win European recognition only by first winning the war—in which case British, French, and other governments would accept the result as a fait accompli and resume imports without being at odds with Washington. An argument, therefore, the commissioners felt, for aggressive Confederate military strategy to be adopted by the CSA—one that would thereby obviate all discussion of the morality of the “peculiar institution” in Europe, in their view.

President Davis, for his part, disagreed—as a soldier.

Given the inherent imbalance in their economies, populations, and geography, military aggression would not defeat the North, Davis was certain. Whereas, he still believed, successful military defense, as at Manassas, might well weary the North in the long run, and convince Mr. Lincoln to back off—thereby persuading foreign powers to hold their noses with regard to slavery and ultimately recognize the Confederacy.

As a politician, President Davis thus wanted no mention of the word slavery in negotiations with foreign powers. In all diplomatic trade talks about cotton, Davis urged, his commissioners must continue to emphasize to foreign governments that the institution was not the reason why the Union was waging war on the South, as confirmed in Mr. Lincoln’s own July 4 Message to his United States Congress.

General Frémont’s proclamation in Missouri, by contrast, jeopardized this diplomatic posture. In fact, once published, the so-called Frémont Emancipation overnight aroused huge national, indeed international, public and press attention, far beyond General Frémont’s area of operations in Missouri—and far beyond anything that Jefferson Davis had ever imagined, much less expected.
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The potential ramifications of Frémont’s proclamation not only depressed Jefferson Davis but also exacerbated his sickness in Richmond—ill-health that forced him to leave the city in early September 1861, and seek rest in the nearby countryside.

Though Davis had scant respect for Mr. Lincoln’s ability as a military opponent, he did not underestimate the Railsplitter’s political acumen. What if the sixteenth U.S. president permitted Frémont’s military proclamation to become the groundswell of a national movement in the North—a punitive one that would punish the South for rebellion by taking away its enslaved laborers and freeing them, so that they could never be reclaimed, even after the war, if it was lost?

The thought of losing the war, in such circumstances, was simply dire, in a word. It raised the specter of penury for a postwar South. Would mean not only the re-establishment of Federal authority in the rebelling territories, but also the ending of slavery altogether: an outcome that would deprive the Southern white population of the primary engine of its economy—at least until its economy could be reconfigured.

It was small wonder that the Frémont Emancipation upset President Davis as much as it did President Lincoln: sickening him literally as well as metaphorically.
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Beyond the military, economic, and political threat of Frémont’s edict, the general’s proclamation also posed a more insidious risk, as Jefferson Davis saw matters: the moral inspiration it might give to the North—as well as to people in foreign countries.

Napoleon had famously told his brother Joseph that “moral power” was to military power “as three parts out of four.” Davis agreed. As a former regimental colonel fighting in Mexico, where almost a third of his volunteer troops had died, Davis questioned whether a long war to “preserve slavery,” as such, would provide sufficient motivation for soldiers. Would they risk their lives for the “peculiar institution”—one in which many of them had no personal stake, not having the means to enslave anyone themselves—rather than civil war framed as defense of their home soil? The proud Confederate narrative of a Northern “invasion” of the Southern states had offered a war-winning mantra to Davis’s officers and men. War to protect Southern plantation owners and keep them in business, though? Less so.

General Frémont’s moral initiative in Missouri was thus just as disturbing for the Confederate leadership as his punitive military threat. If the whole Union began advocating for the ending of slavery in order to deprive the South of its means of rebellion, the South would be forced to fight for the preservation of slavery openly, not just tacitly. Northern troops would be energized, and those Southern troops who did not own enslaved people would potentially be demoralized. Foreign recognition would remain a dream, as would the Confederacy’s ultimate hope of prevailing in the war.

It was a somber prognosis.
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So despairing had Robert Toombs, Davis’s secretary of state, already become at the failure of the Confederate commissioners in Europe to get even a single nation to recognize the CSA, in fact, that he had resigned from the Confederate government on July 24, 1861.2

Cotton importers in France and Britain had stockpiled the previous year’s crop in anticipation of the South’s secession, it appeared, and were currently buying up Egyptian cotton, Toombs had informed the president in Richmond. Shorn of hope, Toombs had asked simply to be allowed to fight as a soldier, rather than as a diplomat.

If the Frémont proclamation now “went national,” indeed international—if the North adopted an official mantra of ending slavery, in addition to reclaiming federal U.S. authority in the Southern states—Toombs’s despair over European recognition would be doubly validated, Davis recognized—for it was certainly hard to see the Confederacy ever winning the diplomatic contest if unsupported by a single foreign country. Unless, again, it could triumph without needing foreign recognition: namely through sheer military prowess on the battlefield.

Such prowess had been shown at Manassas, yes—but even there, Davis, as a realist, was acutely aware how razor-thin had been the margin of victory. There was thus no guarantee that even Davis’s noninvasive tactics of battlefield maneuver would work a second time that fall, let alone across years of struggle, as the North became ever stronger and the Union blockade bit into the South’s economy—making it, ironically, even more dependent on slavery at home than ever.
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For Jefferson Davis, then, the question of whether Mr. Lincoln would make Frémont’s proclamation the blueprint for a new national Union war policy hung like an evil-looking cloud over Richmond in the days after August 30, 1861—and over Davis himself.

He was still only provisional president of the Confederacy—and unpopular among fantasists who thought him a weak leader for failing to capitalize on the Confederate victory at Bull Run.

He was certainly weak—so ill with malarial fever, in fact, that the Richmond Examiner revealed how the president was “entirely incapacitated”—unable even to sign bills before the Confederate Congress decamped and wouldn’t return till the late fall.

So reportedly incapacitated, indeed, that the Northern press had a field day feasting on the news, and began to speculate on Davis’s impending demise.

Finally, three days after General Frémont’s proclamation, Northern newspapers published the welcome—for Northerners—news: namely that Mr. Jefferson Davis, president of the ill-fated Confederacy, stricken by fever, had died on September 2, 1861.3
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No War on Slavery

THE SAME DAY THAT JEFFERSON DAVIS supposedly died at or near Richmond, President Lincoln made at the White House in Washington what was, for him, an unusually swift decision. There was to be, he reaffirmed, no war on slavery in America.

Precisely why Abraham Lincoln refused to countenance a switch from legalism to the martial-law approach of his own Union general in Missouri—depriving rebels of the economic means of continuing insurrection—in the late summer of 1861 was a matter that would be debated by historians for decades beyond his death.1 Why had the president insisted that, despite an all-out war against armed rebels, the matter of slavery should be restricted to presidential discretion and expediency only, and that he alone should be the one, as chief executive, to determine “when it shall become a necessity indispensable to the maintenance of our government” in Washington, not Missouri?

The president’s effort to hang on to the neutrality, even loyalty, of the Kentucky legislature—the slaveholding border state in which Mr. Lincoln had been born and raised—would be given by most historians as the outward reason. “To lose” Kentucky—a still-loyal state—President Lincoln would claim to his friend Orville Browning, would be to “lose the whole game” against the South.2

This was an astounding, and arguably specious, claim, since the loss of Kentucky would not have lost the Union the war in any conceivable way, historians have accepted. Inwardly, however, Abraham Lincoln was far more deeply torn over the issue of slavery than he let show. All who met him were struck by how amazingly, almost endlessly patient the president was under normal circumstances: willing to listen to different views, even when they were in direct opposition to his own. Astute observers, however—such as Supreme Court Justice John Campbell, who would become, in time, Jefferson Davis’s secretary of war—had noted at the same time in Washington how obstinate Mr. Lincoln could be, at heart.

The U.S. president was, as Campbell had already confided to President Davis, a rarefied if uncouth individual, who rarely gave up on the things he deemed important to himself.

Slavery wasn’t—at least not yet.

Kentucky—where he and Mrs. Lincoln had been born—was.
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Reading General Frémont’s proclamation in the New York Times on Sunday, September 1, 1861, Abraham Lincoln had found himself not only disturbed, but ill like Jefferson Davis, ironically. Mrs. Lincoln had taken the children to New Jersey on holiday for several weeks, and he was alone at the White House, untended but for a number of formerly enslaved Black servants.

The secretary of state, William Seward, had called on Mr. Lincoln the day before, together with his proudly abolitionist wife, Frances, who supported Frémont’s stance, and who thought her husband’s recent turn toward appeasement downright treacherous—especially since William owed his wealth entirely to her. They now lived, as Frances’s biographer noted, “disconnected lives”—geographically as well as in spirit and politics.3 Coming to Washington only on occasion from her estate in Auburn, New York, Frances noted in her diary that weekend how the president “looks sick, and is I fear threatened with intermitting fever—the room was awfully hot.”4

Egged on by Seward nevertheless, and despite his poor health, the president called a cabinet meeting for 10:00 a.m. on September 2 to discuss the Frémont proclamation.

Ironically, given that he was in a sense the architect of the equally controversial Confiscation Act, known as the “contraband law,” General Butler was there, too—invited on Montgomery Blair’s suggestion to receive the thanks of the cabinet for his latest effort, after being given another command, after all: the first contested amphibious landing in the South, at Cape Hatteras, North Carolina. To unanimous approbation, Butler described in person his assault and capture of the forts there: an army-and-navy triumph that would go a long way toward interdicting Confederate evasion of the Union’s naval blockade of the South.

Mr. Lincoln was duly impressed by Butler’s successful military operation—but, moving on, he said he was not so impressed by General Frémont’s new, unauthorized proclamation and the electric response across Northern newspapers—in fact, he was alarmed. The New York Times considered the muscular document “by far the most important paper that the rebellion has called forth. It is the first pronounced purpose of the Army to punish treason according to law.”

The president, a lawyer, was not convinced.

The “exceeding pertinency and power of the proclamation,” the New York Times had explained to readers in unabashed approval of the Frémont edict, “consists in its specific avowals in regard to the execution of the Confiscation Act. The property, it declares, real and personal, of every man in Missouri, taking up arms against the United States, shall be confiscated for the public use. The ‘slaves,’ if any, of such armed rebels, ‘shall become free.’”5

Mr. Lincoln squirmed at the newspaper’s approval of the proclamation. He’d never shown any intention of freeing enslaved people by Congressional legislation or military fiat, if this would be in opposition to states’ rights; he’d insisted before his election, after his election, and—backed by Seward—in his inaugural address that he would not touch slavery in the border states or the South. His sole priority, even when faced with armed secession and insurrection by a third of the country and civil war, was to maintain federal control of the nation’s security—the fortresses protecting the whole nation—and the waging of hostilities only in order to back such federal authority. His Seward-inflected policy of appeasement over slavery, he’d initially claimed, would over time encourage wiser heads—loyalist heads—in the South and in the middle states to persuade their secessionist colleagues to come to their senses, dump the rebellion—and leave slavery to be tackled by the states themselves another day.

Appeasement hadn’t worked, however, even if it had arguably kept a number of slaveholding border states loyal to the Union. Rather, it had only roused fanatical secessionists to more armed resistance of federal authority. At Fort Sumter, at a skirmish at Big Bethel next to Fort Monroe, and at Bull Run, Confederate rebels had run rings around both regular U.S. Army troops and the federalized volunteer forces from the Northern states. There was zero sign they would abandon their treason anytime soon. In fact, given that he’d proven such a successful Confederate commander in chief in battle, “Jeffy D.,” as Mr. Lincoln called him, would probably be even less inclined to parley now, after Bull Run, let alone disband his “combinations.”

Virtually paralyzed by gout, obesity, and intestinal problems, the Union general-in-chief, Winfield Scott, had been no match for Davis, it was clear. Davis’s field generals Johnston and Beauregard had deceived Scott, and routed McDowell’s virgin army at Bull Run, prompting Mr. Lincoln to immediately summon young George McClellan, the proslavery officer whom he’d earlier promoted to command in Ohio, to Washington, where he was to be the new commander of the reconstituted main Union army in the field.

It had been an unpopular move among abolitionists and so-called Radicals in the North, given McClellan’s known and highly positive views of slavery. The former army captain, moreover, had no senior battlefield command experience, save for his brief skirmish against overextended Confederate troops at Beverly, in western Virginia. He did, however, have plenty of arrogance—as well as a kind of self-aggrandizing allure which he employed with a mixture of deference and conceit that impressed people. He cultivated supporters—especially in the press—with untiring energy, promises, and extra-military access. He’d assured President Lincoln that he could defeat the Confederacy without requiring any change in the president’s war policy; that it was simply a matter of professionalizing the Union army and restoring its morale after Bull Run. Under his aegis, McClellan claimed, the army would simply need to train the hundreds of thousands of new, incoming three-year volunteers, and mold them into a war-winning military machine. He had, after all, run the day-to-day operations of a railway company—so he knew a thing or two about machines. Once this army’s purpose was achieved, the country could revert to where it had been before hostilities had started: a single, sovereign nation divided into so-called slave states, on the one hand, and those without the practice of slavery, on the other—a policy the president had not objected to when approving McClellan’s proclamation relating to slavery, late in May, in western Virginia.

Nevertheless, Mr. Lincoln had had cause to wonder whether this would work, as the weeks went by and McClellan went about his training program for the new volunteers, preparatory to a new advance on Richmond. Western Virginia was not representative of the eastern counties of the state, where opposition to Union domination had proven lethal at Bull Run, and assurances regarding the future rights of “property” had done nothing to temper Virginia’s opposition. What if “Jeffy D.” and his Confederate generals—General Lee, commanding Virginia’s forces in Richmond, and Generals Beauregard, Johnston, and Jackson at Manassas—proved to be just as determined as McClellan in professionalizing their forces?

Mr. Lincoln had begun visiting some of McClellan’s soldiery in the vicinity of Washington in late July and in August. He’d liked what he saw there—especially Brigadier General Sherman and his troops.6 “Well, if I were you,” Lincoln had warned a captain complaining of Sherman’s approach to discipline, “and he threatened to shoot me, I would not trust him, for I believe he would do it.”7

Had the president appointed tough General William Tecumseh Sherman, instead of McClellan, to take command of the army at Washington, the course of the war might have run very differently; Lincoln, indeed, would later have bitter cause to rue his decision to promote McClellan so rashly. But from army captain to major general in only a few days, McClellan had ensured that he was talked about in political circles as a possible young Napoleon—and Lincoln had overcome any underlying concerns he had from the past, or McClellan’s unauthorized proslavery proclamation in western Virginia in May. Which left things awkward in the late summer of 1861 as news of another major general’s unauthorized proclamation came in—raising, in the cabinet, the whole question of slavery and government policy: Was it best to leave slavery out of the war equation, and pursue the war, East and West, as well as offshore, as if it didn’t exist?

Very much like his adversary in Richmond, then, Abraham Lincoln remained determined, he told his cabinet, that, to avoid undue contention and possible consequences in Kentucky, the war should be won as soon as possible by the army without having to free anyone.
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General McClellan was of like political mind, as he’d recently written the president, and similar mind in terms of military strategy. Once the new three-year recruits were trained for battle, the army, under his energetic command, could resume, he promised the president, the advance on Richmond, the rebels’ capital.

Was Mr. Lincoln right in focusing on Richmond, however? Even if successful, would the capture of Richmond, in itself, necessarily end the war? What if President Davis decided to withdraw his Confederate Army of the Potomac into the interior? America was a vast country, geographically. Eleven of its thirty-three states—a full third—were now in armed rebellion, with perhaps more to follow suit if McClellan’s forces failed to swiftly avenge Bull Run and seize Richmond, the Confederate capital: a prospect that worried McClellan, too, behind his veil of arrogant self-assurance.

As General Scott—still the general-in-chief, after all—had warned Mr. Lincoln, the Deep South would be forbidding territory for a Union army to campaign in, if faced by a motivated, well-led enemy—not least because of cholera, yellow fever, and dysentery. Would even half a million three-year Northern volunteers prove sufficient? Their officers good enough?

Should Mr. Lincoln not go back, therefore, to General Scott’s original Anaconda Plan of long-term military-economic-commercial-diplomatic strangulation of the Confederacy? Washington was now, surely, safe—and St. Louis, too, thanks to brave General Lyon, and General Frémont’s robust and popular military hold on northern Missouri—at least, inasmuch as Lincoln had heard so from his secretary John Hay, who was convalescing there after an illness.8

Why chance more defeats with a major offensive on the battlefields of eastern Virginia, in other words, if the war could be won by economic strangulation—via naval blockade—and patience?

Which left the matter of General Frémont’s unsanctioned emancipation proclamation of August 30. Would it not simply encourage insurrectionists to defy the federal government still more if, thanks to Generals Butler and Frémont, the Union threatened now to take away and to free the people they had enslaved? Might not Missouri slaveholders but also slaveholders in still-neutral neighboring Kentucky seek to join the Confederacy, too?

Should Mr. Lincoln wait and assess the outcome of Frémont’s proclamation, or nip it in the bud?

Questions, questions, questions! As hard as the ailing president tried to reason with himself, he could find no rest. Which might explain why, without written questionnaires made out to each member of his cabinet this time, and without heart-to-hearts with advisers, but only the briefest consultation with his cabinet colleagues at the morning meeting on September 2, 1861, the president picked up his pen and wrote a letter to Frémont, to be taken to St. Louis by personal messenger.

In it—despite his earlier assurance of carte blanche—the president now requested the general to amend his proclamation, and withdraw his orders regarding the freeing of people enslaved by rebels in Missouri under martial law.

Or, by implication, anywhere else—especially Kentucky.
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Addressed to “Major-General Fremont,” the president began somewhat meekly: “My dear Sir:—Two points in your proclamation of August 30 give me some anxiety.”

The first concerned General Frémont’s warning that he would shoot anyone found guilty by court-martial of bearing arms against the government in Missouri.

The second concerned slavery:


I think there is great danger that the closing paragraph, in relation to the confiscation of property and the liberating slaves of traiterous owners, will alarm our Southern Union friends and turn them against us; perhaps ruin our rather fair prospect for Kentucky. Allow me, therefore, to ask that you will, as of your own motion, modify that paragraph so as to conform to the first and fourth sections of the act of Congress entitled “An act to confiscate property used for insurrectionary purposes,” approved August 6, 1861, and a copy of which act I herewith send you.

This letter is written in a spirit of caution, and not of censure. I send it by special messenger, in order that it may certainly and speedily reach you.


Yours very truly,

Lincoln.9
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Injuring the Southern Cause

IN Richmond, Virginia, President Jefferson Davis had had no intention of trying to wrest Kentucky from the Union, as Lincoln feared—at least, not that year. Certainly, Kentucky was the state where Davis, like Lincoln, had been born. But for as long as Kentucky remained neutral, Davis’s problem of overstretch and numerical inferiority in troops and weapons would be minimized by steering well clear, he reasoned. Davis thus groaned with dismay when the general whom he’d appointed to command Confederate defense forces in Tennessee, Leonidas Polk, marched into the neutral state of Kentucky on September 3—ironically, the day after Lincoln penned his letter to Frémont.

Polk’s incursion, inevitably, caused the neutral Kentucky governor to cry “invasion” and appeal for military help from Mr. Lincoln and General Frémont. By ordering Confederate troops to seize Columbus on the Mississippi River, General Polk—a former West Point cadet and an Episcopalian bishop until a few months before—had ruined Davis’s strategy in a single day.

Sick at heart as well as limb, Davis telegraphed Polk to withdraw his forces, but it was too late. With Polk answering that he needed to stop Union General Ulysses Grant—the man whom General Frémont had wisely promoted and ordered to hold the Mississippi—from controlling the great river, armed with gunboats from the North, Davis was faced with a fait accompli. “It is my intention now to continue to occupy and keep this position,” Polk shot back rudely to President Davis. Though he claimed he had the “honor to be, respectfully, your obedient servant,” he wasn’t—indeed he was utterly out of line, since there was no indication that President Lincoln wished to send troops into Kentucky as long as the state did not secede.1

Confronted by such insubordination, though, what was President Davis to do? His secretary of war, LeRoy Walker, was on the brink of resignation; Secretary of State Robert Toombs had already resigned; and William Yancey, Davis’s Confederate commissioner in London, had given his notice, too. No arms or equipment had arrived from abroad, and with Davis seemingly at death’s door in Richmond, Varina’s friend Mary Chesnut had noted in her diary that “Jeff Davis ill & shut up—& none but noodles have the world in charge.”2

Reluctantly, Davis accepted that he would have to siphon forces from Virginia to the West—even from the Gulf.…
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So much for a Confederate war of defense.

Had Jefferson Davis possessed the troops—or elephants—to back Polk’s incursion into Kentucky, and had he wished to send forces there—which he didn’t—matters might possibly have played out differently, despite his objections to such an attack. But the president simply had no spare troops. He was, in effect, fighting a war without the means to wage it other than the three and a half million unpaid, enslaved Black laborers, unavailable to the North: his only real advantage.

The grim fact had to be kept strictly unspoken, but Davis’s military chest was, in truth, bare. “The great difficulty is to supply arms,” he’d already told Polk, when the general begged for reinforcements. The former bishop would have to raise volunteer regiments locally. “Get all the troops you can raise with their hunting rifles,” was all he could advise, for there was zero possibility of sending any from elsewhere—especially when his generals in the East, at Manassas, were begging for more troops, too.3

“All the military means of the U.S. seems now to be collected or collecting in & about Washington,” General Joseph Johnston wrote the Confederate president via courier on September 3—anxious lest General McDowell’s successor in the field, General George McClellan, launch a new offensive from the Washington area.4

“Ambition alone placed him in his present position,” General Johnston sneered at the name of McClellan—for he had little respect for the jumped-up former captain—and “that motive will make him attack,” he judged—or misjudged, as events would show. In the meantime, Johnston wanted the Confederate Army of the Potomac to be reorganized and reinforced as a “grand army”—one that would not be defending entrenchments, but instead be lithe and mobile—“tactical instead of geographical.” If given “strong reinforcement,” the army could “threaten the rear of McC’s Army” by outflanking it farther north, where the Potomac was fordable.5

Jefferson Davis agreed, in theory—but with what “strong reinforcement,” exactly? General Johnston clearly had no idea how dry was the Confederate well, although Davis could not tell him this too emphatically, lest he sap his soldiers’ morale—or buttress the enemy’s, should his letter to Johnston fall into the wrong hands. In order to intimidate McClellan, and keep him from launching an attack while the Confederate army at Manassas was so relatively weak, Davis had been compelled to hide the deficiencies of the South for months—and his malaria had prohibited him from leaving Richmond to explain the situation quietly, in person. “I am still weak,” he confided to Johnston by letter on September 5, but he wanted the general, nevertheless, to know that he had “again been deceived as to our forces here,” at Richmond, at least. He was withholding none from his field commander. “We never have had anything near to 20,000 men, under General Lee’s aegis,” he wrote, correcting Johnston’s assumption, “and have now but little over one fourth of that number”: five thousand men to defend the nation’s new capital.6

Davis had hoped to make General Albert Sidney Johnston—the distinguished former commander of the U.S. Army in the Pacific who had just “escaped” across Texas and Arizona—to be commander in chief of Confederate forces in the East, in Virginia. Even this notion had to be abandoned, however, thanks to General Polk’s disastrous sortie into Kentucky.

There were ramifications in the Deep South, too. The governor of Louisiana, Thomas Moore, wrote the president on September 7 from New Orleans, confiding that he was “inadequately prepared for an invasion here,” given that most eligible young males had already enlisted for service, but would not be sufficient to meet a major amphibious Union assault. Moreover he was short of weapons. He could not, he apologized, therefore comply with the acting secretary of war’s request to “furnish some Kentucky regiments with arms,” if Polk managed to raise them, since it was “impossible to do so.”7

One Louisiana unit, the 13th Regiment, was armed, Moore reported, but he felt it was “running too much risk” to send it north, for the city of New Orleans, almost at the mouth of the Mississippi, would then be defenseless and thus would offer the Union rich pickings, were Mr. Lincoln to use the U.S. Navy and Marines to seize it. “Great opposition here to another man leaving the state,” Moore therefore confided. “The enemy has any number of ships,” at a time when even “a very few can annoy us much,” given the paucity of armed Confederate maritime vessels.8 Moore was, as he acknowledged, “no military man”—so he pleaded for an “active, energetic (younger) commander” to save New Orleans.9

In Richmond, President Davis sympathized with the Louisiana governor—but as Confederate commander in chief he was bereft of enough men, weapons—and good commanders. Reluctantly, therefore, he felt compelled to send General Johnston to take command of the mess Polk had made in neutral Kentucky, not the grand Confederate army at Manassas: General Johnston charged now, after Polk’s unnecessary stirring of the pot, with holding an impossible five-hundred-mile line from the Cumberland Gap to southwest Missouri with whatever forces Johnston could muster.

With General Joe Johnston, at Manassas, howling like a child on September 10 that General Albert Sidney Johnston should not be ranked higher than himself in the official list of Confederate major generals, Davis found himself not only still physically sick, but also dispositionally sick of a contest he felt could probably not be won—at least, not if Mr. Lincoln was to take advantage of its new tide at its flood.

Unless, of course, the North squandered this advantage—thereby relieving the South of the burden.
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Defiance

IN ST. LOUIS, Missouri, Mr. Lincoln’s messenger arrived at General Frémont’s house and headquarters on September 4, 1861. With him he bore, in person, the president’s letter, which General Frémont opened with interest: curious to see what Mr. Lincoln would say, given the veritable outpouring of support for his proclamation of emancipation in newspapers across the entire country.1

The initial responses in the New York Evening Post, Times, Herald, World, and Tribune; the Boston Post, Evening Transcript, and Advertiser; the Detroit Free Press and the Chicago Times: all had heralded General Frémont’s step as a new, no-nonsense rallying cry. Muscular evidence, they declared, of the North’s intent to counter armed insurrection and rebellion at last with punitive force. As such, it would show not only people in Missouri but all across the nation that, despite the fiasco at Bull Run, the Union had the necessary toughness to prevail.

But did it, really? Or rather, did its president?
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Emancipation, under martial law, as the punishment for insurrection certainly fitted the crime, as Brigadier General Samuel Curtis—a former Democratic U.S. congressman from Iowa who’d been tasked by General Frémont with the training of Missouri Home Guards and mustering further regiments, and who’d subsequently been asked by the president for a candid report—wrote to Mr. Lincoln. He was critical of Frémont’s lack of “experience and sagacity” in the somewhat imperious way he ran his headquarters; nevertheless Curtis was unapologetically supportive of Frémont’s “proclamation confiscating the rebels[’] Negroes,” since the warning order “was popular, and I confess the negro part received my cordial approval.”2

Emancipation was, the brigadier general told the president, “a sentiment” that “prevails in this country”—a widespread acceptance of the new edict, “if I turn traitor take my negroes”—namely enslaved Black people who would duly be “confiscated.” It had promised to be a new war policy by the Union that had made Curtis think Frémont’s “onward progress with freedom to the rebels’ slaves,” if pursued as a “war cry,” was one that “would carry great terror among rebils [sic] who use the slaves as sappers and miners against us.” The public had been “pleased” by the proclamation, “and a sympathy for Fremont is deep seated and should be respected,” as he urged Mr. Lincoln. “Hopes and expectations which his promises and agreements have created, should be kindly and liberally regarded.”3

Would the new “war cry” strike terror in the rebelling states and force white rebels to back down, though? Or would it cause them to fight more fiercely still, given their fear of possible insurrection by the three and a half million Black people they had kept enslaved for centuries—and cause voters in the slaveholding border states like Kentucky to turn against the government?
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Upon receiving the president’s letter on September 4, asking him to rescind military-tribunal executions and the emancipation of Black people held by insurrectionists, Frémont had promptly ignored it.

Instead, the general had merely gotten on with his task, and had sat on Mr. Lincoln’s letter for a week, declining to say whether or not he would abide by the president’s request—thereby allowing his proclamation, in the meantime, to remain in force, to see how it would fare.

As it turned out, the implementation of the edict seemed to go just fine at first. Not only were insurrectionists’ Black slaves immediately freed, but the proclamation proved immensely popular. As General Curtis informed the president, moreover, no evidence arose that the Frémont proclamation was damaging the war effort in Missouri in any way. Indeed, the opposite could be seen. Far from dissuading citizens from enlisting, as some around the president had warned, the Frémont proclamation actually increased the number of volunteers in Missouri—the only problem being how to arm them, given Mr. Lincoln’s decision, on the advice of General McClellan, to have almost all weapons and volunteers sent to the East to support the government’s future campaign in Virginia.

With more rebels threatening insurrection in southern Missouri, and with Confederate General Polk actually invading Kentucky on September 3, General Frémont had felt he must stand by his edict even more strongly, or stand aside if the president felt he could do better with another, proslavery general under his command—whether young George McClellan, or Scott’s preferred choice, the older and more experienced U.S. General Henry Halleck.

On September 8, therefore, as commanding general of the Western Department, Frémont finally made up his mind to reject the president’s request that he withdraw his emancipation threat—at least, on his own cognizance as commander in chief in the West. Unless, to be sure, directly ordered to do so by Mr. Lincoln as U.S. commander in chief.

Fatefully, Frémont dispatched his wife to take his written rejection, together with its explanation, by train to Washington.
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Penned on September 8, 1861, General Frémont’s long letter was to be given by Jessie only to the president, lest others attempt to intercede in the matter. It attempted to explain why, as the U.S. commanding general in Missouri, the “Pathfinder” had declared statewide martial law—and how, in his view, his proclamation had been “as much a movement in the war as a battle.”4

War was a military contest, Frémont claimed. It required stern measures—and would require more still, as time went on. General Lyon, savior of St. Louis during the May insurgency, had been killed by Confederate forces on August 10 at the battle of Wilson’s Creek, while trying to capture the fleeing insurrectionist governor, Claiborne Jackson, less than three weeks before Frémont’s proclamation.

In waging a civil war to put down such armed insurrection, “I shall have to act according to my judgment of the ground before me, as I did on this occasion. If, upon reflection, your better judgment still decides that I am wrong in the article respecting the liberation of slaves, I have to ask that you will openly direct me to make the correction. The implied censure will be received as a soldier always should the reprimand of his chief,” the “Pathfinder” loyally assured the commander in chief. “If I were to retract of my own accord, it would imply that I myself thought it wrong, and that I had acted without the reflection which the gravity of the point demanded. But I did not. I acted with full deliberation, and upon the conviction that it was a measure right and necessary, and I think so still.”5

In hindsight, of course, Frémont should have left it at that.

Sending, or allowing, his wife to go to Washington as his personal emissary to hand-deliver the letter to Mr. Lincoln, however, was presenting a hostage to fortune. For Jessie Benton Frémont was not known as “General Jessie” for nothing. Her suggestion that she take it was perhaps a euphemism for her insistence. As Frémont’s biographer, Allan Nevins, later recounted after having seen the unpublished memoir by the general’s wife and spoken to relatives of the “Pathfinder,” “the General knew that it would be better to keep the fiery Jessie at home” in St. Louis, “but she would suffer no restraint. On September 8 she set out, taking her English maid”—and the letter to the president. “After sitting for two nights and two days in the hot, overcrowded trains, at the close of the 10th she reached Washington.”6

“I got in at the end of the day, tired,” Jessie herself recorded for posterity, “and at once sent my card (from Willard’s Hotel) with a written request to know when I might deliver the letter to the President.

“The messenger brought back a card on which was written, ‘Now, at once, A. Lincoln.”7

It was almost 9:00 p.m., September 10, 1861.
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Jessie had looked forward to nothing more, she recalled, than “taking a bath and going to bed at once. But I walked over immediately [to the White House], just as I had been for two days and nights, in my dusty black mourning dress.”8 (Her father, Senator Thomas Hart Benton, had died in March that year.)

Thus attired, and accompanied by Judge Edward Coles of New York, a family friend, Jessie entered the lion’s den. Despite the late hour, they were ushered into the Red Room by “Old Edwards” (Edward Moran), the White House greeter, or usher. After only a short while the president came in from the dining room—“leaving that door open,” lest there be any question of impropriety.9

Jessie introduced Judge Coles, who then “stepped into the deep doorway leading to the blue room—we were just by it—and there he remained walking to and fro, keeping in sight and hearing, just within range of the doorway. For he was struck at once, as I was, by the President’s manner, which was hard—and the first tones of his voice were repelling. Nor did he offer me a seat. He talked standing, and both voice and manner made the impression that I was to be got rid of briefly.”10

“Well?” the president said to begin the meeting.

Given that General Frémont’s proclamation had given rise not only to a furor of acclamation in the nation’s press, but also to the president being besieged by individuals of every stripe—some supporting the general, others decrying the general’s edict—it was small wonder that Mr. Lincoln, who had waited a whole week for Frémont’s response, looked stern, even angry. Jessie certainly felt his hostility—“that the President’s mind was made up against General Frémont—and decidedly against me,” as a woman.11

Undeterred but not intimidated, Jessie had explained she’d brought the letter by hand from Army Headquarters in St. Louis “to make sure it would reach him”—and no one else.12

Ignoring her while reading it, the president then looked up and commented that Frémont was wrong to have issued the proclamation. That the civil war which had erupted was, in the president’s exact words, “a war for a great national idea, the Union, and that General Frémont should not have dragged the Negro into it—that he [Frémont] never would [have done so] if he had consulted with Frank Blair”—brother of the postmaster general, Montgomery Blair—whom Lincoln had recently sent to St. Louis “to advise him.”13

Frank Blair as arbiter of the nation’s policy in war?

From there the interview went from bad to worse—Lincoln himself, two years later, telling his secretaries, John Nicolay and John Hay, how Jessie had “taxed me so violently with many things,” as he put it, “that I had to exercise all the awkward tact I have to avoid quarreling with her.” Worst of all, he recalled, “She more than once intimated that if Gen. Fremont should conclude to try conclusions with me,” and decided to contest the issue, publicly, “he could set up for himself.” In other words, her husband might defy the president—which in the case of a United States general, on active service, would amount to quasi-mutiny.14

This was certainly not what the general had said, however, in his letter.
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Jessie Frémont’s contrarian behavior on behalf of her husband, to be sure, was nowhere as bad as that of officers who had disobeyed orders, or returned fugitives to their enslavers in spite of the Confiscation Act—let alone the literally hundreds of senior and junior U.S. officers who had committed actual treason in the West, resigning their commissions to serve a new, treasonous master, the Confederacy. Yet, as Mr. Lincoln later described the event, it did suggest that Jessie was threatening a sort of duel: the commanding officer of the Department of the West challenging, via his wife, the nation’s chief executive—despite the respectful, loyal tone of the letter Frémont had sent, assuring the president he would, if so ordered, obey an order to retract his proclamation.

At least, that was how Mr. Lincoln recalled it, describing to a congressman afterward how, “after opening her case with mild expostulation,” the general’s wife had gone on to berate him—finally “departing,” and “in anger flaunting her handkerchief before my face and saying, ‘Sir, the general will try titles with you. He is a man and I am his wife.’”15

If Mr. Lincoln’s account was correct, this was a grave enough threat to the sitting president, even allowing for it having been issued by a passionate and railroad-weary woman, late at night. In the midst of war, however, it was serious. Challenging the president of the United States? The “Pathfinder,” after all, had received over a third of the nation’s total votes in 1856 as the Republican party’s official standard-bearer—and almost 40 percent of its electoral college votes.
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Under these trying circumstances, the letter that President Lincoln wrote in response to General Frémont’s response was remarkably civil. Though it did contain a direct order for him to revise his proclamation by removing any reference to emancipation or freeing of slaves, such an order was what Frémont had, reluctantly, insisted upon, after all. Moreover, after receiving it, General Frémont duly obeyed the order, in Jessie’s absence, without further protest—the president was, after all, his commander in chief.

“Irreparable harm” had been done, however, as one historian later commented.16 The visit had not only soured President Lincoln’s relations with his top general in the West, but more importantly, once the president’s order was published as an official document, it also now proceeded to divide the country in a way that would never have happened had Abraham Lincoln simply accepted the edict as a local military necessity in Missouri.

“Fremont disavowed by Lincoln and the administration,” Adam Gurowski, a Polish aristocrat employed as a diplomatic assistant and translator in the State Department, noted in his diary as the spat turned public. “This looks bad.”17
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All too soon the “Frémont Emancipation” became a cause célèbre—especially since General McClellan—who now had command of the Union’s largest army in the East, recently christened the Army of the Potomac—was deeply opposed to “interfering” with slavery. Let alone making emancipation, or depriving the enemy of his means of insurrection, an integral part of the North’s war aims.

A cabal of McClellan’s friends and slavery advocates was soon heard to be crying for General Frémont’s dismissal as commanding officer of the Department of the West—an area that included Illinois, Missouri, Iowa, Kansas, Minnesota, Arkansas, and western Kentucky, as well as the Nebraska, Colorado, and Dakota Territories.18

Newspapers began to take sides. The hitherto private war-within-the-war now erupted into hostilities in the press that mirrored the crisis taking place on the battlefield in Missouri as well as in neighboring Kentucky once Polk invaded it in the fall of 1861: one that not only put Abraham Lincoln’s leadership of the Union at risk, but an issue that—try as he might—the president could no longer avoid or sideline, since it went to the very heart of the war itself: slavery.

Thanks to Frémont, the forbidden word was out—and became the cardinal divide separating the Union’s two most senior generals under Scott: both of them major generals whom Mr. Lincoln had personally promoted to prosecute the war to crush the rebellion on his behalf as commander in chief.

“Conspiracy to destroy Fremont on account of his slave proclamation,” Gurowski jotted anxiously in his Washington diary. “The conspirators are the Missouri slaveholders: Senator Brodhead, old [Attorney General] Bates, Scott, McClellan, and their staffs.”19 General McClellan, in particular, was “under fatal influences of the rampant pro-slavery men, and of partisans of the South.”20

To Gurowski’s dismay, General McClellan had even “published a slave-catching order.” “Little Napoleon” or “Little Mac,” as General McClellan was mocked, given his diminutive size—even by his aficionados, when he adopted an imitative pose, right hand laced inside his tunic, for his visiting card by photographer Matthew Brady—had surrounded himself with “intriguers,” who “already dream, nay, even attempt to form a pure military, that is, a reckless, unprincipled, unpatriotic party,” devoid of moral concerns such as the iniquity of slavery itself. “Meanwhile Mr. Lincoln,” the diarist commented with concern, “is pulled in all directions.”21

The president’s “intentions are excellent,” Gurowski acknowledged, “and he would have made an excellent President for quiet times. But this civil war imperatively demands a man of foresight, of prompt decision, of Jacksonian will and energy. These qualities may be latent in Lincoln, but do not yet come to daylight.”22

General McClellan’s coterie—swelled by conservative French aristocrats such as the Prince de Joinville, the Duc de Chartres, and the Comte de Paris, whom McClellan added to his personal staff—might well bring the president down, Gurowski feared, as a result.23 This would give the wily, two-faced, untrustworthy Secretary Seward—Gurowski’s boss—his chance to step forward as national savior. The secretary was a man who had an “eminent capacity for business and argument,” Gurowski allowed before asking rhetorically, “but why is he neutralizing so much good in him by the passion to be in all, to meddle with everything, to play the knowing one in military affairs, he being in all such matters as innocent as a lamb?”24

It was a good question—if by a subordinate. Small wonder that Seward would fire the Pole from the State Department when the first volume of Gurowski’s diary was published the next year; in the meantime, “Seward’s influence over Lincoln,” Gurowski surmised, could only be explained “by the fact that Lincoln considers Seward as the alpha and omega of every kind of knowledge and information.”25

“I still hope, perhaps against hope, that if Mr. Lincoln is what the masses believe him to be, a strong mind, then all may come out well,” Gurowski mused. “Strong minds, lifted by events into elevated regions, expand more and more; their ‘mind’s eye’ pierces through clouds, and even through rocks; they become inspired, and inspiration compensates the deficiency or want of information acquired by studies.26

“Weak minds,” by contrast, “when transported into higher regions, become confused and dizzy.27

“Which of the two,” Gurowski had wondered, “will be Mr. Lincoln’s fate?”28
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The President’s War Powers

THE PRESIDENT’S ORDER, commanding General Frémont to rescind his edict on slavery under martial law in Missouri, was published in the national press on September 15, 1861. A letter from U.S. Senator Orville Browning arrived at the White House two days later.

Orville Browning was a decades-long law colleague of the president’s—and a personal friend who got on well with Mary Lincoln, too, which was not the case with many of Mr. Lincoln’s other, pre–White House friends. Perhaps owing to their shared history, Senator Browning’s objection to Mr. Lincoln’s new order to withdraw the Frémont emancipation edict was a far more reasoned response than Jessie Frémont’s—and the very reverse of what Browning had argued in peacetime, before the war began.

“Mr. Lincoln, we can’t hope for the blessing of God on the efforts of our armies, until we strike a decisive blow at the institution of slavery,” Browning now wrote his friend in the White House, the president, on September 17, 1861. “It is in no spirit of fault finding that I say I greatly regret the order modifying Genl. Fremont’s proclamation,” Browning confessed. The general’s edict “had the unqualified approval of every true friend of the Government within my knowledge,” Browning informed Lincoln. “I do not know of an exception. Rebels and traitors, and all who sympathize with rebellion and treason, and who wish to see the government overthrown, would, of course, denounce it”—as would proslavery men within the president’s own camp. The proclamation’s “influence,” however, had proven “most salutary,” Browning judged, “and it was accomplishing much good. Its revocation disheartens our friends, and represses their ardor.”1

Perhaps no other rebuke at the time hurt Abraham Lincoln as much as did Browning’s critique—particularly when it was patently too late for the president, whose order had now been made public, to withdraw it without losing face.

Browning’s lament was especially upsetting to Mr. Lincoln as a lawyer, moreover, because it was so quietly effective. “It is true that there is no express written law authorizing it; but war is never carried on, and can never be, in strict accordance with previously adjusted Constitutional and legal provisions. Have traitors, who are warring upon the Constitution and laws, and rejecting all their restraints any right to invoke their protection?” Browning asked. “Are they to be at liberty to use every weapon to accomplish the overthrow of the government, and are our hands to be so tied as to prevent the infliction of any injury upon them, or the successful resistance of their assaults?”2

Browning was therefore “very sorry” that the rescinding order of the president had been made. His negation of Frémont’s proclamation “has produced a great deal of excitement, and is really filling the hearts of our friends with despondency,” Browning warned from Illinois.3 General Frémont’s tough language was supported by most Unionists there, whatever enslavers in Missouri and Kentucky might try to tell the president—or however hard they might work behind the scenes to get the general demoted, as he’d heard was already happening.

“It is rumored that Fremont is to be superseded. I hope this is not so,” Browning wrote, voicing his alarm. Firing him would be counterproductive to the nation’s cause. “Coming upon the heels of the disapproval of his proclamation [by the president], it would be a most unfortunate step, and would actually demoralize our cause throughout the North West. He has a very firm hold upon the confidence of the people,” the senator asserted. “You may rely upon what I say to you,” he assured Lincoln, given his proximity to what was happening in Missouri. “You know that I am not in the habit of becoming needlessly excited, and that I have no ends to subserve except such as will advance the good of the country,” and also “promote your own welfare—your fortune, and your fame.”4 But in this case, Browning judged, the president was wrong.

Attempting not to sound too disappointed with his friend and hero, Browning nevertheless cautioned that “I do think measures are sometimes shaped too much with a view to satisfy men of doubtful loyalty, instead of the true friends of the Country.” In short, he wrote, “There has been too much tenderness towards traitors and rebels. We must strike them terrible blows, and strike them hard and quick,” he warned, “or the government will go hopelessly to pieces.”5
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Ironically, when Abraham Lincoln did change his official mind over the issue of emancipation as a means of crippling the Confederacy on the international stage as well as in loyalists’ hearts, a year and a half later, Senator Browning, alarmed by the consequences of too hasty an emancipation of all enslaved Black people in the Deep South, would think more conservatively of his argument. Conversely, the president, who had so emphatically overruled General Frémont, would belatedly use Browning’s earlier argument to justify his decision.

In mid-September 1861, however, Abraham Lincoln was distraught at his dear friend’s censure. “I confess it astonishes me,” the president wrote back immediately from the White House. “That you should object to my adhering to a law”—the Confiscation Act—“which you had assisted in making, and presenting to me less than a month before, is odd enough,” Mr. Lincoln went on—although Browning had claimed that the Frémont proclamation did not in any way “compromise” the Confiscation Act.6 However, this aspect was but “a very small part” of the president’s order to retract the proclamation.7 In defending himself, Abraham Lincoln simply refused to accept Frémont’s premise of military necessity in Missouri—or elsewhere.

“Gen. Fremont’s proclamation as to confiscation of property, and the liberation of slaves, is purely political,” the president thus claimed, “and not within the range of military law, or necessity. If a commanding General finds a necessity to seize the farm of a private owner, for a pasture, an encampment, or a fortification, he has the right to do so, and to so hold it, as long as the necessity lasts; and this is within military law, because within military necessity. But to say the farm shall no longer belong to the owner, or his heirs, forever,” as a “forfeit for treason,” beyond the need to hold such property “for military purposes,” was “purely political, without the savor of military law about it. And the same is true of slaves.”8

Comparing the use by insurrectionists of three and a half million enslaved people to fund insurrection, at the end of a gun, to the Union military’s occasional need for pasture? Limiting the war powers and military law of a commander in wartime to questions of farms and farm equipment? Ignoring the fact that enslaved Black people were being used to mount armed insurrection in Missouri—as well as another three and a half million more enslaved laborers within the Confederacy itself, to do the same, with impunity?

The letter—which the president had fortunately headlined “Private & Confidential”—would be perhaps the most shameful Lincoln ever wrote at this time: one he would certainly rethink the following year, when having to revisit his earlier, hasty order and argument. Moreover, his accusation against Frémont—his claim that the general’s proclamation was “purely political”—he would later recognize—had been profoundly unjust. It reflected, as Lincoln would afterward look back, just how “political” and unmilitary he himself had remained in 1861, despite bearing the mantle of U.S. commander in chief, in a war that he himself had chosen prosecute.

Lincoln’s attitude toward Frémont had also revealed, he would recognize in retrospect, how utterly chained he’d still been, in the fall of 1861, to his prewar bench as a peacetime lawyer, rather than acting manfully as the nation’s ultimate military chieftain in a time of war. His assumption that the U.S. military must do nothing that might upset wavering supporters in the middle states, or the South, was also, he would realize in retrospect, misguided. Not only did reticence by the military, when facing armed insurrection, win no votes, but it lost a great deal of public support in the North, where the president had been bombarded by critics in newspapers and letters.

Kentucky politicians, enslavers, had kept up an unrelenting barrage of objections to Frémont’s edict. The provisional governor of Missouri, Hamilton Gamble—a slaveholder—for example, had journeyed to Washington in person from his state’s capital, Jefferson City, again and again to press his fellow slaveholders’ case for leaving slavery out of the war equation—Gamble writing day after day, as a lifetime lawyer like Mr. Lincoln, to request that the president provide Government assurances that slavery would not be “interfered” with in his state, lest the government lose the support of loyal enslavers.

Gamble could produce little evidence, however, that his civil policy of noninterference had worked, was working, or would work, for all his compliance with fellow enslavers. His appeasement had made zero difference to secessionists. Insurrection was still rife among enslavers and supporters of slavery in Missouri; moreover the “deposed” governor, Claiborne Jackson, was asking Confederate president Davis for more rebel troops to help them prize Missouri from the Union by force of arms—and with no concern as to peacetime law, military or civil.

If that was not a military challenge to the very existence of the Union, Browning had wondered, then what was?
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How differently President Lincoln saw the matter of emancipation in Missouri from those who had applauded General Frémont was evident not only in his openness to the pleas of the proslavery provisional governor Gamble in Missouri itself, but his listening to appeals from Robert Anderson, the proslavery surrenderer of Fort Sumter whom Lincoln had subsequently promoted to U.S. brigadier general, and placed in command of the Department of Kentucky—an officer who was not in Missouri.

By telegraph from their mutual home state’s largest city, Louisville, General Anderson warned the president that the very military weapons the federal government was sending to Kentucky “would be turned against us” by Kentucky’s own troops if Lincoln allowed or promoted emancipation in neighboring Missouri. Anderson even claimed that he knew a case in which “a whole company of our Volunteers threw down their arms and disbanded.”9

Crediting such specious, anecdotal evidence from a deeply compromised, proslavery official in Kentucky over the decision of his own commanding general of the West, in Missouri? What followed, however, would be an even more extraordinary self-justification by the sixteenth president, as Lincoln now delivered his wildest, most exaggerated claim of the war to date to Senator Browning.

“I think,” the president told Browning, “to lose Kentucky is nearly the same as to lose the whole game. Kentucky gone, we cannot hold Missouri, nor as I think, Maryland. Those all against us, and the job on hand is too large for us. We would as well consent to separation at once, including the surrender of the capital.”10
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Surrender of the U.S. capital, Washington?

Orville Browning was as stunned by the president’s long, dismissive missive as Mr. Lincoln had been hurt by his.

The president’s old friend was especially surprised by Lincoln’s assertion that the Union would lose the war and surrender the capital, Washington, D.C., because of faraway, neutral Kentucky—a onetime western enclave of Virginia, known for hemp and tobacco farming as well as bourbon distilling. And did Abraham really figure that Maryland, where currently over a hundred thousand Union troops were stationed, would also have to be surrendered if Kentucky seceded?

Lincoln was not, as Browning saw it, thinking straight—and was clutching at intellectual straws.

Responding from Illinois on September 30, 1861, Browning apologized for writing so “frankly and candidly” to the president, but he had nevertheless “at all times, intended to be both kind and respectful; and regret it deeply if I have failed in either, as some passages in yours lead me to suggest. Indeed I fear I have only annoyed you.”11

Orville wanted his friend to know, nevertheless, that despite his national position as a U.S. senator, he had not sought to make his personal views on slavery public. “I have said many things to you which I have not said to others,” he assured Lincoln in his sixteen-page response; he had written to him privately in “friendship” only, and out of simple “patriotism,” and he admitted to no partisanship. “What I said in regard to Genl. Fremont and his proclamation was in accordance with this feeling. My acquaintance with him is very limited and I have had no personal feeling in the matter.” However, if the general was “honestly and faithfully doing his duty, justice to him, and regards for the Country alike required that he should be sustained,” Senator Browning insisted, instead of the general being publicly countermanded by the president, or even dismissed.

The Frémont proclamation, “in my opinion,” Browning concluded, “embodies a true, and important principle which the government cannot afford to abandon, and with your permission, and with all deference to your opinions, so clearly expressed, I will venture, hastily to suggest my own views of the legal principles involved; for it is important that the law which governs the case should be certainly and clearly understood; and if you are right I am in very great error, which I ought to correct.”12

Whereupon Browning had begun his tutorial.
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In the great saga of the emancipation of the enslaved the following year, Browning’s September 30, 1861, letter would come, in retrospect, to seem entirely reasonable, realistic—and respectful.

“With your construction of the proclamation your reasoning is just, logical and conclusive,” the senator complimented his former colleague on the Illinois circuits, in deference to Mr. Lincoln’s courtroom savvy, “but either you have greatly misunderstood it, or I have”—for Frémont’s declaration of martial law and his proclamation had not addressed the “relations between the government and its citizens. It does not undertake to settle the rules of property between citizen and citizen,” as in peacetime, Browning emphasized. “It does not usurp a legislative function, but only declares a pre-existing law”—the so-called Law of Nations, or international law going back to the 1750s—“and announces consequences which that law had already attached to given acts”—such as treason. “It was, in fact, only a declaration of intention to live up to the international law settled centuries ago, and which was as much the law without the proclamation as with it. It was neither based upon the [Confiscation] Act of Congress of Sept. 6 [actually August 5], 1861, nor in collision with it, but had reference to a totally different class of case, provided for long ago, by the political law of nations.”13

As Browning observed, Congress’s Confiscation Act, which was universally accepted, posited that the “property of a loyal citizen is as effectually forfeited if applied to the forbidden uses,” such as—but not confined to—“the property of a rebel.” Frémont’s proclamation, however, was “not based on that Statute” at all. “It rests on the well ascertained and universally acknowledged principles of international law as its foundation—upon the laws of war as acknowledged by all civilized Nations, and is in exact harmony with them.”

It was a crucial distinction. “The Confederate States and all who acknowledge allegiance to the Confederate States, or take part with them, are public enemies. They are at war with the United States. Men taken in battle are held as prisoners; flags of truce pass between the hostile lines, intercourse is forbidden between certain States and parts of States; and sea-ports are formally blockaded. These things constitute war, and all the rules of war apply, and all belligerent rights attach.”

A rebel, by engaging in open war against the state, loses everything—even his head, should the victor so decide—Browning here quoting the French legal philosopher, Jean-Jacques Burlamaqui, who’d argued, “By a state of war, that of society is abolished; so that whoever declares himself my enemy, gives me liberty to use violence against him in infinitum, or so far as I please &c.” The rebelling states, Browning asserted, “by making war upon the United States, have dissolved the state of society which previously existed between them, and are no longer entitled to invoke the protection of the Constitution and laws which they have repudiated, and are endeavoring to destroy. All their property, both real and personal, is subject, by the law of nations, to be taken, and confiscated, and disposed of absolutely and forever by the belligerent power, without any reference whatever to the laws of society.”14 A proclamation to this effect, in Browning’s view, was not even necessary.

Of all that would be written at the time to Abraham Lincoln, or about the Frémont Emancipation of August 30, 1861, this was perhaps the clearest legal defense of the edict ever penned—and if it sounded draconian, then so was war, when waged on a major scale. Browning had certainly been unapologetic. “Is there any question that the proclamation, carried into its practical effect would tend to our advantage by greatly weakening the enemy,” Browning asked, pointedly, “and diminishing his ability to carry on the war, and do us injury?” There was no difference between war with foreign nations and civil war, in Browning’s testament. “I believe civil wars are governed by the same rules which apply to and control what are technically called solemn wars, and that these rules embrace all who take part in the war against the government, whether the State where the hostile act is committed has formally thrown off the authority of the general government or not.”15

The Southern states had undeniably “thrown off” the authority of the United States and its Constitution. Having cast it off, how then could Confederates—or those seeking to join them in armed insurrection—ever seek to reclaim their “right” of human bondage of others—a controversial legal “right” that had only existed prior to their insurrection, in peacetime?

In short, Browning counseled, President Lincoln should think about this larger dimension of the war—namely the power of international law pertaining to war.

In the meantime, General Frémont’s proclamation in Missouri, in Browning’s view, had been a modest, local initiative. It had not attempted to counter the authority of the president—the general’s edict “territorially limited to the State of Missouri,” where General Frémont was the military commander, and it had, as such, “no more application to or operation in [neighboring] Kentucky than in Australia,” Browning pointed out. It did not commit the president to follow the same course elsewhere.

In his role as the commanding officer of the West, Frémont had, in sum, possessed every reason and right to issue his edict covering Missouri, where the armed insurrection had been at its height; Frémont’s proclamation “was not an excess of authority; was not in contravention of law; was not an invasion of any right of those to whom it related, of which they could rightly complain.”16
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Turning the final page of his friend Orville’s letter, Abraham Lincoln was conflicted—at once chastened yet unwilling to give way, whether out of pride or by instinct, he himself was unsure.

So many voices urging him this way and that—especially in the press. Orville Browning’s in particular, with regard to internationally accepted rules of war: its war powers. “I do further think that it is a high, important power which the government ought not to surrender, and with the exercise of which this war,” Browning had warned, “can never be brought to a successful conclusion.”17

A prophetic warning, as things would turn out.
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The epistolary battle in September had thus bled into October 1861—albeit with Frémont’s proclamation duly rescinded by the general himself. This left the insurrection still acute and the president in much the same quandary as that which had faced Shakespeare’s King Richard II: Abraham still locked in prewar civil-war legal semantics.

The truth was, Browning’s good friend from prewar lawyering days in Illinois was simply too timid as yet, too uncertain, too ignorant of war and of warfare and of the legal basis of war, to rise fearlessly to the occasion. A president uncomfortably, painfully, almost debilitatingly aware, like King Richard, that he was expected to wear multiple mantles as president—military, political, social, moral. Those mantles—his collective duties as president—calling him to play, in Shakespeare’s brilliant psychological characterization, “in one person, many people.”

Nevertheless, Mr. Lincoln’s primary role in war—like that of Richard II—remained that of his nation’s official, constitutional commander in chief. It was a challenge that, in Shakespeare’s version of King Richard’s crisis of character, had proved beyond the capacity and character of the king, whose lack of commanding firmness and fitness to rule is immortalized, in Act V of the play, where King Richard laments how the “treasons” of others “make me wish myself a beggar (and so I am).”

The Confederacy’s challenge for the U.S. president two and a half centuries after Shakespeare did not look any easier. For in truth, Lincoln had really no idea what he must do to win the war—or how to reconstruct a civil society in the slaveholding South, so dependent on cotton, if he ever did.
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A Confederate Council of War

IRONICALLY, President Davis had had no idea how to win the war, either.

While argument swirled in Northern newspapers (which were avidly read in the South), all commenting on General Frémont’s on-or-off emancipation of enslaved Black people in Missouri, President Davis, restored to better health at least, left his new White House in Richmond in late September 1861, bound for Fairfax Station, Virginia—only twenty miles from Mr. Lincoln’s White House.

After departing the Broad Street station in the Confederate capital at 6:30 a.m. on September 30 aboard a special train of the Fredericksburg and Potomac Railway, Davis was met at Fairfax several hours later by General Joe Johnston, commanding the Confederate Army of the Potomac, and General Pierre Beauregard, Johnston’s second-in-command. Also by General Gustavus Smith—a gung-ho, pointy-chinned, West Point–educated, Mexican War veteran and former U.S. Army captain (and street commissioner in New York), commanding a division in the Confederate Army.

In the expectation of these three warring Confederate field generals, the president’s appearance at Fairfax heralded a belated and, they hoped, decisive council of war—President Davis, as Confederate commander in chief, expected to adjudicate the next day among them and their different proposed military strategies. For, in almost daily letters and telegrams, each of the generals had begged the ailing president in Richmond to decide in person, if possible, by what best tactical strategy they might win the war for the South.

Accounts of the president’s late-September visit would differ in the years that followed—but few would later question its seminal role in setting the Confederacy’s military policy for the Civil War. From the crowd-thronged Virginia station, President Davis and his generals had ridden four miles to Fairfax Court House, their route taking them past the cheering civilians and soldiers who’d been alerted to the president’s coming. Pausing to review regiments that had been sent to Virginia from Mississippi, Davis congratulated the men and said they had a great challenge ahead of them—assuring his listeners he’d arrived “to bear with them” the pains of their struggle to achieve lasting independence. In fact he looked forward, the president declared, to leading them “to glorious victory or a patriotic soldier’s grave.”1

For reporters present, the president’s words had sounded simple and inspiring: a Confederate commander in chief in action, on the field of recent battle—and very likely, another one soon to come. Later that afternoon and the following day, the president reviewed still more troops of the now forty-thousand-strong Confederate Army of the Potomac, staying the night nearby with General Beauregard at the brick house the general had requisitioned as his headquarters. Yet what the three field generals really wanted was not inspiration so much as an agreed, concrete plan of campaign.

It was now two months since their victory at Bull Run; the enemy was growing in number. Beauregard, for his part, estimated McClellan had nearly “700,000 men, including a large number of field guns,” though all of them “in more or less disorganized condition,” given their defeat at Manassas in July.2 Even allowing for Beauregard’s tendency to exaggerate, the numbers that could be drawn upon in the North—almost three quarters of a million—sounded prodigious in comparison with the South’s manpower.

General Johnston’s left flank ran from Fairfax all the way north to Munson’s Hill—“apparently little more than 3 miles from the enemy’s line of works” at Arlington Heights, the president was told, and was within sight of the unfinished Capitol in Washington, across the Potomac River, if in fact the Confederate Army of the Potomac chose to take advantage of the situation.

Time was running out, however. Winter would set in—freezing the Confederate Army in place, and very likely diminishing its strength while allowing the enemy to build up theirs.
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At last, at 8:00 p.m. the next day, on October 1, 1861, after the reviews of troops and encampments were over, Davis met with Generals Johnston, Beauregard, and Smith in a two-hour conference in General Beauregard’s study. No one else was present.

The generals all urged the Confederate president to make a military determination now, for good or ill, instead of what appeared to be a wait-and-see-what-the-enemy-would-do policy.3 As General Smith later put it—parsing Dickens’s Mr. Micawber—the “authorities in Richmond seemed to be floundering in a discursive plan for trying to protect all the assailable points in the Country, hoping”—meanwhile—“that something favorable would turn up from abroad.”4

If this was a snippy account, it was not wholly undeserved. For in London, President Davis’s chief commissioner, William Yancey—“the voice of secession” and “prince of the fire-eaters”—had failed to persuade the British government or the French to recognize the Confederacy: a situation that didn’t look set to change without further evidence of Confederate superiority on the battlefield. Neither the successful siege of Fort Sumter nor news of the great Confederate victory at Manassas had yet overcome European reluctance to embrace a new, independent nation built on slavery. Abandoning hope of achieving foreign backing, Commissioner Yancey had, like the secretary of state, Mr. Toombs, tendered his resignation from the Confederate government.

General Gustavus Smith, while in Richmond to offer his services to the rebellion, had heard of Commissioner Yancey’s failure in Europe—as well as its lesson: namely, that international recognition of Confederate independence would only be attained by soldiers on the battlefield, not paved by negotiators in London. Without foreign recognition or trade, for the moment, it would be up to the Confederate Army to resolve the struggle in the South’s favor—and thereby gain the favor of the European powers. This view General Smith now shared with his fellow generals and the president at Fairfax Court House.

General Joe Johnston, a Virginian, agreed. Johnston had been adamant, for his own part, that a decision over war strategy must be made before winter set in. For weeks he’d pestered the president and War Department in Richmond for instructions—becoming still more alarmed when the secretary of war, LeRoy Walker, in the wake of Secretary of State Toombs’s resignation, had also resigned from the Confederate government. Were the rats leaving the proverbial sinking ship—despite Johnston’s signal victory alongside Beauregard at Manassas in July?

As General Smith described in a memorandum a year later, “no well-defined, comprehensive war policy had been adopted by the Confederate Government,” hitherto.5 The former street commissioner of New York City felt he’d got the answer, though: one with which he and his fellow generals, Johnston and Beauregard, had all agreed before asking President Davis to adjudicate. It was, he later summarized, a simple plan—namely to do what General McDowell had failed to achieve, and General McClellan was unlikely to do anytime soon: namely “to concentrate, in that [Fairfax-Manassas] vicinity, as rapidly as possible, all the available forces of the Confederacy,” then “cross the Potomac with the army thus reënforced, and by pressing the fighting in the enemy’s country, make a determined effort, in the autumn of 1861, to compel the Northern States to recognize our independence”—even if France and Britain, thus far, were not prepared to do so.6 For surely, in the aftermath of Confederate victory, they would.

“The campaign to be sharp and, if possible, decisive before active operations would have to be suspended,” Smith added, “because of the approaching winter.”7
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At the White House in Richmond, Jefferson Davis had been pondering the question of grand strategy for some time, despite his illness.

As commander in chief, Davis had been fully aware of General Johnston’s preference for an offensive campaign. Indeed, in order to show a willing ear in person, Davis had brought with him on the train his own maps of the area right up to the Potomac and beyond—having received infuriatingly little information from General Johnston as to the locations of his troops, and their effective combat readiness. No “single return from your army of the quantity of ammunition, artillery, means of transportation, or sick in camp or in hospitals, to enable us to form a judgment of what your necessities may be,” as the new acting secretary of war, Judah Benjamin, had written General Johnston on behalf of the president.8 His maps—like Scott’s interrogatory council of war before Bull Run—were a sham, not brought in order to plan a real campaign.

Without wanting to discourage them, Jefferson Davis now asked his three top generals in turn near Fairfax Court House, poring over the maps, how many men would “be necessary to warrant an offensive campaign, to cross the Potomac, cut off the communications of the enemy with their fortified capital, and carry the war into their country”?9

General Smith had answered: “Fifty thousand effective, seasoned soldiers.’”10

Turning then to Generals Johnston and Beauregard, President Davis asked each the same question.

Responding, they disagreed with Smith. In fact, they both stated that they would need many more than fifty thousand men for such a campaign. As Smith acknowledged months later, “both said that a force of sixty thousand such men would be necessary, and that this force would require large additional transportation and munitions of war, the supplies here being entirely inadequate for an active campaign in the enemy’s country even with our present force.”11

Since the Confederacy did not possess fifty thousand men at hand, let alone sixty thousand, the notion of a Napoleonic campaign in the next few weeks, before winter came, was thus ridiculous, the president announced.

In his own memoirs of the war, Jefferson would affect “surprise and disappointment” that “the effective strength” of his Army of the Potomac “was stated to be but little greater than when it fought the battle of the 21st of the preceding July”—despite all the troops Davis had managed to send up the line—for the troops currently under Beauregard’s command at Fairfax were not half the number the generals estimated they would need to attack Washington; at most, as they admitted, their troops amounted, in reality, to 34,000 men.12

The notion of an immediate Confederate offensive, then, was clearly impossible.
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Gustavus Smith, in particular, was crestfallen.

Smith had resigned his U.S. Army commission as a first lieutenant back in 1854, and had not worn an army uniform in seven years. In fact, he’d offered his services to the Confederacy only a few weeks before the Fairfax meeting, but now had hopes of participating, in a general’s uniform, in a daring military campaign to exploit the recent Battle of Manassas—a battle he hadn’t even witnessed, let alone fought in.

“I believed that, by the course proposed, we could, before winter set in, convince the people of the Northern States that it was unwise for them to persist in trying to hold the Southern people in the Union at the point of the bayonet,” Smith later recalled, still smarting over the president’s put-down in his postwar memoirs, where Davis had openly mocked Smith for his naïveté at the time of the meeting.13

After an hour’s beating around the bush, at any rate, “I finally, asked him with some abruptness, if it was not possible for him to reënforce the army sufficiently to enable us to make an active offensive campaign in the enemy’s country,” Smith recorded—the general irritated at the president’s battery of questions about current conditions, numbers of men sick, and defensive positions. For surely, Smith erupted, they were only gathered there that day to decide “the general plan of invasion and the requisite preparations.”14

Plan of “invasion”? Convincing people in the North to give up?

Smith had, however, been serious. “Mr. President,” he protested, according to the secret memorandum that Smith later claimed to have penned soon after the council of war, in the fall of 1861, “Can you not by stripping other points to the last they will bear, and, even risking defeat at all other places, put us in condition to move forward? Success here at this time saves everything,” he argued; “defeat here loses all.”15

If Smith’s contemporary memo was to be believed, the historic council of war was beginning to sound like a classroom discussion at West Point. Whatever the hypothetical cost, Smith argued—no matter if “for want of adequate strength on our part in Kentucky the Federal forces should take military possession of that whole State, and even enter and occupy a portion of Tennessee”—it wouldn’t matter, for “a victory gained by this army beyond the Potomac would, by threatening the heart of the Northern States, compel their armies to fall back, free Kentucky, and give us the line of the Ohio within ten days thereafter.”16

The president, who venerated West Point and had done so much to improve the military academy’s quality of instruction, nevertheless found it hard to credit such feats of imaginary advance “across the Potomac” with magically provided forces, a vulnerable supply line, winter approaching, and assumptions about Northern retreat, abandonment of Kentucky, and Confederate victory. Smith’s airy notions of taking the war to the enemy were, under the circumstances, jejune beyond belief, given the lack of troops, ammunition, and transport—even if, as president, Davis could have denuded the rest of the Confederacy of troops and arms, from Georgia to Texas.

As Smith himself recorded, President Davis stated, as commander in chief, that “no re-enforcements could be furnished to this army of the character asked for… that the whole country was demanding protection at his hands and praying for arms and troops for defense. He had long been expecting arms from abroad, but had been disappointed.… Want of arms was the great difficulty; he could not take any troops from the points named, and without arms from abroad could not re-enforce this army. He expressed regret, and seemed to feel deeply, as did every one present.”17

In some ways “it was felt”—at least by Smith, who had never been in battle, and would fall to pieces when he was—that “it might be better to run the risk of almost certain destruction fighting upon the other side of the Potomac rather than see the gradual dying out and deterioration of this army during a winter, at the end of which the term of enlistment of half the force would expire.” A suicidal Confederate sortie? Yet doing nothing was just as dispiriting; “the prospect of a spring campaign to be commenced under such discouraging circumstances was rendered all the more gloomy by the daily increasing strength of an enemy already much superior in numbers.”18

There was, in short, no way out of a war the Confederacy itself had invited by insurrection, but lacking the arms to fight it. Without foreign arms to make up for this deficiency, the Confederacy would be forced to fight a war of defense, not offense, Davis made clear—just as he had always known, even if his generals hadn’t yet seen it.

As the president had written to General Joe Johnston earlier in September, even a campaign of maneuver—to attack Washington frontally while sending forces around its flank—was a no-no. “We cannot afford to divide our forces,” he pointed out, “unless and until we have two armies able to contend with the enemy’s forces at Washington. Two lines of operation are always hazardous. I repeat that we cannot afford to fight without a reasonable assurance of victory or a necessity so imperious as to overrule out general policy”—namely defense. “We have no second line of defense,” even, “and cannot now provide for one,” thanks to the importunate expansion of the Confederacy’s states and borders beyond the original Deep South. “The cause of the Confederacy is staked upon your army and the natural impatience of the soldier must be curbed by the devotion of the patriot. I have felt and feel that time brings many advantages to the enemy, and wish we could strike him in his present condition; but it has seemed involved in too much probability of failure to render the movement proper with our present means.”19

The letter had been probably Jefferson Davis’s clearest if most conservative exposition of his stance and strategy as the commander in chief of the Confederacy—and nothing that Generals Johnston, Beauregard, and Smith said at the council of war in Fairfax on October 1, 1861, now changed his view. “It is true that a successful advance across the Potomac would relieve other places,” he’d acknowledged in his note to Johnston, but with what? “If not successful, ruin would befall us.”20

General Joe Johnston did not now dissent, nor did General Beauregard (both generals signing Smith’s subsequent résumé of the meeting, on January 1, 1862). Smith, too, went quiet.

Thus, with “few further remarks from any one,” as Smith duly recorded, “the answer of the President was accepted as final, and it was felt that there was no other course left but to take a defensive position and await the enemy. If they did not advance, we had but to await the winter and its results.”21

Attempting to defend the Confederacy at all points promised ultimate military doom for the Confederacy in October 1861—yet even if Davis withdrew Confederate forces from other vulnerable areas to try to defend Richmond in greater strength, it would be equally doomed, in all probability, once Lincoln’s growing “Grand Army of the North,” as Beauregard contemptuously called it, resumed its rumored forthcoming offensive—a campaign sure to be led by Mr. Lincoln’s chosen new appointee, General George McClellan. A Union army which would, Beauregard predicted, “do its best to wipe out the disgrace of Manassas.”22
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The four-day visit of President Davis to Fairfax Court House, and the secret “Council of War,” were thus, in sum, a profoundly discouraging event for Davis’s generals—though no surprise to the president, who’d put them on the spot with his direct questions as to how they proposed to attack the enemy with such meager forces. Not even Smith, with his vivid imagination, could spin straw into gold.

Nevertheless, launching raids—or “expeditions” as the president put it—by night across the Potomac in order to distract President Lincoln and force him to keep the main body of his troops defending his capital and thus postponing further offensive action by the North, might at least offer silver. In any case, Davis felt, it was the best the Confederacy could do, in the circumstances—even if it didn’t offer a war-winning strategy beyond simple perseverance: raids in Maryland, for example, that “would be important in relieving our friends and securing recruits from those who wished to join us,” as he explained in his memoirs.23

Morale would be the harder to maintain; defections and absenteeism would increase, volunteer enlistment fall off, discipline become harder to enforce, sickness harder to contain. It was a cheerless prospect. General Smith, as an accredited engineer, later had reason to reflect that maintaining the streets of New York would have been a lot easier.

For the president himself, though, the worst part of the business had been the need to simulate strength: in other words, to dissimulate.

Secretary Walker, Secretary Toombs, Commissioner Yancey, and other senior members of the Confederate government had already resigned in despair, or lack of hope. More would resign that winter. Rebellion—secession, insurrection, war—had begun with such fanfare, and been blessed with a supposedly great victory at Bull Run, barely twenty miles from the U.S. Capitol; now, however, the fare sounded less glorious.

Disunion began to seem, in retrospect, an imbecilic venture. Yet, as Jefferson Davis rode straight-backed through more Confederate camps in the early fall days of October 1861, and was feted with cheers as the new nation’s founding president and commander in chief, he could sense their collective Southern pride and determination to prevail in defending Confederate soil, however heedless, however daunting the prospects.

“I am quite well,” Jeff wrote Varina the day after the initial summit at Fairfax Court House, despite riding “many miles visiting the encampments. To-day if the weather permits I shall resume my labors, and to-morrow hope to return. Hourly I think of you & the children and seem to hear my dear Baby [two year-old Joseph, named against Varina’s wishes after Davis’s older brother] complaining as he did the evening before I left you.”24

As to what the president had found at Fairfax, he was careful not to say, lest he sound too alarming. “The condition of things here is not so good as I expected,” was all he would confide, “and the position has nothing except its comfort to recommend it,” he wrote warily, lest other eyes see the letter, but knowing Varina would get his point.25
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However guarded his wording, President Davis clearly considered Varina not only his wife but his closest confidante. Had she not been heavily pregnant, only two months shy of giving birth to their impending fourth child, she would willingly have accompanied him, she’d said. They’d quarreled once again, though, over Jeff’s older brother, Joseph, whom Varina had refused to invite to share quarters with them in the high, spacious, three-story new White House on Clay Street, Richmond, into which they’d moved on August 1—causing Jeff in turn to threaten to move away and live with Joseph if Varina remained adamant. She’d held out, nevertheless—forcing Jeff to stand down over the issue.26

One biographer would later judge that Varina loved her husband more than he loved her.27 This was debatable, though—at least in this period of their life, when “Jeffy” fell so repeatedly ill and—unsupported by his cabinet, save by Judah Benjamin—felt so overwhelmed by the road ahead.

“Kiss the children for me,” he’d asked Varina, and “give my love to all the family”—especially Varina’s sister, who lived with them, and her mother and father. But, as he’d added, tellingly, “take to yourself Benjamin’s portion.”28

Davis had been referring, of course, to the bigger amount for Benjamin on Joseph’s table in the Bible: five times that of any of the others. Jeff had undoubtedly meant it seriously—just as his opponent, in the other White House, allowed nothing negative to be said, in his presence, about Mary, his wife and First Lady of the nation, despite her caustic outbursts of temper, her recent, scandalous, and unauthorized spending on White House refurbishment, and the new silk dresses she’d ordered from New York just as if there was not a war for the survival of the Union taking place.

The truth was, in the darkening abyss of war—a civil war in which siblings were already having to choose whether to fight siblings or half-siblings, as in Mary Todd Lincoln’s own Kentucky family—marital closeness was not to be measured by the degree to which outsiders in Richmond or Washington were impressed, as in the days of Dolly Madison, but rather by the extent to which each president’s own spouse truly, loyally, deeply loved him, for all his faults; cherished their children; and would be able to provide the psychic bolster he needed in times of crisis.

“Affectionately as ever your Husband,” Jeff signed his letter.29
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10

A Missed Opportunity

THUS HAD THE FALL of 1861 arrived, presaging a testing winter—on both sides.

Looking back later on the Fairfax council of war, having known of the parlous inferiority of a “vast” Southern territory—one that could never be successfully defended everywhere, nor ever furnish the necessary forces to obtain the “surrender” of the North by a Napoleonic audacity like the one imagined by Gustavus Smith—ought Jefferson Davis to have resigned, like Toombs, Yancey, Walker, and (before long) the president of the provisional Congress, Howell Cobb? Would resignation by the president, on top of these others, have brought the Confederate Congress to its senses in 1861, in time to avoid the shedding of a “vast quantity of blood” that Commissioner Yancey had all too realistically predicted?

For a man of Jefferson Davis’s wooden character, such a step—even in retrospect when writing his memoirs—was unthinkable. Not from personal ambition, as was clear to those who knew Jefferson Davis best. Rather, the reverse: namely a kind of fatalistic stoicism, one stiffened by a deep and abiding sense of duty.

Repeated bouts of malaria, facial neuralgia, cataracts in his left eye, lingering pain from his Mexican War wound: these tribulations would have given Jefferson Davis ample reason to excuse himself from what was, in any case, only a provisional office. Instead, however, they had only made Davis the more determined to continue doing what he increasingly saw as his soldier’s duty on behalf of the men for whom he was now responsible. Sick or not sick, he was commander in chief of the armed forces of the Confederacy, and he would not commit them to the fantastical schemes his generals had hatched.

In overruling the wild recommendations of his field commanders, Joe Johnston, Pierre Beauregard, and Gustavus Smith, Davis felt he was saving the Confederacy to fight another day—as indeed he did for the following four years. But what kind of day would that be? What kind of society would his children, including young Joseph and his imminent, unborn child, inherit if the Confederacy was systematically crushed and beaten?

Davis’s decision to opt for a long defensive war strategy—leaving light forces to mask his main army, encamped at Manassas—had not set the Confederacy on a path to offensive victory after Bull Run, he accepted—but “victory” in seizing Washington was a chimera. Even if successful, the city would be even more difficult to hold than Richmond.

Above all, however, a campaign into the North would give up the one great advantage held by an otherwise outnumbered, blockaded, and isolated South: namely its “brave” struggle against Northern invasion: a mantra that unified the South almost to a man.

Davis’s answer, then, was to stick to his original policy of shoestring defense, relying on the sheer geographical size of the Confederacy which the North would have to invade and occupy: a huge meal for the North to swallow, and one that might well break the North’s teeth, given the quality of the Confederacy’s officer corps, its motivated soldiers defending their soil—and the commanding skill of their soldier-president.
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If voluntary resignation was not an option for Jefferson Davis—in contrast to his secretary of state and other cabinet members, who handed in their seals of office—should Davis, in retrospect, have sought to negotiate a compromise with the U.S. government at this point?

Looking back, years later, this would in theory have been the optimal moment for Davis, as president, to propose fresh negotiations with the federal government—as would, in fact, take place three and a half years later, in February 1865 at Hampton Roads, Virginia. Certainly, in retrospect, the Confederacy would never again be as strong, relative to the Union, as it had been in the summer and fall of 1861—at least in appearance, not only to Davis’s own citizens but in the eyes of would-be allies in Europe. And above all, at the White House in Washington, where Mr. Lincoln seemed almost hysterically fearful of further secessions in the middle states.

In terms of military success, after all, the Confederacy could still boast, on the surface, continuing prowess. In the West, General Sterling Price’s force of 15,000 Confederate soldiers and pro-secessionist volunteers had easily defeated Colonel James Mulligan’s 3,500 Union defenders of Lexington, Missouri, on September 21, 1861—capturing 3,000 men and frightening President Lincoln almost as much as their comrades had done at Bull Run. The state of Kentucky itself had looked, on the surface, in possible contention—even if, in truth, Davis hadn’t wished to get embroiled there at all, and held out no real hope of success on the battlefield.

Had President Davis been a statesman rather than a soldier, he might, indeed, have urged his re-formed cabinet to capitalize on this moment, politically, before the true weakness of the Confederate military leaked out to the public—and the enemy. General McClellan, for example, vastly overestimated Confederate strength—declaring that Davis had 130,000 men at hand, facing him across the Potomac, instead of 34,000 in reality.1 Profiting from Northern dissension over slavery, as evidenced in Mr. Lincoln’s very public order for the withdrawal of General Frémont’s emancipation proclamation, Davis might well have gotten traction in new negotiations for a settlement with William Seward, for one. Especially so if European powers were willing to mediate an honorable solution—which they seemed anxious to do in deference to their need, ultimately, for Southern cotton.

Wars, however, seldom follow rules of wisdom rather than guns, once started. Jefferson Davis had been appointed to the Confederate presidency as a general—not as a diplomat or politician. As such he was, in the summer of 1861, truly a Southern star: his calm, authoritative hand having marshaled his unavoidably meager forces in such a way that the CSA was, on paper, in the ascendant, having won victory after victory against Goliath.

It was the Confederacy’s very success in the war that, ironically, ruled out any but a martial outcome, however. The president might be forgiven for not chancing an immediate invasion of the South with limited, untrained forces, but negotiating a political compromise, even reunification with the North? It was not something, at that moment, that would have been easy for even a politically astute head of the Confederacy to sell to Southern voters; for a man of Davis’s military character, with almost no friends and no ability to win the support of others save by autocratic instruction, it was impossible.

Which left one further irony resulting from Davis’s military success. Had the Confederate Army of the Potomac under Generals Beauregard and Johnston been defeated and captured at Bull Run, and had U.S. General Irwin McDowell, unvanquished, instead gone on to invade Richmond in July or early August, 1861, the war would have looked very different: the South condemned to guerrilla-army warfare in the interior—much as Davis would imagine leading when fleeing Richmond almost four years later, in May 1865. With the same results, in the end.

The Confederacy had not been defeated in battle in 1861, however. It had triumphed. Moreover, its military accomplishments, climaxing at the minor if heroic battle of Lexington two months after Bull Run, had convinced most Southerners—unaware of the perilous disadvantage of their military forces in comparison with those of Mr. Lincoln—that “reconstruction” (defined as negotiated agreement with the federal government) was not necessary nor wanted.

The result, then, was that peace was given no chance, at least for the moment—leaving President Davis pretending to the world the Confederacy was in far better shape than it really was. Hoping, thereby, to discourage General McClellan from resuming the Northern offensive—a Confederate tactic which, in the light of history, would prove stunningly successful.



[image: image]





As part of this masquerade, and to show confidence in the army encamped around Fairfax, President Davis meantime continued what was portrayed in the Southern press (and re-reported in Northern newspapers) as a tour of “inspection.” With deliberately dropped hints, moreover, that the commander in chief might—as General Johnston had urged him “more than once” to do “on this northern frontier”—take field command of the army and strike a mortal blow at Mr. Lincoln’s cowering capital.2

Davis was still inspecting his regiments in the field at Fairfax on October 3, 1861, in fact, when a rider galloped up to him with a telegram from Richmond. Tearing it open, the president read that Varina’ carriage—she had been taking the air in Richmond, with her friend Lydia Johnston, after being advised not to walk at that stage in her pregnancy—had overturned, but with no news of her condition.3

Immediately Jefferson turned his horse around, and with brief farewells to Johnston and Beauregard (declining to give a speech at Fairfax, only telling a correspondent of the Charleston Courier: “Generals Beauregard and Johnston are here, the orators of the day. They speak from the mouths of cannon, of muskets, and of rifles; and when they speak, the country listens. I will keep silent.”), he rushed back to Richmond by train to be at Varina’s bedside.4
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Convulsing a Continent

BOTH PRESIDENTS as commanders in chief, North and South, had thus once again overruled their top generals in the fall of 1861—Lincoln ruling against Frémont, Davis against Johnston, Beauregard, and Smith—with major consequences that would not only affect the Civil War but, arguably, the rest of America’s history.

In the North, President Lincoln’s countermanding of General Frémont, his commanding officer of the West, continued to arouse a kind of lingering dissent. It had, though, aired at last in public the matter of ending slavery as a punitive military war policy—a topic which, until then, had largely and deliberately been kept off the table. Even abolitionists, however, were worried by the resulting controversy—the National Anti-Slavery Standard fearful that, if the government made slavery the cause célèbre of a war to reunite the country, “at least one third of the army would lay down its arms”—and perhaps cause as many as one half to refuse to support the government. Adopting the cause too soon, the Standard posited, could well lead to the collapse of Union authority, and “might simply pave the way for the rule of Jeff. Davis over the whole land.”1

Others, however, blamed Mr. Lincoln for being an ostrich—hiding his head in the sand, at a darkening moment for the country’s future. Senator Benjamin Wade of Ohio, for example, felt Lincoln’s response to General Frémont’s edict “could only have come of one, born of ‘poor white trash’ and educated in a slave State.”2 Former congressman Gerrit Smith of New York agreed—remarking that Lincoln’s response had been “sadly perverted by his pro-slavery training.”3 Maine Senator William Fessenden found the president’s “concession to the Union men of the border States,” rather than those of the North, to be a mark of such weakness that it had “disgusted every body,” with the result that “the President has lost ground amazingly.”4 Senator Charles Sumner of Massachusetts could scarcely believe Lincoln had responded so pathetically to the crisis in Missouri, when the advent of war entitled him legally, constitutionally, and morally to wield the “power” of a dictator in crushing the armed Confederate insurrection, yet he had failed “to use it.”5

All across the North, in fact, there had been roiling outrage against the president expressed in letters to the White House, and printed in newspapers. If Mr. Lincoln did not support Frémont’s proclamation, a New York reader warned, the president could find himself without a throne—“we shall not be long in availing ourselves of all constitutional means to put one in his place who will do it,” as the reader warned.6 The notion that Lincoln had acted to “save Kentucky” was utterly overblown—and if true, stupid. “Better lose Kentucky, than keep her, at such a price,” one Quaker reader declared, while the poet James Russell Lowell considered “an ounce of Frémont is worth a pound of long Abraham.” President Lincoln “seems to have a theory of carrying on war without hurting the enemy,” Lowell wrote. “He is incapable, apparently, of understanding that they ought to be hurt.”7

In Wisconsin, a “whirlwind of grief & indignation” followed publication of Mr. Lincoln’s forced-retraction letter, according to one correspondent, while in Minnesota Mr. Lincoln was condemned for his “imbecility, or treachery”—and likened, in Ohio, to Bunyan’s “Mr. Feeble-Mind” and “Mr. Ready-to-Halt.”8

James Monroe of Ohio wrote the Treasury secretary in Washington that he was, after attending the state convention, “fully convinced that Frémont’s proclamation, without ‘modification,’ is universally endorsed by all Union-loving men in this State. It is evident to me and to all men here that the great free North is fully prepared for the course which General Frémont proposes in regard to the emancipation of the slaves of rebels.”9

Ohio Supreme Court judge George Hoadly, meanwhile, wrote his friend Salmon Chase, the Treasury secretary, that “Our people are in a state of great consternation and wrath on account of the quarrel between Frémont and the administration, public opinion being entirely with General Frémont.” As Hoadly put it, “no word describes popular sentiment but ‘fury.’ I have heard men of sense, such as are called conservative, advocate the wildest steps, such as the impeachment of Mr. Lincoln, the formation of a party to carry on the war irrespective of the President and under Frémont, etc., etc. For myself, I must say that if the letters of Mr. Lincoln to [Kentucky governor] Magoffin and Frémont are any fair indication of his character and policy, I pray God to forgive my vote for him. Loyal men are giving their lives and means like water to no end, if the imbecility of Buchanan’s administration is to be surpassed thus.” In near despair he added, to Chase: “I cannot, cannot think that your wise head and true anti-slavery heart have consented to this abasement of the manhood and honor of our nation. Let Mr. Lincoln, while he is conciliating the contemptible State of Kentucky, a State which ought to have been coerced long ago, bear in mind that the free States may want a little conciliation.”10

C. N. Olds, a lawyer in central Ohio, reported the same. “I was deeply impressed by the effect on the public mind of Frémont’s late proclamation,” Olds declared. “I saw men, who were never suspected of any anti-slavery tendencies, meet on the street to shake hands over it, in mutual congratulations—‘Now the administration is in earnest,’ ‘That looks like work,’ ‘Now our army will have some heart for the fight,’ ‘Now the war means something.’” He supposed that Lincoln had chosen to defer to Kentucky’s “delicate position,” but “Kentucky has no right to be coaxed into a slow and reluctant loyalty of the entire North” if this crippled the war effort.11

A quasi-rebellion, in short, by the North, was brewing against the president.
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Even before Mr. Lincoln’s negative response to the edict was published, Harper’s Weekly had pointed out the nonsense behind claims that the Frémont proclamation would lose the support of all loyal enslavers in the middle states.

In an article entitled “The Beginning of the End,” the editors wrote that, in the whole state of Missouri, it was “doubtful whether 25,000 human beings” out of the estimated 125,000 enslaved people would be freed under Frémont’s proclamation—a proclamation aimed only at those who took up “arms against the United States,” after all. Moreover, even in those cases, it would “have to be proved that his owner has been actually in arms, or laboring actively in aid of those who are against the Government,” before they would be freed.12

The military effect of General Frémont’s edict was therefore limited and local—yet the “moral effect” on the waging of the war would be “signal,” Harper’s Weekly declared: “a solemn warning to the inhabitants of the rebel States, that wherever the armies of the United States are resisted in [maintaining] the interests of slavery, the cause of the resistance will be removed.”13

In particular, it was “a notification to Kentucky,” next door to Missouri, “which seems to be on the eve of explosion, that open treason will necessarily involve the extirpation of slavery. This rebellion has more than once recalled the old adage, ‘Those whom the Gods wish to destroy they first render mad’: we shall now see how far the madness extends.”14

“The cost of rebellion is abolition,” the editors of Harper’s Weekly thus warned, pithily. “Those who choose may purchase.”15

“Another important result of General Fremont’s proclamation,” the journal pointed out, “has been the discovery of the fact that the people of the North are much more solidly united on the question of slavery than was imagined.… It seems, from the temper in which the public receive General Fremont’s proclamation, that they are not so tender on the subject.” In fact, “They seem very well satisfied with the prospect. We hear no complaints, no lamentations over the downfall of slavery in Missouri. The respectable Democrats of this part of the country”—not simply Black Republicans—“express themselves rather pleased than otherwise.”16

There would, of course, be a backlash—“it must be expected that the lottery-policy dealers and the profligate vagabonds who pretend to represent the Democracy in convention will testify their sorrow at the event, as they will do at every success of the National arms: but neither in this nor in any other particular do they express the sense of the rank and file of the Democracy.”17

It was not only white abolitionists and newspaper editors who defended Frémont’s initiative in the North. Free Black people also spoke up—especially those who had been enslaved, and knew firsthand the iniquities of the “peculiar institution” such as Frederick Douglass, who’d been born into slavery in Maryland, and had escaped in 1838 to become the premier voice of the millions of enslaved in America. In the weeks that followed the Frémont controversy, he thundered in his Douglass’s Monthly that Frémont’s “now celebrated Proclamation” was “by far the most important and salutary measure which has thus far emanated from any General during the whole tedious progress of the war. It impressed the country with the idea that the hour, the place and the man were equally well filled. The Proclamation, which we publish elsewhere in our present number, will be seen to be singular only in one of its features; but that particular one happens to be the radical and distinctive feature of the rebellion itself. It takes the bull by the horns at once, and declares the slaves of all duly convicted traitors in the State of Missouri, ‘FREE MEN.’ They are not only confiscated property, but liberated men.”18

It was a crucial distinction.

“The paragraph devoted to this subject is remarkably short and simple,” Douglass commented of the proclamation, “but, we think, strong enough to convulse a continent.”19

This would be, in time, a wonderful phrase. In Douglass’s view, General Frémont was to be lauded for his courage, which had “caused a shout of joy to burst from the hearts of the genuine lovers of the Union and the rights of mankind, while it carried terror and dismay into the ranks of rebellion. The admission was general and hearty, that the celebrated Pathfinder, in this simple document, had successfully marked out, to a bewildered and distracted nation, the true and only wise path out of its troubles and difficulties.”20
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The shouts of joy, however, had soon given way to disquiet.

As late as September 12, two weeks after issuing his proclamation of emancipation, General Frémont had been putting his edict into practice, manumitting people enslaved by insurrectionist rebels “by authority of law and power vested” in him as “Major-General commanding the Western Department of the Army of the United States.” Douglass published, for example, the freeing of Hiram Reed, enslaved by Thomas L. Sneed of St. Louis, Missouri, a rebel who had been “taking an active part with the enemies of the United States, in the present insurrectionary movement against the Government of the United States,” according to the document. The “deed of Manumission,” Frémont had set down in the document, “shall be respected and treated by all persons, and in all Courts of Justice, as to full and complete evidence of the freedom” of Mr. Reed. Major General Frémont had signed and dated it himself, and it had been formally witnessed and countersigned under the seal of the provost marshal, Brigadier General Justus McKinstry.21

President Lincoln’s countermanding order had come like sudden cancer.

“For many days after the publication of Fremont’s Proclamation,” Douglass admitted in his Monthly, “the deepest anxiety existed throughout the country to learn whether that remarkable and startling document was the utterance of the Major-General, or that of the Cabinet at Washington—whether, if only from the former, the President would approve it or condemn it.”22

The weeks of waiting had not ended well. “Those who had confidence in the anti-slavery character and disposition of Administration,” Douglass described, had innocently “ascribed it to the wisdom, earnestness and courage that controls at Washington.” After all, even the secretary of war himself, Simon Cameron, had congratulated General Frémont. But “others, entertaining opposite impressions, openly predicted, what has since transpired,” namely “a pointed disapproval by the President of the main feature of Fremont’s Proclamation.”23

It was a tragedy, in Douglass’s eyes—the nation having come thus far, only to be balked by the president himself. “The suspense was truly painful, and attested the vast importance attached by the public to the measure.” Douglass republished a ream of approving newspaper editorials and reports in the West, including from the Cincinnati Commercial, the Chicago Tribune, the Cincinnati Gazette, and the Louisville Journal—as well as others apprehensive of the consequences. “The action of Fremont was the hinge, the pivot upon which the character of the war was to turn,” Douglass wrote, mournfully. “It was whether the war should be waged against traitors only by the cunning technicalities of the crafty lawyer”—Mr. Lincoln—“or by the cannon and courage of the determined warrior”—General Frémont.24

“Unhappily, as we think, for the country and for humanity, the lawyer has prevailed over the warrior. The President, of whom we would gladly speak naught but good, has interposed, most unseasonably, his Presidential authority, and placed a tame and worthless statute between the rebels and the merited chastisement which a brave and generous General had wisely prepared himself to inflict upon them. Many blunders have been committed by the Government during this war, but this, we think, is the hugest of them all.”25
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No more devastating critique of President Lincoln’s “blunder” could have been expressed in the fall of 1861—a commentary, moreover, written by a former enslaved person who knew what enslavement really meant for the majority of the four million human beings (when loyal states were included in the estimated enslaved population) treated as mere chattel “property.”

The “furor” caused by the president’s countermanding order thus became historic. “The government should have thanked their wise and intrepid General,” wrote the six-foot-one survivor of a traumatic childhood and youth under vicious masters—and quasi-masters when rented out to other enslavers—“for furnishing them an opportunity to convince the country and the world of their earnestness, that they have no terms for traitors; that with them the heaviest blow is the wisest and best blow; and that the rebels must be put down at all hazards, and in the most summary and exemplary way. But, poor souls! Instead of standing by the General, and approving his energetic conduct, they have humbled and crippled him in the presence of his enemies.” Mr. Lincoln, the supposed Black Republican, had closed his eyes both to the evil of slavery and its use by the Confederacy and rebels in the middle states to mount white armed insurrection against the U.S. government. “The President interposes to cheapen the price of rebellion,” Douglass excoriated the president, “and to let the rebels off on easier terms than that proposed by his faithful General.”26

It was, in short, not only a blunder but a disgrace.

Adam Gurowski, at the State Department, was of similar mind. He noted in his diary that, in its utter pusillanimity, “the administration hesitates to give to the struggle a character of emancipation, but the people hesitate not, and take Fremont to their heart.”27

Mr. Lincoln’s cravenness in attempting to palliate Missouri and Kentucky enslavers was profoundly disheartening to such supporters of the administration. Foreign observers felt the same concern. “If the cause of the freemen of the North succumbs” to “government faint-heartedness,” the Spanish ambassador said to Gurowski, “then humanity is humiliated,” as the Count noted in his diary.28 Yet humiliation was what President Lincoln had apparently insisted upon—with consequences for the war and for the future of the nation as a civilized democracy that could only be dire.

Had President Lincoln only approved—or not ordered to be withdrawn—General Frémont’s proclamation, and had he made it the national policy of his administration in the late summer and fall of 1861, Count Gurowski judged, Mr. Lincoln would in one simple action have prevented the Confederacy from pretending the South was fighting merely for the right of states to secede. Not only that, Gurowski felt, but a robust new Union military policy, based on Frémont’s example, could have stopped the Confederacy from cementing its image in the vital first months of the war as a brave, independence-seeking underdog—a Southern self-perception that would, over time, be maintained for another century and a half in the form of a mythic “lost cause.”

It was, in short, a presidential betrayal, as Orville Browning, Frederick Douglass, Count Gurowski, and many thousands of readers and voters saw it in the fall of 1861. A cruel cartoon in Frank Leslie’s Newspaper, published on October 12, 1861, said it all: a ship’s mast sinking below the surface in the distance, its pennant reading “Proclamation”—and floating, upside down, in a hat in the foreground, a furled document marked “Fremont’s Proclamation.” In the center of the image, beneath a great crashing wave, the picture of a terrified President Lincoln, struggling to remain afloat in a life-ring labeled “Union”—deliberately pushing away with his right arm, as he does so, a drowning, enslaved Black man without a life preserver, the president shouting indifferently, according to the cruel caption below: “I’m sorry to have to drop you, Sambo, but this concern won’t carry us both.”
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12

The Opportunity Is Lost

FREDERICK DOUGLASS was perhaps unique among Black people who’d escaped slavery in his ability to stand back and assess the political and military situation without traumatized rancor, yet with caustic honesty.

“The future historian,” Douglass predicted that same October, “will look at the facts of this war for the suppression of rebellion with astonishment. He will marvel at the conduct of the Government, and if he writes truly, he will write that while the people had heroism in the field, they had cowardice in the Cabinet, and that the latter counteracted the good effected by the former.”

Douglass in fact went further, forecasting that “while the brave Northern troops thought they were pouring out their warm hearts’ blood for universal liberty, the Cabinet was plotting that no harm should come to slavery; that while a faithful General”—Frémont—“was levelling his heaviest bolt at the head of the rebellion in Missouri, the President was interposing a statute book to soften the blow.”

Mr. Lincoln’s Government had demonstrated its abject “poverty and destitution” by failing to address “the four million slaves” in the country, Douglass lamented—people who were, after all, “the main dependence of the rebels for the money and the means” for mounting such an armed insurrection, and treasonably used “for overthrowing the Government.”1

Douglass’s forecast regarding future historians would ultimately prove correct—sad though it was. Gurowski’s forecast, too—for in the following year of an accelerating, increasingly savage war, Davis’s framing of the Confederacy’s cause, backed by self-justifying, proslavery Southern citizens and soldiery, would be allowed to go unchallenged by President Lincoln and his cabinet—permitting the Confederacy to continue to use millions of enslaved Black people as their sole means, beyond guns, to fund and commit mass white treason.

By the time Lincoln did bite the proverbial bullet more than a year later, as Gurowski had feared, the rebel Confederacy would be firmly established: politically, culturally, and militarily, not only in the eyes of Confederates but in those of the world: the British chancellor, Mr. William Gladstone, even openly lauding President Davis and the Confederacy from afar in a major speech, declaring that “we may be for or against the South, but there is no doubt that Jefferson Davis and other leaders of the South have made an army. They are making, it appears, a navy; and they have made what is more than either—they have made a nation.”2

A nation? The notion would be as extraordinary as Douglass had predicted it would be. Yet by “sweeping slavery under the rug” as the primary means of white rebellion for another year of war, Davis would be able to constitute by the fall of 1862 a much more difficult armed white adversary, moreover one whose supposed legitimacy had taken root by then in too many minds to change easily—too much blood having been shed, by that time, for the Confederate Congress to step back from the abyss. For by then, to Douglass’s and Gurowski’s chagrin, the diehards of the South would have become more than ever convinced of the simple righteousness of their cause: their independence.

Mr. Lincoln’s eventual recognition, in extremis, of his blunder would compel him, belatedly, to change his mind and agree to make the Confederacy’s use of so many millions of enslaved Black people—almost half the Southern population—a war issue, but it would never quite prompt Southerners to discard the fiction Jefferson Davis and others had sown of a legal justification for mounting armed insurrection: defense of soil and family.

What, though, if his opponent, President Davis—a warrior but not a politician—had bitten the slavery bullet—the notion of Black people freed to work and fight for the South—before Mr. Lincoln’s eventual revelation, and stolen the emancipation wind from Mr. Lincoln’s sails? Could Jefferson Davis have thereby saved at least the concept of righteous Southern independence—however lost the cause?
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Ironically, two years later President Davis would, in fact, take steps as commander in chief as well as chief executive to persuade his Congress to authorize the military to employ, arm, and offer emancipation to enslaved Black people in the South (“Act to use Slaves as Soldiers”), in return for their services to the Confederacy as an independent nation—their nation.3 In February 1864, in fact, he would first ask his Congress to pass a bill making “all male free negroes between the age ages of eighteen and fifty years of age” liable for military duties. Then, on November 7, 1864, in his Message to Congress, he would argue that all enslaved Black people, too, should be liable for military service—that is, obliged to fight for their new country.4 For, as Davis put it, belatedly, an enslaved Black man should no longer be seen as “property,” but as a “person.”

Wearing the mantles of both commander in chief and president of the Confederacy, a much-chastened Davis had by then given up hope that he could hide the role of slavery in funding, feeding, and financing the war. He therefore declared that he now wanted his Congress to undertake a “radical modification of the law”—since it was now “doubtful whether the private right of property can consistently and beneficially be continued,” as he put it, given the parlous state of affairs for the Confederacy by then—arguing, as Mr. Lincoln had done in the North, it would be better for the Confederate government to simply “buy out” enslaved people from their enslavers—and if employed in or by the Confederate Army, that they should be offered “emancipation” as “a reward for faithful service.”5

Davis’s own position would, in short, have changed by 1864, also in extremis: Davis having become certain that, rather than risking possible “subjugation” under a victorious government of the United States, most people in the Confederacy would be ready to “surrender every possession in order to secure independence”—including the people whom they had enslaved.

If, however, thanks to the dogma of “states’ rights,” the Confederate states continued to refuse to end slavery, beginning with the military, the result could only be surrender to the North, Davis would warn openly—and the Confederate Congress would, in that case, have only itself to blame. “If the Confederacy fails,” he would tell members of Congress, “there should be written on its tombstone, ‘Died of a Theory.’”6

Virginia, however—a border state that had only belatedly joined the Confederacy, moreover the state in which the most Southern blood was being shed—would drag its feet. “The passage of the act” would be “so long delayed” by Virginia diehards, Davis would write later, “that the opportunity was lost.”7
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In retrospect, then, just as Frederick Douglass predicted, Civil War historians would be hard put to credit why Abraham Lincoln had taken so long to cast off the statute book when the country was so imperiled—as even Jefferson Davis would do, eventually, though too late to save the rebellion, or the blood that had been spilled in the meantime. Above all, historians would be entitled to ask why President Lincoln had been so tardy in embracing emancipation as a military measure to suborn the rebellion of a minority section of the American public who were able to mount a successful armed insurrection and fight a civil war only by using slave labor on a massive scale.

Historians would be equally entitled to question, by the same token, why President Davis made no effort earlier, before President Lincoln did so, to grasp the nettle of slavery by using his military authority, under his war powers as Confederate commander in chief as well as president, to gain foreign recognition. European recognition, after all, was essential for independence, unless his armies defeated those of the North, which seemed statistically impossible. Could Davis, in short, have preempted a hesitant Mr. Lincoln, and thereby removed the casus belli of slavery before President Lincoln dared inject emancipation as a national/international cause into the Union’s failing prosecution of the war?

Davis, to be sure, would have been denounced by many Southern slaveholders (as he was later) as a pariah, had he attempted to propose at least discussion, if not debate, of emancipation in 1861. Yet, despite knowing that the Confederacy was doomed if it did not get foreign recognition and an end to the North’s naval blockade, he chose not to raise the issue, or possibility. Leaving it up to others, if they dared.

Few did. Nevertheless, with only 5 percent of Southerners owning one or more enslaved persons (though the rest of a white family was dependent on that ownership, financially and in terms of labor), was slave labor necessarily worth dying for, if paid labor was an alternative? Certainly there were less strident, more forward-looking Confederate voices who counseled at least the gradual emancipation of people enslaved in the South as the most effective way of cementing the Confederacy, given that it seemed to be establishing itself so firmly as a sovereign nation under Jefferson Davis—one that, to judge by the success of its wholly volunteer armies on the battlefield, seemed outwardly to have strong legs.

One such voice, for example, was that of James Spence, the Confederacy’s own financial agent in Liverpool. Spence was currently preparing a book, The American Union, which appeared in England in early November 1861, shortly after the Frémont proclamation furor. Spence’s work inspired political, economic, moral, and philosophical counterarguments and pamphlets across the South, and it continued to spark debate—the book going through numerous printings, and being translated into German; it would finally be published in Richmond itself, in an American edition, just over a year later.

In his treatise, Spence pointed out that people enslaved by Southerners had little or no chance of achieving freedom from a Northern president and administration that had been wedded to restoring the status quo ante—including protection of the rights of so-called fugitive slave agents, and the continuation of slavery itself in the United States. Here, then, was a chance for the Confederacy to do what the North would not: namely prepare for emancipation, and thereby achieve foreign recognition—and trade.

“If the Southern Confederacy maintains its independence,” Spence wrote, “it will become its strongest desire to be received into the family of independent powers”—a door Britain was not likely to open “without express conditions in relation to slavery,” by which Spence meant at least gradual abolition.8 Freeing enslaved Black people, as a policy, might seem a radical economic as well as social step for the Confederacy, but in reality “would involve no insuperable difficulties” if embarked upon in a positive, rather than negative, spirit, Spence pointed out. “To prevent the separation of husband from wife, or parent from child; to substitute taskwork for unmeasured labor; to devise means for the prevention of cruel treatment—in short to prevent the barbarities of the system of slavery, all this could be done with immeasurable advantage to the negro, and no real detriment to the owner,” he wrote as a Confederate-appointed cotton agent—appealing to the “new power” of the Davis administration to be realistic, and begin making overtures to trading partners as well as foreign sponsors by explaining to them, in words that Spence himself suggested, an acceptable Confederate policy regarding slavery.9 “We inherit,” he proposed as just such an approach, “a position we have not made and cannot escape from at will; but as far as our means extend we will endeavor to respond to the suggestions of friendly powers, and to enter into accordance with the spirit of the age.”10

Calls for such a preparatory emancipation policy within the Confederacy itself would, indeed, proliferate over the ensuing months in the press, in the Confederate Congress, and in the state legislatures of the Confederacy. Most importantly, such voices would grow in the Confederate Army, as the nation’s true military weakness in comparison with the North, and its dire deficiencies, could no longer be concealed. Trying to win a war for independence on the basis of dissimulation and without addressing slavery, when enslaved labor was furnishing the very means to wage war, in other words, was futile.

The first formal appeal for the employment and emancipation of enslaved Black people would indeed come from a Confederate general: Corps Commander General Patrick Cleburne, in Tennessee, on behalf of the Confederate soldiery there, and would be backed by the general’s staff and colleagues in late 1863. It would, however, be a belated appeal, after General Lee’s terrible bloodletting at Gettysburg, which would have to be hushed up and kept secret (in fact, for thirty years), lest it affect public confidence in the Confederate Army at the time—and embarrass worshippers of the rebel flag in the South even after the war.

In the meantime, though, at the height of apparent Confederate military “ascendancy” in the fall of 1861, Jefferson Davis had, in any event—like President Lincoln—refused to countenance the idea of emancipation, let alone discuss it with his revolving cabinet, with whom he had very little interaction. Thus leaving the outcome of the war to be decided on the battlefield—unless Mr. Lincoln, if pushed too hard against the wall, thought better about the South’s use of slavery to enable its continuing mass armed insurrection.

Which was not unthinkable—Commissioner Yancey having already warned Davis in his report from London in August 1861 that Mr. Lincoln and his government might well, “under stress of circumstances, change its policy” at any time.11
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PART SIX

WINTER OF DISCONTENT







1

“Supreme Commander”

THE “GENERAL” PUBLIC began to enter the White House at midday on the First of January, 1862, to celebrate the New Year, following in the footsteps of actual generals: the senior generals and officers of the U.S. Army and Navy who’d attended an earlier, invitation-only presidential reception at 11:00 a.m. Also members of the cabinet and their families, as well as the diplomatic corps in Washington; plus the six members of the Supreme Court. “This lasted until 2 p.m. when the doors were closed,” John Nicolay wrote his fiancée. “Of course there was a great jam.”1

Yet President Lincoln had been somewhat gloomy, despite the festivity. The events of the fall had left him in a dark mood, and the winter was not shaping up to be much lighter.

Not content with ordering General Frémont to rescind his emancipation proclamation on September 12, 1861, Mr. Lincoln had—despite the objections of Mr. Cameron, the secretary of war—fired General Frémont on October 24, tasking a special messenger to St. Louis to take the president’s written order—stitched into the lining of his jacket lest “General” Jessie try to deny admission into the general’s headquarters.

Secretary Cameron, who’d supported Frémont’s issuing of his proclamation, would also have to go, especially since he had followed Frémont’s proclamation with his own official War Department report to Congress, in December, calling for emancipation and—Heaven forbid!—the arming of freedmen!

First, however, the president had wanted George Brinton McClellan—the young proslavery commander of the field army massing at Washington, now called the Army of the Potomac—to be elevated to the position of general-in-chief of the entire U.S. Army, in place of the aging, physically incapacitated Winfield Scott. As the darker days of November had approached, Mr. Lincoln had therefore asked the six-foot-five-inch General Scott—who’d earlier almost come to blows with General McClellan, in front of the president and cabinet members, and would willingly have had him court-martialed for “insubordination” for failing to give Scott information about the Army of the Potomac, yet giving it to journalists—to resign and make way for the “Little Napoleon.”2 With the consent of the cabinet, General McClellan was asked, verbally, if he would take on Scott’s role as general-in-chief.

Several days later, on November 1, 1861, Mr. Lincoln then wrote out the fateful order, appointing the thirty-four-year-old former army captain and railway manager to the highest Union command in war: responsible not only for military strategy, but also the distribution and arming of forces across the country. As Mr. Lincoln wrote, George McClellan was to “command the whole Army. You will therefore assume this enlarged duty at once, conferring with me as far as is necessary. Yours truly, AL.”3

“As far as is necessary” was an ambiguous phrase that Abraham Lincoln would come to regret, as a lawyer—and U.S. commander in chief. Another was the phrase he’d used when appointing McClellan: namely, the new “supreme commander” of the Union’s armies, as he himself had put it.4 For, once raised to the pinnacle of the army as general-in-chief, young George McClellan might be supremely self-confident—a virtue in waging war, especially in terms of national morale—but the diminutive officer was also virtually impossible to control. How easy might it be to remove his new general-in-chief, should the need arise? Scott had gone graciously—but Scott was old school, and old. Given Mr. Lincoln’s discomfort over firing people, removing General McClellan might not be so straightforward.

Much relieved at doing what he’d felt he’d had to do to keep slavery well out of the limelight and the war, Abraham had found himself feeling distinctly better, nevertheless, after these leadership changes, as he’d subsequently confided to the Methodist minister Moncure Conway at the White House. Slavery and emancipation were matters to be kept well away from the action, he told the reverend, who could not be expected to understand practical, worldly issues—especially political ones. “The position in which I am placed,” Lincoln explained somewhat breezily, given the fate of three and a half million enslaved Black people held hostage and forced to fund—as assets in obtaining bank loans—the war for the Confederacy, “brings me into some knowledge of opinions in all parts of the country and of many different kinds of people; and it appears to me that the great masses of this country care comparatively little about the negro, and are anxious only for military successes.”5

The Union army had hitherto scored no major victories on the battlefield, however—indeed, by the time the president conferred with the reverend, the Union army had barely set foot on a battlefield, let alone on rebel soil in the two months following former captain McClellan’s appointment as general-in-chief. Nor did the U.S. Army, as the nation’s primary weapon of war, seem to have any detailed plans or tactical proposals for offensive battle to show him, as far as the president could discern or discover. So much for the general-in-chief conferring with the nation’s commander in chief! The short, mustachioed commander of the Army of the Potomac had thanked the president for promoting him to the higher role on November 1, and—according to John Hay’s account—had assured Mr. Lincoln that he would be open to advice and not “be embarrassed by intervention” if the president interceded, or disagreed with his manner of overall command of the Union armies.6

No intervention occurred, since no plans were offered. Moreover, it was the president who found himself embarrassed, not McClellan—Mr. Lincoln too embarrassed, it transpired, to complain to McClellan at the new general-in-chief’s refusal to discuss military strategy and planning with him.

At one level, Mr. Lincoln was not surprised, attributing the young general’s purdah to the novelty of his larger command. In fact, the president had worried from the start lest the battle-inexperienced and possibly battle-shy supreme commander of the Union’s armies might be a mistake. Voicing his concern, in fact, he’d asked McClellan if he was quite sure that, “in addition” to field command of the Army of the Potomac, he felt up to taking on the responsibility of “supreme command of the army”—the whole U.S. Army, currently swelling to 650,000 men, volunteer and enlisted.

“I can do it all,” McClellan had “quietly” assured the president.7

He couldn’t, as things had turned out—moreover was utterly averse to asking for advice, let alone help, from the commander in chief, or from the secretary of war. Instead, McClellan had commenced to “do it all”—insisting on retaining command of the Army of the Potomac as well as supreme, overall command of the armies—cutting himself off from the White House and refusing to provide plans for a renewed attack on Richmond, or anywhere else for that matter. Beyond big parades, there was no talk of battle, or possible plans of advance in the East. Or the West—where the lack of railways had caused McClellan to abandon any thought of an advance before the spring of ’62.

November had turned into December, and December finally to January, with no sign of Union gun smoke. The army, it appeared, had simply gone into winter quarters—as had McClellan himself. He’d fallen sick, too, it was said—with no one acting in command at the War Department in his stead.

The whole situation had left the U.S. commander in chief gloomy and worried by New Year’s Day, 1862. The absence of his new U.S. general-in-chief from the festivities did nothing to boost Lincoln’s spirits. McClellan was, supposedly, still too sick to be seen. The president, and the world, would have to wait.
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As he told the Reverend Conway, President Lincoln had made it a feature of his presidential modus operandi from the very start to meet and greet as many people as possible, lest he lose touch with real voters—their voices relayed to him by newspaper editors, whom he tried hard to ignore when critical of him. But, thanks to keeping in touch—literally—with ordinary voters by shaking the hands of hordes of people, from members of Congress to visiting citizens crowding into the White House, the president could not but be aware by the New Year that his presidency was once again at risk.

Though he’d pleaded for patience and placed a damper on expectations of radical change in government policy in the hope of swift military success, there was still little success to show for all of the resources the nation was pouring into the conflict: the 650,000 volunteers and others who’d enlisted, not to mention the people’s money that the government was spending to feed, pay, and arm the troops. The failure to subdue secession and insurrection thus made it look as if Lincoln didn’t really intend to bring the Confederacy to heel—and the promoting of a former army captain to replace the famous warrior Lieutenant General Scott as the new U.S. general-in-chief seemed only a form of shadow boxing with President Davis, a hundred miles away in Richmond.

The war had, in short, been a disappointment to most people in the North, given the huge number of volunteers who’d offered to serve in the military. The Battle of Ball’s Bluff, near Leesburg, Virginia, for instance, in October 1861, where more than 500 Union troops were captured, had led to accusations of a military conspiracy to lose the war, and thus let the Confederacy prosper. “They want to save the Union in such manner as not to hurt its deadly assailants, its implacable foes,” the editor of the New York Tribune had written, articulating a groundswell of anger, disappointment, and growing fear in Northern states: namely that, after increasing the size of the U.S. Army from a minuscule 14,000 men to 650,000 already, the military might become too powerful for the nation’s own good—a military not fighting the “enemy,” but taking over the Union itself. A coup-in-waiting, backed by ambitious and arrogant proslavery officers who resented being controlled by civilians—Lincoln and his cabinet.

Nowhere was the fear in civilian quarters of a possible military coup more pronounced than in the U.S. Congress, where it was openly claimed that there was not, after the firing of John Frémont, “more than one sincere abolitionist or emancipationist” left in the Union’s officer corps. So worrying to members of Congress had this become, in fact, that the two chambers had set up, early in December, their own “Joint Committee on the Conduct of the War,” with power to subpoena any U.S. officers currently serving in the conflict.

Led by Republican senators Benjamin Wade and Zachariah Chandler, the joint committee had swiftly set its sights on the dilatory Mr. Lincoln himself—the virtual paralysis and lack of offensive planning by the hugely expensive Union armies under General-in-chief and also Army of the Potomac commander George McClellan putting the president by January 1, 1862, increasingly under fire.
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Deeply frustrating for Mr. Lincoln as commander in chief was his new appointee: General-in-chief McClellan, whose refusal to meet with him—or with members of the new joint committee of Congress—augured ill for the effective prosecution of the war.

The longer General McClellan remained incommunicado—he’d declined to appear before the Joint Committee on December 20, citing sickness, suspected to be typhoid—the more deeply worried Mr. Lincoln had become.8 The young man had promised so much, yet seemed to have then gone out of his way immediately, almost like a child, to show the president who was now sole boss of the war. The U.S. Army was, he implied, his personal fiefdom from this point on—and, he’d made clear, he had no wish to consult the president in ruling it.

For example, the president’s private secretary John Hay, together with Secretary Seward, had escorted Mr. Lincoln to Army Headquarters to see General McClellan on November 13, since the general would not come to the White House. Only to be told there that the general was at a wedding reception, though he would return shortly.

“We went in and after we had waited about an hour McC came in,” Hay recorded in his diary—the general learning from the porter that “the President was waiting.” Ignoring this, the general simply “went upstairs, passing the room where the President and Secretary of State were seated. They waited about half-an-hour, and sent once more a servant to tell the General they were there, and the answer came that the General had gone to bed.”9

Gone to bed without acknowledging his president and commander in chief? This was surely a unique snub in the history of the presidency and military relations. In his journal, John Hay had felt the insult so strongly that he worried it might, in fact, be a “dreadful portent of evil to come”—a prediction that would be proven all too real, over time. “I merely record this unparalleled insolence of epaulette,” Hay penned, “without comment,” for he didn’t want to seem too panicky, even to himself. Nevertheless it surely couldn’t be ignored, since there might be many more McClellans in the woodwork. “It is the first indication,” he noted as if waking finally to the possibility, “I have yet seen of the threatened supremacy of military authorities.”10

Why had the president put up with such treatment by a thirty-four-year-old subordinate whom he himself had promoted to the post, though? Hay—even younger than the young general—had asked the president, whom he saw as a father figure, “but he seemed not to have noticed it specially, saying it was better at this time not to be making points of etiquette & personal dignity.”11

Etiquette? McClellan’s deliberate rudeness hadn’t been anything new, however. He’d apparently done the same with Major Ulysses Grant, who’d been senior to McClellan in former rank, when Grant had asked to serve in the military in Ohio earlier that summer. William Russell, the London Times war correspondent, had also been privy to such an occasion, as Russell noted in his own diary in October. Calling on McClellan “the other night at his usual time of return” from engagements, Russell noted: “I was told by the orderly, who was closing the door, ‘The General’s gone to bed tired, and can see no one. He sent the same message to the President, who came inquiring after him ten minutes ago.’”

The poor general too tired to see the commander in chief, his superior? And if so, why had the president not called him out for such insolence?

Russell rather admired Mr. Lincoln for his long-sufferingness, and had attempted to be sympathetic in his diary—aware that Mr. Lincoln was out of his depth when dealing with the military, an institution that was almost its own principality: vast, complicated, a patchwork of bureaus, personalities, egos. “This poor President!” Russell had noted with compassion. “He is to be pitied; surrounded by such scenes, and trying with all his might to understand strategy, naval warfare, big guns, the movements of troops, military maps, reconnaissances, occupations, interior and exterior lines, and all the technical details of the art of slaying. He runs from one house to another, armed with plans, papers, reports, recommendations, sometimes good-humored, never angry, occasionally dejected, and always a little fussy.”12

McClellan’s behavior appeared, however, to be a more studied impertinence than a mere unwillingness to educate the president in military matters. It was as if his meteoric rise to military stardom, at such a young age, had swollen McClellan’s head like a cerebral edema.

An English friend of William Russell was equally amazed by President Lincoln’s humility when dealing with uniformed officers. As Russell recorded of another occasion, they’d been “sitting in the parlor at head-quarters,” waiting to see McClellan, who was well known to Russell’s companion. Into the room walked “a tall man with a navvy’s [worker’s] cap, and an ill-made shooting-suit, from the pockets of which protruded paper and bundles. ‘Well,’ said he to Brigadier Van Vliet, who rose to receive him, ‘Is George in?’13

“‘Yes, sir. He’s come back, but is lying down, very much fatigued. I’ll send up, sir, and inform him you wish to see him.’

“‘Oh, no; I can wait. I think I’ll take supper with him.’”

Brigadier Van Vliet had asked who he should tell General McClellan was waiting. “‘I forget your name—are you a major, or a colonel, or a general?’

“‘Whatever you like to make me, sir,’” the tall figure had responded.

“Seeing that General McClellan would be occupied,” Russell recounted, “I walked out with my friend, who asked me when I got into the street why I stood up when that tall fellow came into the room.”

“Because it was the President,” Russell had replied.

“‘The President of what?’

“‘Of the United States.’

“‘Oh! Come, now you’re humbugging me. Let me have another look at him,’” the Englishman had said, going back in.

“He came back more incredulous than ever, but when I assured him I was quite serious, he exclaimed, ‘I give up the United States after this.’”14
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Worse than the insolence—worse even than the hoped-for campaign that the new general-in-chief had declined to undertake—had been the aggressive action that was taken by another officer, however: Captain Charles Wilkes of the U.S. Navy. Wilkes had, in fact, brought the Union close to war with a major foreign power—a far more threatening war than that with the Confederacy at that moment.

On November 9, 1861, Wilkes’s U.S. Navy frigate—the USS San Jacinto, a steam-powered, screw-propeller vessel boasting ten nine-inch guns, one eleven-inch gun, and one one-hundred-pounder rifle—had pursued an unarmed British commercial vessel on the high seas: the Royal Mail Steamship Trent, off Cuba.

Captain Wilkes had been zealously enforcing the U.S. Navy’s blockade of the Confederate coasts at the time—but forcing a foreign mail ship, the RMS Trent, nowhere close to the Confederate coast, to heave to and halt after firing a gunshot across its bows and then boarding the ship at gunpoint in international waters, had been a risky enterprise. Worse had followed, however.

Tipped off about two of the Trent’s more distinguished passengers, Wilkes had arrested and removed them! To Wilkes’s joy they were, as he’d suspected, President Jefferson Davis’s two new replacement Confederate commissioners to Europe, former U.S. Senators James Mason and John Slidell, who’d gotten successfully through the Union blockade via Cuba, and were currently making their way to England and Paris to seek recognition of the supposedly thriving Confederate States of America.

Proud of his bravado, Captain Wilkes had, instead, caused a diplomatic furor—one that almost did the commissioners’ work for them by causing Britain to declare hostilities and break the blockade, since the maverick, self-satisfied Captain Wilkes, if he was to stay on the right side of international maritime rules, ought then to have brought the men before a prize court.

Instead, however, Wilkes had brought the commissioners back to prison in the United States. This led the British Government to threaten action against the United States unless the two passengers, traveling under the British ensign on a British vessel in international waters, were immediately released and the Lincoln government apologized for what amounted to an act of war against Britain.

Since the transatlantic telegraph cable between the countries had failed and been abandoned in 1858, however, diplomatic negotiations had had to be conducted via more mail ships—each one taking a week to transport missives and counter-missives across the ocean.

On behalf of President Lincoln, Secretary of State Seward was then forced, ultimately, to issue a quasi-apology to the British ambassador in Washington at the end of the year, and to order the release of the two commissioners to continue their treasonous journey. When the commissioners had left Maine—where they’d been “accommodated”—on January 1, 1861, President Lincoln was duly informed.15

It was small wonder that Mr. Lincoln, at the White House, had seemed distracted at the New Year’s White House gathering that day.

“Poor old 1861 just going,” attorney George Templeton Strong—lawyer, medical philanthropist, and abolitionist—had noted in his own diary before going to bed the night before, in New York. “It has been a gloomy year of trouble and disaster”—especially the battle at Bull Run.16

The next one, 1862, however, promised to be far, far worse.

16







2

Simplicity—or Conceit

IN NOVEMBER 1861, before he’d shown his true colors, the thirty-four-year-old George McClellan had boasted to Salmon Chase, the Treasury secretary, that he could easily wrap up the war by seizing Richmond, the Confederate capital, by February 1862.1 And without needing or wanting to touch slavery.

Once assuming command of the entire U.S. Army as “supreme commander,” McClellan’s boast had proven not only idle, however, but unlikely. Admitting that he had no verified idea of the size of the Confederate forces that the Army of the Potomac was facing at Richmond, the young general had judged the size of Confederate forces there at 150,000 troops, as against his own 75,000 men at Washington.2 The Union troops would be enough, McClellan had said, to defend Washington, but insufficient yet to take the offensive action he’d earlier hoped to mount—despite the fine, late-autumn conditions. Given his own supposed numerical inferiority, he’d argued as a supposed military expert, it would be absurd to attack. Or even bother, it seemed, to make reconnaissance sorties to test whether his assumptions of superior Confederate numbers were true.

Time, in any case, was of no great consequence, McClellan had confided to chosen journalists. Better to sort things out in the western part of the country under General Henry Halleck, the proslavery officer whom he’d recommended to take General Frémont’s command. Then, once Davis’s Confederate forces were shifted west to deal with Halleck, he, McClellan, would be in a better position to deal with Davis’s diminished army at Manassas, protecting Richmond.

Those pressing for swift action in the East were thus simply ignorant Republicans, McClellan had sneered—“Radical” politicians who wanted the civil war to become a vendetta against misguided Southerners. Whereas McClellan felt sure that, once the number of Union troops exceeded that of the enemy and delivered a knockout blow under his personal command, the Confederates could be persuaded to return to the fold. And this without involving slavery.

“Help me to dodge the n****r,” the young general-in-chief had written Samuel Barlow, the wealthy lawyer and proslavery Democrat who was McClellan’s financial sponsor in New York, on November 8, 1861, for “we want nothing to do with him. I am fighting,” he explained how he saw his mission, “to preserve the integrity of the Union & the power of this Govt—on no other issue.”3
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McClellan’s stance was an unashamed, anti-abolitionist view that the president shared, at least so far as McClellan was aware. Slavery was and must remain “incidental and subsidiary” to the war, as McClellan had put it—and he was assured the president was of the same mind. “The Presdt is perfectly honest & is really sound on the n****r question,” he’d confided to Barlow.4

With Mr. Lincoln’s backing, slavery in America would, in short, be left alone. Without reason to rush as general-in-chief, he, George McClellan, would gather enough trained Union troops to launch, in due course, a “heavy, rapid, & decisive” offensive battle to end the war and get back to where the country had been before.5

Instead of which, in subsequent weeks, it had become clear that McClellan couldn’t—or rather, wouldn’t—launch such an offensive in winter—having nonsensically overestimated the forces President Davis could field. Whatever assurances he’d given when accepting his appointment, McClellan, moreover, would brook no “intervention” that the president might wish to make as commander in chief. Deference to the president simply went out the window. Possessed of boundless self-esteem and an overweening ego, it was as if the thirty-four-year-old suddenly saw himself as a kind of Roman consul, on the cusp of winning grand military laurels, but in his own preferred time, possibly even paving the way for future political glory: Julius McClellan.

Julius Caesar, however, had been a tough, brilliant, fighting general. McClellan, by contrast, was a busy, remarkably charismatic charlatan: blessed with abundant energy in burnishing his credentials and promises of what he would achieve, while masking a profound personal fear of blood—which, for a soldier, would be something of a hindrance on the battlefield.

Given McClellan’s strange behavior—his rudeness and refusal to discuss his proposed plan of campaign—it had, over time, caused Abraham Lincoln to wonder whether he might have made a mistake in promoting the little jackass, as members of the new joint congressional committee were warning. Instead of turning to Secretary Cameron, his secretary of war, to deal with the matter, however, Abraham had turned on the emancipationist secretary—just as he’d done on the antislavery soldier, Frémont.
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Mailed out to the press on December 1, 1861, Secretary Cameron’s annual report to Congress on the state of the nation’s army had sealed not McClellan’s fate as a do-nothing new “supreme commander,” but instead the war secretary’s as an antislavery proponent.

Cameron’s annual report had run: “Those who make war against the Government justly forfeit all rights of property, privilege, and security derived from the Constitution and laws against which they are in armed rebellion”—words that Edwin Stanton, the former attorney general under President Buchanan and presently one of the government’s consultant lawyers, had helped Cameron craft.6 Consequently, “as the labor and service of their slaves constitute the chief property of the rebels,” the secretary of war had written, “such property should share the common fate of war.”

This had not been all, however. “It is clearly the right of the Government to arm slaves when it may become necessary,” Cameron had asserted, “as it is to use gunpowder taken from the enemy.”7

Arm slaves? The phrase had rung alarm bells in Washington—especially when the Cameron Report, rumors of which had circulated for some time, had been passed around the press before Mr. Lincoln even saw the document.8 A “number of printed copies of the report had left Washington before the ‘incendiary’ passage was observed by Mr. Lincoln,” one of Mr. Lincoln’s intimates in the White House later recorded, “and the New York ‘Tribune’ published it as originally written,” so that it became a public document. “Late in the evening of the day that these were sent” out, however, “the government printer”—a proslavery man—“took a copy to the President, saying he thought he ought to look it over and see if it was satisfactory.”9

It wasn’t, in the president’s view. “Mr. Lincoln glanced over the copy placed in his hands, and his eye rested upon the passage in question,” the intimate later recorded, “which had reference to arming the slaves. Instantly he was aroused. ‘This will never do!’ said he. ‘Gen. Cameron must take no such responsibility. That is a question which belongs exclusively to me!’ Then, with a pencil, he struck out the objectionable clause, and ordered measures to be taken at once to suppress the copies already issued.”10

Worse still, in the eyes of Radicals, had been the president’s later explanation of why he’d not only forced the retraction of Cameron’s report, but, listening to the voices of proslavers, had then rid himself of the secretary of war, which—despite his aversion to firing people—he did some weeks later.

The dismissal of Secretary Cameron, when the president summoned the courage to do it, would be hailed by proslavers as a rebuke to other Radicals, too, who were pressing for emancipation to be seen as a military necessity in depriving the Confederacy of its means of insurrection. “Shortly after this event,” one memoirist recorded, “some gentlemen called upon the President, and expressing much satisfaction at the change” of personnel in the cabinet, namely the resignation of the war secretary, went on to suggest “that in their judgment the interests of the country required an entire reconstruction of the Cabinet”—a ridding of the administration of all but proslavers, despite the 1860 election.11 In the view of these gentlemen, Republican antislavery politicians such as the secretary of the Interior, Caleb Smith, the navy secretary, Gideon Welles, and even the Treasury secretary, Salmon Chase, who’d supported Secretary Cameron’s stance, should also be fired.

“Mr. Lincoln heard them through, and then shaking his head dubiously, replied, with his peculiar smile: ‘Gentlemen, when I was a young man I used to know very well one Joe Wilson, who built himself a log-cabin not far from where I lived. Joe was very fond of eggs and chickens, and he took a good deal of pains in fitting up a poultry shed. Having at length got together a choice lot of young fowls,—of which he was very proud,—he began to be much annoyed by the depredations of those little black and white spotted animals, which it is not necessary to name. One night Joe was awakened by an unusual cackling and fluttering among his chickens. Getting up, he crept out to see what was going on. It was a bright moonlight night, and he soon caught sight of half a dozen of the little pests, which with their dam were running in and out of the shadow of the shed. Very wrathy, Joe put a double charge into his old musket, and thought he would ‘clean’ out the whole tribe at one shot. Somehow he only killed one, and the balance scampered off across the field.12

“In telling the story, Joe would always pause here, and hold his nose. ‘Why didn’t you follow them up, and kill the rest?’ inquired the neighbors. “Blast it,” said Joe, “why, it was eleven weeks before I got over killin’ one. If you want any more skirmishing in that line you can just do it yourselves!’”13

In other words: firing one person—Secretary Cameron—let alone more, had been enough to traumatize the president.

It was a telling and all-too-self-illuminating tale—an example that would soon enough be repeated, though with far greater consequences for the country.
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Anxious and concerned over the lack of any sign that the Army of the Potomac was going to be ordered to advance into actual battle by the “supreme commander,” despite the dry campaigning weather, President Lincoln finally took his carriage to General McClellan’s house on January 2, 1862, to see if the general was feeling any better after two weeks’ isolation. According to the general’s servant, the general was better—but declined to speak to the president.

Surprised, but again swallowing his irritation, the president went to the Navy Yard. There, by the banks of the Potomac, the president talked with the deputy superintendent, U.S. Navy Captain John Dahlgren—whose brother Charles had joined the Confederate Army and would serve as a Confederate brigadier general, much like Mary Lincoln’s brother George and three of her half brothers, Alexander, David, and Samuel Todd, who, despite living in a loyal state, all chose treason and fought in the Confederate Army in the war.

Lincoln was perturbed. Was the rift between the “sections,” North and South, becoming irrevocable, Mr. Lincoln had openly asked? “For the first time,” Captain Dahlgren noted in his handwritten diary that night, “I heard the President speak of the bare possibility of our being two nations.”14

Dahlgren, who’d gotten to know the president quite well over the eight months of war, was shocked. Mr. Lincoln spoke “as if alluding to a previous suggestion.”15

One someone had made? Secretary of State Seward, perhaps?

Dahlgren was unsure, but quoted the president’s cri de coeur in more detail. “He could not see how the two could exist so near to each other,” even if a separation agreement between the “nations”—one permitting slavery, the other not—was reached.16 Besides, Congress seemed to be losing patience, and would probably no longer countenance a negotiated settlement granting anything close to autonomy in the South, given the military threat that the Confederacy posed.

The rebellion would therefore have to be crushed by brute military force—a force of arms Mr. Lincoln had threatened to use eight months before, but which had come to naught at Bull Run under dour General Irvin McDowell. And now George McClellan, the very general he’d promoted to “supreme command” of the 650,000 men of the U.S. Army—soldiers equipped, shod, and wearing blue uniforms under the great banner of the Stars and Stripes—declined to speak with him, the nation’s commander in chief, and McClellan’s superior officer. Or deputize anyone to do so on his behalf.

The president “was evidently worried,” noted Captain Dahlgren—who had been a proslavery man all his life, though loyal to the U.S. Navy and the Union.17

Almost pathetically, Dahlgren recorded in his diary, the president lamented the lack of evidence of any military preparations for taking battle to the Confederacy: “No one seemed ready,” said Lincoln—words he used “with much feeling.”18
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The situation in Washington only got worse from there.

As the early days of January went by, the president continued what appeared to William Russell to be at times a one-man attempt to actually win the war—while resolutely sweeping the issue of slavery under the rug, whatever members of Congress (“Jacobins,” as Lincoln saw the Radicals there) demanded to the contrary.19

The very idea of winning the national struggle against rebellion, but then continue the enslavement of four million Black people in America once the Confederacy was dissolved: this, increasingly, had become anathema for those Republicans who hated slavery. Not only for them, but also those who considered slavery not merely the real cause of the insurrection, but the sole economic means by which the South was enabling its “nation” to mount such a massive, armed rebellion—war—against the government. The president’s promotion of General McClellan—not a Republican, but a Democrat and an avowed proslaver—to general-in-chief seemed to them to be a potentially fatal mistake, especially when McClellan declined to take action against the South, instead focusing on making himself the new darling of the military in parades, inspections, and printed messages to the troops—but with no sign of genuine intent to crush the insurrection.

Such, certainly, was the concern, of Count Adam Gurowski at the State Department, too. Only three years older than Mr. Lincoln, and reluctantly appointed clerk and translator in the diplomatic department by Mr. Seward, who disliked Gurowski intensely, the count had shown an almost mystical reverence for the country he’d come to as a Polish exile in 1849—a well-known European “Forty-Eighter.”20 The count had first welcomed Mr. Lincoln’s promotion of young George McClellan to army command in the dark days after the Union’s abject defeat at Bull Run in July 1861; his enthusiasm, however, had waned in October when, like others, he’d actually met the new general-in-chief.

“I do not attach any value to physiognomies, and consider phrenology, craniology, and their kindred, to be rather humbugs,” Gurowski had noted in his diary (the first volume of which would be published in December of 1862), “but, nevertheless, I was struck with the soft, insignificant inexpressiveness of his eyes,” as well as his “features,” from the droopy mustache to the lost chin.21

Worse had followed in Gurowski’s own sharper eyes when, at the end of October 1861, President Lincoln dumped “Old Fuss and Feathers” and promoted “Little Mac” to be general-in-chief of the entire U.S. Army. The count had become positively alarmed—especially when McClellan, who seemed to have become inordinately pleased with himself, soon made it clear that despite the excellent, dry campaigning conditions, he was not going to join battle with Confederates anytime soon. And never as slavers.

“My enthusiasm for him, my faith, is wholly extinct,” Gurowski had recorded of his “protracted” October meeting with the general. “All that he said to me and to others present was altogether unmilitary and inexperienced. It made me sick at heart to hear him, and to think that he is to decide over the destinies and the blood of the people. And he already an idol, incensed, worshipped, before he did anything whatever. McClellan may have individual courage,” the count allowed (though there had been little actual evidence of it). But then, “so has almost every animal.” More importantly, “he has not the decision and the courage of a military leader and captain.” He was all words. “He has no real confidence in the troops”—his own troops. Moreover, he “has scarcely any idea how battles are fought,” Gurowski noted—“no confidence in and no notion of the use of the bayonet.”22

McClellan’s “Army of the Potomac”—its name copied from Beauregard’s Army of the Potomac, at Manassas, before Bull Run—had drilled, paraded, and dug trenches in the vicinity of Washington for months, ever since July. It had, however, rehearsed no real battle maneuver. “All the wealth, energy, intellect of the country, is concentrated in the hands of McClellan, and he uses it to throw up entrenchments,” Gurowski snorted in his diary—furious at the chance of real combat experience going completely to waste throughout the perfect autumn weather in Virginia.23

It was not only the deliberate unwillingness to gain real battle experience, moreover, but the thought of the advantage this had given to an embattled President Davis and the Confederacy that disturbed Gurowski—and many others, especially in Congress. Every month’s waste permitted the South to solidify its sovereignty as a supposedly independent country rather than to be exposed, at home and abroad, as a sham “nation”—an armed white insurrection funded by something about which the Confederates kept silent: mass slave labor.

“We lose time, and time is all in favor of the rebels,” Gurowski complained. “Every day consolidates their existence—so to speak, crystallizes them.24

“Many so-called Union men in the South, who, at the start, opposed secession,” Gurowski lamented, “by and by will get accustomed to it”—the count amazed at how Jefferson Davis and his colleagues were managing to paint themselves as honest defenders of their homesteads, when those insurrectionist homesteads were kept going entirely by enslaved labor—which, in terms of the cotton and food produced “under the gun,” as well as the dollar-value of enslaved people as “property” at auction and thereby getting bank credit, was financing the very arms, armor, and troops of the rebellion! “Secession daily takes deeper root, and will so by degrees become un fait accompli,” the count lamented.25 “No one around me here seems to understand (and no one is familiar enough with general history) that protracted wars consolidate a nationality. Every day of Southern existence shapes it out more and more into a nation, with all the necessary moral and material conditions of existence.”26

Those material conditions were entirely the product of slave labor—yet Mr. Lincoln, to Gurowski’s chagrin, seemed unwilling to mention, let alone challenge, the economic and financial foundation of the South’s armed rebellion.

This said, Mr. Lincoln, from all accounts, did appear disappointed by the seeming paralysis of his armies, east and west—exhibiting an instinctive understanding, at least, that time mattered; that every month of inaction risked the consolidation of the Confederacy.

But if so, then why was Mr. Lincoln, as commander in chief of the armed services, not getting on with the war? And if not Mr. Lincoln, who else could order McClellan into action?

Gurowski had warned the war secretary, Simon Cameron, of the danger of “bestowing such powers on McClellan,” after McClellan was promoted to replace Scott as general-in-chief. Cameron’s answer, however, had been disturbing. “What shall we do?” the secretary had replied, “neither the President nor I know anything about military affairs.”27

Unfortunately for the Union, Gurowski was aware, the other president did.
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Count Gurowski suspected that his boss at the State Department, former New York governor Seward, was behind McClellan’s inactivity. Why otherwise was the president not pressing his protégé, the supreme commander whom he’d appointed, to advance into battle? Seward was a snake. “That damn man is shallow, insincere, ludicrously ignorant of his work,” Gurowski wrote of his boss, Seward, to a friend, “and a clever charlatan!”28

For his part, the president came across to Gurowski as too weak, too well-meaning, and only too willing to listen to everyone—a sad sight at the daily mêlée at the White House, and one which embarrassed even the president’s secretaries, who noted that there’d been more visitors to Washington and the White House in a week in January than in a whole month before. And the president simply too diffident, too unfocused, to take command of the ship of state as captain.

“The vessel and the crew are excellent, and would easily obey the hand of a helmsman,” Gurowski judged, “but there is the rub, where to find him? Lincoln is a simple man of the prairie, and his eyes penetrate not the fog, the tempest. They do not perceive the signs of the times—cannot embrace the horizon of the nation. And thus his small intellectual insight is dimmed by those around him. Lincoln begins now already to believe that he is infallible,” or rather, he corrected himself, too far “ahead of the people”—people who weren’t prepared for the ending of slavery—“and frets that the people may remain behind. Oh simplicity or conceit!”29

No change, moreover, was in sight, whether in Washington or in U.S. embassies abroad. Secretary Seward had given orders to Charles Adams in London, for example, not to even “mention the matter of slavery” as the U.S. ambassador to England—an “emphatical prohibition” which, in Gurowski’s view as a former European, was a “blunder” of which Seward would, “before too long or short,” surely “repent.”30

Seward was a strange individual, in the count’s view: a man of undoubted talent, patriotic and “good natured when not stung,”31 but a chameleon who’d “spent his life in various political tricks,” and was “surrounded” by “intimates” who were “unintellectual mediocrities or tricksters,” as Gurowski lamented—including prominent newspaper editors whom Seward imagined he could manipulate, yet, in return, Gurowski warned, would then manipulate the secretary.32

Above all, however, what drove the count to near despair in Washington was the Lincoln–Seward pusillanimity—the way that the president and his secretary of state hid behind the limiting dictates of the peacetime U.S. Constitution, when a third of the country was in armed insurrection against the U.S. government.

“The Constitution was made for a healthy, normal condition of the nation,” Gurowski argued. But the “present condition is abnormal.”

“When the human body is ruined or devoured by a violent disease, often very tonic [tough restorative] remedies are used—remedies which would destroy the organism if administered when in a healthy, normal condition. A strong organism recovers from disease, and from its treatment. Human societies and institutions,” he reflected, “pass through a similar ordeal, and when they are unhinged, extraordinary and abnormal ways are required to maintain the endangered society and restore its equipoise.”33

The war, as war, had to be about more than frontiers, in Gurowski’s view: it had to include surgery to identify and remove the actual means by which Southerners were mounting their armed insurrection, if the frontiers of the nation were ever to be reestablished—for enslavers would naturally fight hard for their privileges and “rights,” like all people with vested interests. Especially so, moreover, if they were able to get away with a purified mantra that papered over the only real financial asset which could fund the rebellion: enslaved labor.
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Oh, the wealth that was provided to the Confederacy by force, as monetizable “property”—each able-bodied enslaved field hand, on average, valued at auction at $1,800.34 Enslaved people, as the “world’s most widely traded commodity,” thus representing more than $6.3 billion in potential collateral for Confederate loans.35

Enslaved people were, in effect, the ultimate “guarantors” of the Confederate revolt.36 Loans and debt that were “guaranteed,” financially, not only by cotton itself as quasi-gold, but by billions of dollars in securities, bonds, and cotton warrants tied to the unpaid, ongoing enslaved labor being used to enable and mount the armed rebellion.37 It was slave labor—against the will, approval, or consent, at gunpoint, of the enslaved—that produced not only the cotton, but almost all the food and marketable products needed for the insurgency: its tobacco, its sugar, its rice. Not only for the white civilian population, moreover, but for the white Confederate armies. It was, in sum, the output as well as enslaved Black people themselves as “property”—the assets they represented in financing the rebellion, and the means they provided to raise financial credit for the Confederacy to buy weapons and naval vessels in Europe—that constituted the South’s very means of continuing to wage war: assets used at home and abroad to buy military clothing, rifles, cannons, ammunition, vessels, cruisers.38

Gurowski was by no means alone, moreover, in ruing Mr. Lincoln’s refusal to make slavery a war issue; in truth, more and more voices were calling on his government to openly acknowledge Southern enslaved labor as the Confederacy’s sole means of prolonging the insurrection, since the Confederacy had no other means to speak of. What didn’t Lincoln understand of this reality, Gurowski and others wondered, when the evidence was so clear, and available in every newspaper?

The president’s ostrichlike failure to identify—and spotlight—the crucial role of slavery in undergirding the Confederacy’s armed insurrection seemed to Gurowski almost criminal. As was Mr. Lincoln’s only solution to the slavery dilemma: namely “colonization,” or the eviction of Black people from the United States.
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Mr. Lincoln’s Report to Congress, on December 3, 1861—read out by John Forney, secretary of the Senate—had especially dispirited Count Gurowski as he listened to it in person in the unfinished, domeless Capitol.

The president’s address had seemed to Gurowski morally, militarily, and economically shameful. Whole pages were devoted to an esoteric, socio-economic and philosophic discussion of the relation between capital and labor (free, white)—yet there was nothing in the report about the painful question which, in the wake of General Frémont’s emancipation proclamation, was still preoccupying most thinking people’s minds and consciences in the North.

There was no mention of slavery in Mr. Lincoln’s entire Message to Congress, in fact, save for one. Namely a new, sudden “suggestion” to the U.S. senators and congressmen that they should consider not simply encouraging all fugitives from slavery or enslaved people confiscated from disloyal enslavers during the war to leave America, but all “free colored people already in the United States.” A sort of reverse Middle Passage—though hopefully without the need for shackles and chains.39 A reverse “colonization,” too, since these Black people, once emancipated, were intended under the president’s scheme (Lincoln had paid dues to the American Colonization Society since 1856) to push off and go colonize somewhere else.40

“The message—a disquisition upon labor and capital,” Gurowski recorded in utter amazement, scarcely able to credit the president and his “hesitancy about slavery. The President wishes to be pushed on by public opinion,” the count allowed, since the president was a politician. “But public opinion is safe, and expects from the official leader a decided step onwards”—not backward. “The message gives no solution, suggests none, accounts not for the lost time—foreshadows not a vigorous, energetic offensive war.”41

Instead of making traitorous rebels in the South pay for armed insurrection, in short, Mr. Lincoln had suggested that Congress forget the South, and focus on removing from the North those of color.

To Gurowski’s equal horror, General McClellan also seemed to be indifferent to the suffering of enslaved people forced to work for armed insurrection in and by the South—and uninterested in a campaign to crush the Confederacy. Far from preparing his troops for battle, he’d seemed content to sit for months at home, giving “oyster and champagne dinners” with his wife for friends and relatives—such as the man he’d made his chief of staff, his own father-in-law, Brigadier General Randolph B. Marcy.42 Also many other staffers, including disgraced or disgraceful French royalty whom the general had controversially added to his so-called military court, or retinue.

It was too bad. Worse still, the “question of emancipation is not clear even in the heads of the leading emancipationists,” Gurowski lamented. “Not one thinks to give freeholds to the emancipated,” he pointed out—a necessary provision that even Tsar Alexander had understood when issuing his proclamation freeing 23 million Russian serfs, and granting them land.43

Land—land to farm! Ending slavery would have to be accompanied, Gurowski urged all who would listen at the State Department, by the economic means to enable newly enfranchised Black people to live and thrive as citizens of a country to which they and their forefathers had been dragged against their will—for without this, they would be dragged into another form of servitude: poverty. “It is the only way to make them useful to themselves and to the community. Freedom without land is humbug, and the fools speak of exportation of the four millions of slaves, depriving thus the country of laborers, which a century of emigration cannot fill again.”44

“All these fools,” Gurowski concluded, “ought to be sent to a lunatic asylum.”45

Among them, President Lincoln.
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Exacerbating the problem, as 1862 had dawned, was the virtual deification, in Gurowski’s eyes, of the new young general to command the Union armies: a deification illustrating the power of the “free” press in America—power that was wielded, ironically, not to dictate policy to the government, necessarily (despite editorials insisting on this or that, on behalf of readers), but rather its tendency to create and then extol celebrity figures, irrespective of their shallowness. Or deceit.

Men like McClellan—who was himself working on the owner of the New York Herald to back his career in the military, and his political future beyond. “I find myself in a new & strange position here—Presdt, Cabinet, Genl Scott & all deferring to me,” McClellan had written his wife, Mary Ellen, after his first meeting with President Lincoln back on July 26, following Bull Run. “I almost think that were I to win some small success now I could become Dictator or anything else that might please me.”46

He’d not won more than a small battlefield success thereafter, however—though a much larger one in fanning the flames of his fandom.

“Mr. Seward almost idolizes McClellan. Poor homage that,” Gurowski sniffed, “but it does mischief by reason of its influence on the public opinion, especially through Seward’s journalist friends”—a mischief which then hobbled the still-neophyte president, who dared not ignore newspaper-led public opinion.47 It was a vicious circle.

“No nation has ever raised idols with such facility as do the Americans,” Gurowski commented as an outsider. “Nay, I do not suppose that there ever existed in history a nation with such a thirst for idols as this people. I may be a false prophet; but this new idol, McClellan, will cost them their life-blood,” he warned—a prediction all too accurate, as time would tell.48

48







3

Pie in the Sky

THE DAVISES’ White House reception, a hundred miles away in Richmond on New Year’s Day, 1862, was much like the Lincolns’, though held only from noon to 3:00 p.m.

The event in Virginia marked, however, a second year of Confederate independence, as well as a newly elected, rather than merely appointed, Confederate president: Jefferson Finis Davis, who was to be inaugurated for a second—now “constitutional”—time, on February 22, 1862.

Inaugural Day would be Washington’s birthday: four days after the certification of votes, which had been democratically cast across the eleven Confederate states on November 8, 1861, and then vested in the persons of electors, just as in the neighboring United States.

Without having to campaign, Jefferson Davis had stood unopposed for the presidential post. Though lacking in charisma, the former army general, secretary of war, and U.S. senator was nevertheless widely admired as a straight arrow: conscientious, soldierly, and—like his current adversary in Washington—incorruptible.

Together with the birth—or baptism—of the new “nation,” there had been, appropriately, the birth of a new president’s son. The First Lady, Varina Davis, had given birth to a boy, William Howell Davis, on October 16, 1861: a pretty baby, and in good health.

What a mess, though, behind the scenes! Jefferson Davis hadn’t actually favored real, rather than threatened, secession any more than had Varina—a move that he’d judged (in contrast to Varina’s disapproval of the concept) as rightful but “impractical.” Nor had his renewed vice president, Alexander Stephens, favored secession by state governors’ fiat rather than national vote. Nor had his acting secretary of war, his consigliere, Judah Benjamin—all of them former members of the U.S. Senate and House of Representatives.

How much the three men had sacrificed for the whim of Southern “independence”—and Varina, too. As the thirty-four-year-old senator’s wife in the capital of a rising world power, the United States of America, she’d been perfectly contented. She was now, a year later, First Lady—but in truth, of what? A fiction of the imagination: a fantasy of rich white enslavers, profiting from the unpaid work of three and a half million enslaved Black laborers, who were to remain—with their offspring, and their offspring’s offspring—enslaved forever: an institution no longer considered civilized in the modern world, even in Russia! Even there, the tsar had ended serfdom entirely—leaving slavery in the United States as the most extensive such system in the world. Why had Southern enslavers not simply ended the out-of-date institution, and paid for the labor, as had happened in Varina’s grandfather’s state of New Jersey decades before?

Secession had nevertheless been pursued, and federal authority supplanted by a Confederacy—one that had established and defended itself by force of arms, the consequences be damned. Varina and her husband, as president and First Lady, were nevertheless expected to appear resolute, optimistic, and proud in public now—while knowing the wealth and standing they’d achieved over the years of their volatile but rewarding marriage, in all likelihood, had now been thrown away and sold for a mess of biblical pottage: a $25,000 per annum salary for six years, the single term laid down in the Confederate Constitution.

Assuming, of course, the Confederacy lasted even that long.

And if it didn’t? What would become of Jeff, after agreeing to stand for the highest political office in the new polity, and having then won, faute de mieux, democratic election as president of an armed rebellion? The Wyatt Rebellion, the Warbeck, the Essex in Tudor England—and none of them ending well for the rebels!

Earlier, as provisional president, Jeff could have authentically claimed, in the aftermath of the Confederacy’s demise, that he’d merely been an appointee, acting at the instruction of others, so to speak. But as the voluntarily elected president? By standing for election, unlike generals of the Confederacy, for example, he had stepped incontrovertibly, willfully, fatefully into the deeper waters of treason: levying war against the U.S. government. A capital offense. Swimming, moreover—however uncomfortably—with the tide of fellow Southern enslavers, legislators, newspaper owners, and hotheads in Virginia, South Carolina, Alabama, Georgia, and elsewhere, fighting a war the South could never really win, only perhaps keep from being lost.
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Thanks to the unexpected success of Davis’s strategy of self-defense, however, there was every reason now to attempt to negotiate an accommodation with Mr. Lincoln, as President Davis was aware as the new year, 1862, began: to seek some form of agreed reunion or coexistence with the Federal government, at a moment when the Confederacy was no longer provisional but established, remarkably unified—and, it seemed, too strong for the U.S. government to attack.

Deferring such negotiations, in the circumstances, would not necessarily be in the Confederacy’s best interests. According to accounts that Davis was reading in Northern newspapers and in reports he received from Washington, President Lincoln was facing increasing pressure from “Radicals” and “abolitionists” in the North to make the ending of slavery in America a war issue—even if Mr. Lincoln would prefer colonization of Black people as an alternative.

Davis understood his Northern counterpart’s unwillingness to open that can of worms, but though the Confederacy might become more and more established over time, the longer the war dragged on, the less room for compromise Mr. Lincoln might have, given the latest calls for emancipation—a policy that had not even been on the Railsplitter’s agenda in the 1860 election.

Emancipation had not been proposed by Mr. Lincoln when he was elected, nor had it been put forward by the U.S. Congress, for all the hue and cry of Radicals at the time. Had not Mr. Lincoln signed the last-minute resolution in favor of a Thirteenth Amendment preserving slavery in slaveholder states forever, free from federal interference, the very day he’d taken office, well before the bombardment of Fort Sumter? Now, nine months later, it was no longer certain that Lincoln would be able to fend off the political pressure of abolitionists, hard though he might try.

Frémont’s proclamation had been withdrawn, Frémont fired, and Secretary Cameron’s Report to Congress on the arming of Black soldiers ditched: these had, fortunately, demonstrated an ongoing Northern reluctance to touch slavery in the South. A negotiated settlement between the CSA and the Lincoln administration now would, at the very least, ensure the continued survival of slavery in the seceded states, thus allowing Davis to keep his fellow enslavers and plantation owners happy as shareholders, so to speak, in profiting financially from the “peculiar institution.”

Timing was crucial in opening any negotiation, but so was strength—or perceived strength. The Confederacy was currently perceived as strong. The Trent affair, following the release of the Confederate commissioners, had shown how humiliatingly the great United States could be forced to stand down, forced to apologize to Great Britain. Money, too, was becoming an issue, it was said, in Washington and New York—the sheer cost of the war now beginning to frighten Wall Street. Moreover, General McClellan’s utter inactivity as new U.S. “supreme commander” in Washington, despite the excellent campaigning weather, reflected how intimidated was the would-be Napoleon by the supposed Southern military defenses and superiority in troop numbers.

How long, though, could that current Southern advantage last? What would happen once Mr. Lincoln and his colleagues learned just how truly weak was the Confederacy, in men, munitions, vessels—and money?

Eventually Union forces would surely have to attack, on multiple fronts, backed by vastly superior numbers. Once that happened, as Davis was aware from his own combat service in the Mexican War, the war would enter a new, more attritional phase, and would be difficult to stop.

Even the initial truce won by the defeat of General Santa Anna in the war with Mexico in 1847 had, he well remembered, been spurned by the new U.S. president—and the war revived there in full force, until the United States won completely. Views harden, public attitudes become entrenched, just as much as do military positions. Popular pride begins to coat or even overcome fear—and precludes rational solutions that would, earlier, have been tolerated or accepted, however unwillingly. Violence, in short, begets counterviolence, mass violence begets more mass violence, and hostilities become ever tougher to curtail.

If ever there were a moment to reconsider mass secession, then, and find a mutually acceptable modus operandi with Mr. Lincoln, it was surely now, before the blood really started to flow. Now, while General McClellan’s army continued drilling and parading in the camps around Washington, barely twenty miles north of Manassas: mustering, posturing, and digging rather than fighting—or even preparing to do battle, according to spies and infuriated Northern newspaper editors who accused them of cowardice.

The Union’s armies were, however, willingly—willfully—immobile, for the moment. Indeed there was something strangely similar in former captain McClellan to Major Robert Anderson in the lead-up to the battle of Fort Sumter: a kind of deep reservation about undertaking a killing war against fellow Americans, and ambivalence about slavery.

“Negotiate, you fools!” would, in short, have been the Confederate government’s best mantra to guide President Davis. Negotiation, not more violence, offered the best chance of preserving slavery in the South—and the wealth that slavery guaranteed for slaveholders—before it was too late.

Whatever the merits of negotiation, however, there were two reasons why negotiation with Mr. Lincoln was still perhaps a bridge too far.

The first of these was Jefferson Davis’s own status. He was still only provisional Confederate president as 1861 turned into 1862—and would remain so until February 22, 1862—Washington’s Birthday—when officially inaugurated as elected president.

The second was the public: the populace. A public that saw no merit in negotiation, when there were still no Northerners to speak of on Confederate soil.
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In the public mind, success by Confederate forces on the battlefield had only further fueled the fantasy of hotheads in the South: men and women unwilling to countenance compromise, as Jefferson Davis was all too aware from Varina’s bosom friend in Richmond, Mary Chesnut, among others.

The triumphant Confederate bombardment and capture of Fort Sumter (in which Colonel James Chesnut had played a part); the expansion of the Confederacy to include another four (albeit politically fractured) middle states on its roster; the outstanding military victory—just—at Bull Run (where Colonel Chesnut had again played a part); the Trent affair, concluding with release of the commissioners to seek recognition of the Confederacy in Europe and the ending of the U.S. blockade: these events had all unfortunately promised in the public mind a Confederate “victory” in attaining independence for the South, without white Southern citizens having to bow or scrape, or make nice to anyone.

Jefferson Davis, aware of the disparity in numbers between Union and Confederate forces, which he’d done his best to keep from public knowledge, remained unconvinced—and he therefore kept well clear of the public. “The President is rarely seen in the streets now,” John Jones, a Confederate War Department clerk, noted in his journal on January 10, 1862, “and it is complained that he is not so accessible as formerly in his office.”1

Jones was not close enough to the president, the clerk himself acknowledged, to “know what foundation there is for these reports, and I see no reason to credit them. I know he rides out in the afternoon, if the weather be fair, after the labors of the day, and he is a regular attendant at St. Paul’s Church. I am rather inclined to credit the rumor that he intends to join the church. All his messages and proclamations indicate that he is looking to a mightier power than England for assistance.”2

God, rather than weapons and allies, as savior of the Confederacy? Perhaps Jefferson Davis was, pace Jones, getting concerned.

Even those who did get to meet with Davis in person in Richmond found him looking “careworn.”3 Or worse.

Instead of gloating, as did others, that his new Confederate commissioners to Britain and France had been released by the Lincoln government (and placed on a mail packet to England at U.S. government expense), Davis entertained no illusions. Getting European powers to recognize the Confederacy as a nation of enslavers—rather than merely buying American cotton guiltlessly, as before the blockade (planted and picked by enslaved laborers in the South, but exported sin-free via the North)—was always going to be a tall order, as Davis had admitted to William Russell, the London Times reporter. Moreover, expecting the British to become involved, militarily, in America’s civil war, a full eight decades after being evicted in the American Revolution? It seemed to Davis inherently unlikely to happen, however many aristocrats, landowners, and upper-class denizens in England and France, like John Delane, Russell’s editor at the Times, showed sympathy. Or, for that matter, Delane’s close friend, the British prime minister, Lord Palmerston.4 Such men might—and did—feel social solidarity with their fellow landowners in America, and envy them their enslaved laborers and cotton; moreover, in financial terms, they might not wish to be on the wrong side of the Confederacy, if the South became, in fact, a “great nation.”5 It seemed unlikely to Davis, however, that they would make any move to recognize the Confederacy, regardless of the claims of his recently resigned commissioner, William Yancey, who was still in London awaiting his replacement.

Yancey, in the wake of the RMS Trent affair, remained convinced that hostilities between Britain and the United States were imminent—in fact had written President Davis on December 30, 1861, telling him the “opinion now prevails here, in all circles, that there will be war.” In that event, “by the time it is proclaimed,” Yancey confidently predicted, “Eng[lan]d will have a vast steam fleet upon the American coast,” one that “will sweep away the blockading squadrons from our ports—10000 picked troops, and immense quantities of war material have already been sent to Canada—.”6

Borne aloft by his dreams of the Confederacy’s victorious future, Yancey had even offered to retract his recent resignation and remain in Europe to “make treaties with Engd France & Spain in the event of a war between Engd & the U-S”—Yancey certain that “our recognition” as the Confederate States of America “will be soon made.”7
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It was all pie in the sky. As Davis had suspected he would, Mr. Lincoln had climbed down and apologized, tacitly, for the brouhaha over the RMS Trent rather than risk war with yet another enemy—particularly one that boasted by far the most powerful Navy in the world.

By the time Yancey’s letter arrived in Richmond, a week later, in any case, it was academic—not only a typical delusion on Yancey’s part, but factually ignorant: the British having “mobilized” only a single regiment of 1,000 troops. And those only as a “sensible precaution,”8 since Prime Minister Palmerston was fully aware that Canada could not be defended against U.S. forces by its tiny military garrison. The British couldn’t therefore risk losing Canada to avenge a simple maritime misadventure. No, Britain didn’t wish war with the United States any more than Mr. Lincoln did.

Worse—unmentioned by Yancey—had been the Confederate cabinet’s decision in 1861 not to sell the 1860 harvest of Southern cotton in Europe for cash (gold), to help pay for the war. The idea had been that this would put unbearable pressure on British and French clothing manufacturers and their governments, who were reliant on cheap, high-quality imported American cotton—and would thus raise the price. Instead, the policy had backfired. Not only had European manufacturers stockpiled American cotton, in advance, for such an eventuality but, in extremis, they were switching to buy Egyptian cotton—with India and other sources in the wings.

The Confederate cotton sales ban, or embargo, had thus done little to pressure the British and French governments into taking sides; it had, however, deprived the Confederate government of vital cash—thus hampering its whole war effort in purchasing weapons.

Domestic cotton sales, likewise, were nominal—with little or no cotton reaching Northern buyers, save by illegal trade or special dispensation. Meanwhile, thanks to the tightening of the Union blockade, Confederate exports via blockade-runners to Caribbean ports—and onward to other countries—were expensive, unreliable, and drastically limited in volume.

In sum, the cotton producers of the Confederacy—the sheiks and royalty of the world cotton market, and the main financiers of rebellion—stood to be impoverished, if not bankrupted, by the war. And all for mass secession: the promise of a mythic kingdom that would ensure them riches forever.

So much, then, for cotton being king.
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For Jefferson Davis, in sum, the dawn of 1862 presented a far from rosy prospect, no matter how hard he attempted to hide his concern from public view.

How on earth could a long, major, defensive war by the Confederacy against the United States be financed, without cotton-for-cash, or cheap-enough credit furnished on the asset value of slaves as “property” in America? Taxes, as an alternative, would be hard to impose on Southern states who’d joined the Confederacy to avoid Federal tyranny, both political and financial, such as the U.S. imposition of tariffs that had, on paper, been a cause célèbre for secessionist hotheads objecting to high import taxes.

For that matter, how could the population of the Confederacy even be satisfactorily fed? Little or no imported food could currently get through the Federal blockade. Even if plantation owners were to switch, overnight, from cotton to food production, it was questionable whether Confederate landowners had the farming knowledge and equipment to succeed in that new, self-help endeavor—in contrast to Northern farmers, who’d been tilling food-producing soil and raising livestock since the 1630s.

Which raised the question of manpower. The population of the still-loyal states of the Union was approximately 23 million people. That of the South was less than 5.5 million white citizens—kept alive by another 3.5 million enslaved Black people, who were not considered human beings (let alone citizens), and who by law could not serve in the armed services.

How then, in a population of 5.5 million white persons (the largest portion of whom were women, children, and the elderly), could there possibly be sufficient able-bodied male volunteers to furnish the troops to defend the Confederate “nation’s” vastly expanded front lines—at least, successfully enough to convince foreign countries to recognize the CSA? Conscription, or mandatory enlistment, would be inevitable, Davis knew—while fully aware that Mr. Lincoln could, in all likelihood, merely counter any Confederate draft with equivalent or probably substantially greater Union selective-service measures.

Given the probability of eventual Northern offensives, both in the East and West, Davis was thus aware he had no other option, as things stood, than to continue to dissimulate. To pretend. To mask the threadbare deficiencies of the Confederate Army, and by claiming a bogus strength, hope the enemy could be deceived, and kept at bay. His own generals, too.
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President Davis’s military commanders had already reached the limits of their commander in chief’s resources. When, for example, General Sidney Johnston sent an officer to ask Davis for reinforcements for his army in neutral Kentucky (which General Polk had been unwise enough to invade, as Davis had rued), the president became “angry” to the point of rudeness in Richmond.

“He has plenty of men in Tennessee,” Davis snorted in the War Department, after reading Johnston’s letter on January 14, “and must have arms of some kind. Shotguns, rifles, even pikes could be used.”9

At first, General A. S. Johnston’s emissary assumed the president was joking. When he asked why forces could not be taken from General Joe Johnston’s Army of Northern Virginia, however, and be sent to General Sidney Johnston’s army in the West, the president “petulantly interrupted” him, the officer later recalled.10

“Why did General Johnston send you to me for arms and reinforcements, when he must know that I have neither?” the president snapped.11 And then explained (correctly) that McClellan had at least 70,000 Union troops at hand, poised to attack Manassas and Richmond—and the Confederacy barely half that. “Tell my friend, General Johnston, that I can do nothing for him.”12

Oh, the middle states of Kentucky and Virginia! States that should never have been his to defend, Davis lamented, but now had to be protected by Confederate forces, whatever it took. If only those middle states had remained stubbornly neutral—literal borderlands. Now, as CSA president and commander in chief, Jefferson Davis would have to wage his defensive war on a vastly increased geographical scale—on top of all the other constraints he was facing.

And then, on top of that: the rising threat of Frémont-style “emancipation” being bruited in public and in Congress in the North. An inflammatory rhetoric that was beginning to seem more and more likely to turn real. Not only in the North—where abolitionists had always been troublemakers—but in the middle states, too.13

Davis had, for example, just gotten a letter from Colonel William Preston, aide-de-camp of General Sidney Johnston, which deeply concerned him. A fellow colonel in the Mexican War, and a former U.S. senator from Kentucky, Colonel Preston had been U.S. ambassador to Spain under President Buchanan. Davis knew Preston quite well, and trusted him. “Recent events in [the U.S.] Congress,” Preston now reported from Bowling Green, Kentucky, “show that the extreme Republican party will force the Administration to confiscate or enfranchise the slaves,” he warned, and “that New England will compel the government to adopt her policy or abandon the War.”14

Political blackmail! The rising threat of punitive confiscation and enfranchisement of three and a half million enslaved Black laborers—the very people whose unpaid industry provided the wealth, even the secessionist existence of the Confederacy, as well as its ability to wage war—was becoming more real, then, for all that both presidents had done to sweep the subject under the carpet.

It was a thousand pities that the South had not, years earlier, considered the notion of freeing human beings from bondage and paying them to plant and harvest cotton, instead of listening to Senator Calhoun’s deification of the “peculiar institution.” Davis had been one of Senator Calhoun’s pallbearers in 1850, when the former U.S. vice president (under John Quincy Adams and Andrew Jackson) had passed away—but Calhoun’s influence, both in his idea of nullification (the threat of secession to protest federal action) and his defense of slavery, had proven perhaps more divisive, even fatal, than any other rhetoric in nineteenth-century American history: potent intellectual ammunition for decidedly unintellectual agitators and hotheads patently blind to the way the civilized world was turning away from slavery, not toward it, despite its beguiling profitability.

The chance of the seriously outnumbered and outgunned population of the South prevailing in a military conflict with the Federal government had always been slim—and was growing slimmer every day. In Kentucky alone, Confederate forces were already facing a Federal army of 20,000 men, Colonel Preston reported to the president, with more looming on the horizon. And little local, popular support for slavery! “The leading men attached to the South, in Kentucky, are few in number,” Preston had confided, “and powerless to tempt the ambitious into the path of honor and patriotism.”15

Wirt Adams, a Mississippi cavalry officer, had reported exactly the same to President Davis. “Amongst the population of this part of Kentucky, I regret to say, we have but few friends,” Wirt had written, in confidence, from Bowling Green on January 1, 1862. “Many are already in the ranks of the Lincoln army, and the remainder look on this great struggle with stupid indifference, and wait like birds of prey to see on which carcass they will be privileged to feed,” he sneered. “Ignorant, mercenary, and base, they present a melancholy contrast to the traditional character of the State.”

The “few gallant and enlightened spirits” rallying to the “Southern standard,” Adams warned the president, would simply not be enough.16
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4

A Farcical Council of War

HOW WAS IT POSSIBLE, then, that with the Confederacy privately acknowledged by its newly elected president to be on its knees, the sixteenth president of the lawful, elected U.S. government failed to crush the secessionist rebellion in the early months of 1862?

Why? Why, looking back, had everything turned bleak in 1862 when President Lincoln held, among other advantages, such a sheer numerical superiority—the North facing fewer than 1.6 million total white men between the ages of eighteen and forty-five in the Confederate states on whom Davis could draw for his revolt, compared with twice that number—3.2 million—of white men of the same age in the Union?1

The question would haunt Abraham Lincoln to his dying day. How, in retrospect, was it possible that, with such a huge preponderance of Union troops, weapons, and money, he had not only failed to put down the armed Southern insurrection, but had instead put his faith in a jumped-up, thirty-four-year-old proslavery former army captain, a prancing Narcissus who would later in the war even stand against Mr. Lincoln for the U.S. presidency?

Was it because Abraham, a lover of Shakespeare, had become locked in a quasi-Shakespearean drama himself: a quasi-king who’d innocently ennobled an ambitious officer, a quasi-Iago—and instead of fighting harder against the enemy, had found himself fighting for his own crown?2

If Abraham had difficulty—as most people do—in identifying the events in his life that “influentially determined” his decisions, he was certainly alive to such questions, not only in the anecdotes he loved to tell, but in the great works of literature he loved to read. Of the latter, his greatest pleasure, perhaps, was his joy in reading—and seeing, if possible—the dramas of the Great Bard. Plays that possessed power plots that involved war, struggle, intrigue, murder, and ambition—these were as real and vivid on the stage to Abraham as was life in the White House itself.

Shakespeare’s Richard III, King Lear, Macbeth: all were grist to the tortured president’s mental mill as he sought in the Bard’s plays insight into the background and making of decisions that, on the narrow stage, affected the fates of thousands of others. The president was “busy with pen and papers when I went in,” the young painter Francis Bicknell (Frank) Carpenter would remember of one particular evening—March 22, 1864—when he “presently threw them aside and commenced talking to me of Shakespeare, of whom he was very fond. Little ‘Tad,’ his son, coming in, he sent him to the library for a copy of the plays, and then read to me several of his favorite passages,” during a painting session that lasted several hours.3

Whether, in the “dwarfish thief,” General Macbeth, the president later recognized the diminutive, mustachioed General George McClellan, who’d caused him so much trouble, Carpenter did not record. Yet in the struggle to face up to the reality of slavery as the sole reason for the South’s survival thus far in the Civil War, the painter—a profound, lifelong abolitionist—recognized, as he applied his colored oils to the wide canvas, that Abraham Lincoln, his sitter and hero, was clearly starring in his own Shakespearean play.

A play that had featured, arguably, the most compelling drama of arrogance, self-questioning, death, and irresolution that had ever been set on the supreme stage of American history since the days of George Washington and the Revolution. A drama that had begun with slavery—the very cause of the war—hidden from the audience.

An audience, all of whom knew, in their hearts, that the phantom was real, and waiting in the wings.
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Slavery itself was an abomination, to be sure, in Abraham Lincoln’s own mind: one that neither Abraham nor his wife Mary had ever thought right or humane, while growing up in Kentucky and after—witnessing, as children, the ill-treatment of enslaved Black people.4

Over the decades, constitutional legality and plain political obstruction had complicated the issue of emancipation. Once the Southern states had resorted to violence and war to preserve the highly profitable institution of slavery, however, emancipation had taken on a completely different hue. Emancipation on military grounds—namely that the enslaved labor of three and a half million Black people for the enemy was the sole means by which the South was being enabled to mount armed revolt against the U.S. government, and could no longer be respected under the normal rules of war.… Why had that military reason to make emancipation a casus belli been so hard for Abraham Lincoln, a man of uncommon intelligence and openness of mind, to appreciate? Or Mary?

Somehow, ensconced in the White House with myriad other things to think about, Abraham had simply not considered abolition or emancipation possible in any practical political sense, let alone a priority in publicly presenting the government’s case for war, whether at home or abroad. Active trading in human beings had been abolished since 1850 in the District of Columbia, where there were only 3,100 Black people by 1860—the overwhelming majority of them free Black people, each carrying a “certificate of freedom.”5 The iniquity of the institution was thus relatively remote.

While Lincoln’s focus on other matters than the future of slavery as an institution in America could be understood in terms of priorities and distance from his own and Mary’s daily life, his refusal to address slavery—other than as a problem to be exported, if possible—was not merely morally reprehensible, as he would later reassess, talking to his portrait painter; it was also a war-losing strategy. For, with the matter deliberately played down by both presidential combatants, Jeff Davis had gotten clean away with his own “story” of the war in the South—and even in some Northern minds: namely, that the South was merely conducting a war of noble self-defense against brutal Northern “invasion” and “blockade.” A framing of the story that encouraged sympathy from foreign countries, watching the spectacle of a small but brave population fighting for their independence—opposed by a lumbering Lincoln government that did not itself consider slavery a war issue.

Mary Lincoln, like her husband, had ignored, or set aside, the issue—deciding that, in terms of the White House’s social role as the palace of loyal citizens, there should be levees just as in the old days—especially for foreign guests, diplomats, and their wives. “We had another public reception here at the Executive Mansion last night,” John Nicolay, the president’s personal secretary, wrote to his fiancée on January 15, “at which there was a very considerable crowd”—this, “notwithstanding it was a cold and disagreeable night.”6

Mary wanted more, however—even a White House ball, if it could be arranged, despite the war: one that would impress the foreign crowds. As Elizabeth Keckly, Mary’s dressmaker and confidante, later recalled, the First Lady had persuaded her husband that state dinners were “very costly,” and not even very American; receptions for large numbers of less exalted persons, however, would be less expensive and appeal to the “many strangers in the city, foreigners and others”—those “whom we cannot invite to our dinners.”7 The president had agreed, and two weeks later John Nicolay (who did not care for the First Lady) noted: “Mrs. Lincoln has determined to make an innovation in the social customs of the White House, and accordingly has issued tickets for a party of six or seven hundred guests on Wednesday evening next. For years past dinners and receptions have been the only ‘Executive’ social diversions or entertainments. But from what I can learn ‘La Reine’ has determined to abrogate dinners and institute parties in their stead. How it will work remains yet to be seen. Half the city is jubilant at being invited,” Nicolay observed, “while the other half is furious at being left out in the cold.”8

This was fiddling while Rome burned—or was about to burn, Nicolay sensed, watching uneasily as the inappropriateness, in his view, of such an enterprise in the midst of civil war was ignored by all the party’s guests. “Of course the ladies were all beautifully dressed,” the president’s secretary informed his fiancée, “having no doubt brought all their skill and resources to a culmination for this event.” He himself was not impressed, however. “A lamentable spirit of flunkeyism pervades all the higher classes of society; they worship power and position with a most abject devotion, and cringe in most pitiable slavishness to all social honors and recognitions.” Ending, inevitably, with a drunken fight in the kitchen, damaging “sundry heads and champagne bottles.”9

Behind such social activities, however, meetings had been taking place—and not taking place—that would profoundly compromise the Union prosecution of the war. For if Mr. Lincoln found it impossible to deny his wife the chance to shine among the crowds as “La Reine,” after long years spent as a modest town lawyer’s wife in distant Springfield, Illinois, he’d found it even harder to make headway with the general he’d appointed “supreme commander” of the nation’s armies. George Brinton McClellan: a wealthy, self-satisfied young proslavery officer who seemed impossible to budge from his own “champagne and oyster dinners,” and take on the crushing of the Southern rebellion by actually using the vastly superior forces that Mr. Lincoln and his colleagues had raised.

Alarmed, members of the new Joint Committee on the Conduct of the War had thus demanded a meeting with Mr. Lincoln and members of his cabinet at the White House at 7:30 p.m. on January 6, almost three weeks since McClellan’s last appearance.

And with that, the Lincoln–McClellan tragicomedy—an American drama in three acts—had begun.
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Indiana congressman George Julian later remembered the occasion: amazed by the sheer amateurism and lack of leadership at the head of the nation’s administration.

“The most striking fact revealed by the discussion which took place” at the White House, Congressman Julian recalled, “was that neither the President nor his advisers seemed to have any definite information respecting the management of the war, or the failure of our forces to make any forward movement. Not a man of them pretended to know anything of General McClellan’s plans. We were greatly surprised to learn that Mr. Lincoln himself did not think he had any right to know, but [rather] that, as he was not a military man, it was his duty to defer to General McClellan.”10

Congressman Julian had been as furious as his colleagues—especially U.S. Senators Wade and Chandler, who headed the Joint Committee on the Conduct of the War on which Julian sat.11 “Our grand armies were ready and eager to march, and the whole country was anxiously waiting some decisive movement; but during the delightful months of October, November and December, they had been kept idle for some reason which no man could explain, but which the President thought could be perfectly accounted for by the General-in-Chief.”12

Could be—but wasn’t.

Simon Cameron—still secretary of war, but aware that the president wanted to remove him for his report recommending emancipation and the arming of Black Union soldiers, as well as other reasons, was as mystified by the president’s deference to McClellan’s arrogant and offensive behavior as others.

Secretary Cameron had not favored the president’s choice of McClellan to be general-in-chief, nor did he agree with the young general’s standstill policy—and obdurate refusal to come up with a military strategy. “Secretary Cameron said he knew nothing of any plan for a forward movement,” Congressman Julian recorded. At the January 6 White House meeting of the cabinet with the joint committee of Congress, however, Cameron was opposed by the nefarious “Secretary Seward,” Julian recalled, who “had entire confidence in General McClellan, and thought the demand of the committee for a more vigorous policy uncalled for.”13

Uncalled for, six months after the last “forward movement”?

Montgomery Blair, the postmaster general who’d earlier pressed the president to overrule General Frémont’s emancipation proclamation, was covetously eyeing Secretary Cameron’s chair for himself. He “made no definite avowals, while the other members of the Cabinet said nothing, except Secretary Chase, who very decidedly sympathized with the committee in its desire for some early and decisive movement of our forces. The spectacle seemed to us very disheartening,” Julian recalled.14 In fact Senator Wade, as the committee chair, demanded General McClellan’s resignation or removal.

“The testimony of all the commanding generals we had examined,” over the previous weeks, “showed that our armies had been ready to march for months; that the weather and roads had been most favorable since October; and that the Army of the Potomac was in a fine state of discipline, and nearly two hundred thousand strong, while only about forty thousand men were needed to make Washington perfectly safe,” if the remainder went on the offensive, as Congressman Julian recalled. “Not a general examined,” by the committee, Julian recorded, “could tell why this vast force had so long been kept idle, or what General McClellan intended to do.”15

All in all, it was lamentable. “The fate of the nation seemed committed to one man called a ‘General-in-Chief,’” Julian later wrote, summing up the situation—a supreme commander “who communicated his secrets to no human being, and who had neither age nor military experience to justify the extraordinary deference of the President to his wishes.”16

The president had listened to the cabinet’s concerns—but then, as far as they could tell, had done nothing.
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In fact, Lincoln had done something. It was not anything his cabinet, or anyone else for that matter, could have predicted.

“The President came to talk to me much depressed at inactivity of the army,” former captain Montgomery Meigs—whom Lincoln had made U.S. quartermaster general—noted briefly on Friday, January 10, 1862, in his small diary. Adding: “McClellans sickness.”17

Years later, in an unpublished article intended to refute McClellan’s own posthumously published account, Meigs elaborated. He recalled how, “in great distress,” the president had “entered my office,” situated in the new Winders Building headquarters on F Street. “He took a chair in front of the open fire and said, ‘General, what shall I do? The people are impatient; Chase has no money and he tells me he can raise no more; the General of the Army has typhoid fever. The bottom is out of the tub. What shall I do?”18

This was, then, the preamble to a confrontation with General McClellan—a confrontation which the president feared, yet knew would have to take place if he were to get action. Only how?

For his part Quartermaster General Meigs wondered, like others, why on earth the president, as commander in chief, was being so diffident. Why hadn’t he placed McClellan on administrative leave, or fired him, as Secretary Chase and Senator Wade were urging?

It was thus Montgomery Meigs, the quartermaster general, who offered a solution—one that would, unfortunately, prove literally and figuratively fatal.

“I said, ‘If General McClellan has typhoid fever, that is an affair of six weeks at least; he will not be able sooner to command. In the meantime, if the enemy in our front is as strong as he believes”—with precious little evidence—“they may attack on any day, and I think you should see some of those upon whom in such case, or in case any forward movement becomes necessary, the control must fall. Send for them to meet you soon and consult with them; perhaps you may select the responsible commander for such an event.”19

Replace McClellan, then, for command at least of the Army of the Potomac, and the long-awaited offensive campaign to take Richmond, the Confederate capital.

Fortified by Quartermaster General Meigs’s advice, the president finally tried to pull himself together and behave like a commander in chief. In fact, feeling he’d waited too long already, Mr. Lincoln decided to summon another meeting of the cabinet—but a partial meeting, this time—at the White House that very afternoon, January 10, 1862. Also, on Meigs’s advice, he sent word to two of his most senior generals currently in Washington—General Irvin McDowell and General William Franklin—to come to a private meeting with him at the White House at 8:00 p.m. that evening to discuss the situation.
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At the meeting with his partial cabinet, Edward Bates, the attorney general, bolstered the president, saying he was more than disappointed in General McClellan, in fact was disgusted. As were his colleagues—the meeting revealing, in his diary entry, “great negligence, ignorance and lack of preparation and forethought” on the part of the administration. “Nothing is ready,” Bates lamented—as had Lincoln himself. “McClellan is still sick, and nobody knows his plans, if he have any (which with me is very doubtful).”20

The situation was clearly intolerable. There seemed to have been no attempt, using the Department of the West, to dovetail Union operations on the Ohio River—gateway to a possible Union advance down into East Tennessee—with operations in the East, in Virginia, in order to stretch the numerically inferior Confederate forces to the breaking point—for McClellan claimed, it was said, that he could not send Union forces both in the East and West into action simultaneously, given the supposed (though illusory) strength of Davis’s army at Manassas. First, General Halleck had to attack in the West, and draw some of them away; only then, once President Davis had diluted his allegedly superior forces at Manassas to deal with the situation in the West, could McClellan even think of attacking in the East.

Bates was not convinced by such reasoning. McClellan’s exaggeration of Confederate forces, based on unverified spy reports, had been infuriating. Why not stretch Confederate forces, simultaneously, as per President Lincoln’s preference, until they broke, given their inferior numbers, as far as Bates’s informants had told him? “Again, I urged upon the Prest. to take and act out the powers of his place, to command the commanders,” the attorney general noted in his journal, “—and especially to order regular, periodical reports, shewing the exact state of the army, every where. And to that end—I renewed formally, and asked that it be made a question before the Cabinet,—my proposition, often made heretofore—that the President as ‘Commander in Chief of the Army and Navy,’” as laid down in the U.S. Constitution, “‘do organize a Staff of his own, and assume to be in fact, what is in law, the Chief Commander’”—this, rather than beetling around Washington himself, asking different people for their views and gathering miscellaneous information. “His aid[e]s could,” in that case, “save him a world of trouble and anxiety—collect and report to him all needed information and keep him constantly informed, at a moment’s warning—keep his military books and papers—conduct his military correspondence—and do his bidding generally ‘in all the works of war.’”21

This was probably the sagest formal advice Abraham Lincoln had yet been given in the war, but Bates’s plea for the president to have his own military staff, or war room, as U.S. commander in chief was far ahead of its time (indeed the notion would remain disturbingly fallow for eighty years, when Franklin Roosevelt, on Winston Churchill’s advice, installed a White House Map Room, and staffed the White House with military advisers, working separately from the U.S. Army and Navy Departments).22

“I fear I spoke in vain,” Bates had recorded ten days earlier in his diary, having pressed the president for the nth time to understand that “it was not his privilege but his duty to command,” and not show an “injurious deference to his subordinates.”23

On that occasion Mr. Lincoln had simply ignored his attorney general—for he still could not see himself, quite, as a “Chief Commander,” whether in knowledge of war, executive experience, or even commanding character. It was not his style to order anyone to do anything, whether staff or his children; moreover, he found himself all too intimidated by those who did demonstrate imperious purpose or self-assurance. In this sense, Secretary Seward had been right in his infamous “Thoughts for the President”: Abraham was just not cut out for executive command. He was stoic, however, and had simply continued to work on his own at the White House, with his two young, inexperienced clerks in their twenties as his personal secretaries, and looking only for advice outside the White House.

The attorney general’s counsel, once again, was thus turned down—leaving the president on January 10, 1862, unable to arouse much confidence in his own ability to master the situation.

“The Prest. is an excellent man, and, in the main, wise,” Bates noted, sadly, “but he lacks will and purpose, and, I greatly fear he has not the power [of personality] to command.”24
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Bates was right.

General Irvin McDowell—who’d commanded the Union army at Bull Run the previous year—also noted the spiraling command setup in Washington.

Entitled the “Memorandum of General McDowell, January 10, 1862,” the general’s own record of the fateful meetings began: “Repaired to the President’s house at eight o’clock p.m. Found the President alone. Was taken into the small room in the northeast corner”—the one used by John Hay as his office. “Soon after, we were joined by Brigadier-General Franklin,”—commanding a division in the Army of the Potomac—“the Secretary of State, Governor Seward, the Secretary of the Treasury [Chase], and the Assistant Secretary of War [Thomas Scott].”25

“The President was greatly disturbed,” McDowell noted, “at the state of affairs.”26 He “spoke of the “exhausted condition of the Treasury; of the loss of public credit,” or confidence in the government; “of the Jacobinism in Congress; of the delicate condition of our foreign relations; of the bad news he had received from the West, particularly as contained in a letter from General Halleck on the state of affairs in Missouri; of the want of co-operation between General Halleck and General Buell,” McDowell recorded; “but, more than all, the sickness of General McClellan,” the general-in-chief he had himself appointed.27

Lincoln was certainly not sugarcoating the crisis. “The President,” McDowell wrote, “said he was in great distress, and, as he had been to General McClellan’s house, and the General did not ask [agree] to see him, and as he must talk to somebody, he had sent for General Franklin and myself, to obtain our opinion as to the possibility of soon commencing active operations with the Army of the Potomac. To use his own expression, if something was not soon done, the bottom would be out of the whole affair”—the war—“and, if General McClellan did not want to use the army, he would like to ‘borrow it,’ provided he could see how it could be made to do something.”28
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McDowell, after being warned by Montgomery Meigs in the morning, had done much thinking in the hours before the cabinet council of war as to what, if given army command, he would do—and how quickly it could be done, in view of his painful familiarity with the Manassas area.

McDowell thus electrified the White House meeting by saying he would start offensive operations within a week. Target: Richmond, while the enemy was weak.

Using a railway spur laid across the Long Bridge, the general would bring forward sufficient artillery and weapons to enable the Army of the Potomac to advance against the enemy at Manassas with four army corps, and engage with the enemy there. He would use 103,000 men, while leaving five divisions on the Washington side of the Potomac.

General Franklin, however—currently serving under General McClellan’s command in the Army of the Potomac—loyally presented the opposite view. General McClellan, Franklin informed the meeting, feared the enemy at Manassas was too powerful. According to what Franklin knew, McClellan was therefore thinking of mounting an amphibious end run to outflank Davis’s forces at Manassas, much like General Scott’s at Veracruz: the army to be transported on riverboats down the Potomac, then along the Virginia coast, and be landed on the coast at Yorktown, where it could reassemble, advance up the Virginia Peninsula, and attack Richmond from the south.

McDowell shook his head. As he pointed out—with Quartermaster General Meigs’s concurrence—the U.S. Navy, even if it could assure safe passage without Confederate vessels interceding, could deliver only twelve thousand men and supplies, as things currently stood. An amphibious expedition on the scale on which General McClellan was, apparently, conceiving it, could not be undertaken for a month or six weeks—just as General Scott’s expedition at Veracruz had required months of preparation in 1847. Preparations, moreover, that could not be concealed from the enemy. It would not be a surprise, but a sitting duck.

For weeks, attorney general Bates had been recommending a “council of war” comprising his most senior generals, but Mr. Lincoln had demurred, feeling he should not intrude on General McClellan’s bailiwick. Now, going behind McClellan’s back, and with only two brigadier generals summoned, Mr. Lincoln found himself still more conflicted. At least, though, he was being offered two outlined alternatives—one of which could be undertaken in a matter of days, not months.

Asking the two generals to explore the matter further on their own account, but in strict confidence (lest word get out, which could only raise suspicion and accusations of backroom dealing), the president suggested they return the next night with a recommendation for him, agreed by them both: the meeting to take place at the same time in the White House.

With that, the strange war council had concluded—without the general-in-chief having been notified or made aware of its occurrence.
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Aware that this was perhaps a unique conundrum in American military history—for Major General McClellan was his superior officer as general-in-chief and supreme commander of the U.S. Army—Brigadier General McDowell consulted the Treasury secretary, Salmon Chase, on the ethics of such a planning procedure. Mr. Chase, after all, was financing the Union’s forces; if he thought it unethical to go behind McClellan’s back, he would say so. As McDowell recorded in his memorandum, however, Secretary Chase “was of opinion that the matter lay entirely with the President,” as commander in chief of the armed forces of the United States.29 Time was wasting, and General McClellan too sick to speak to his own commander in chief; they should go ahead.

The two brigadier generals therefore set about their confidential task, collecting precise numbers of available Union as well as enemy forces, and consulting military maps of Virginia. McClellan’s supposed plan to bypass the Confederate army at Manassas by sea, if Franklin’s vague knowledge of the scheme was correct, was ridiculous in McDowell’s view. There would be enemy artillery fortifications along the York River, requiring a “naval force of heavy guns to clear them out, as well as the works at West Point,” Virginia, further up that river. Richmond itself was now so well “fortified, that we could not hope to carry it by a simple march after a successful engagement, on the Yorktown Peninsula”; “that we should be obliged to take a siege train with us. That all this would take time, which would be improved by the enemy to mass his forces in our front.”30 That any advantage of the roundabout, amphibious approach compared to a simple, immediate, overland offensive via Manassas would be, in short, time-consuming, and give the enemy plenty of time to be ready.

An overland advance, as at Bull Run, but in vastly superior strength, using now-trained troops, was therefore manifestly preferable—and, after hearing McDowell out, General Franklin agreed. In less than twenty-four hours, in time for the January 11 resumption of the council of war, they had thus duly come up with an agreed “private and confidential” military plan of attack for the president to consider as U.S. commander in chief—something General McClellan had failed to provide in two and a half months as general-in-chief, and in more than seven months as an army commander in Washington.

For this outline plan to be worth anything, however, it would need the president to take charge—something Mr. Lincoln had not done, himself, at any point in the same period.
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The president’s first mistake—seen in retrospect—was to ask the postmaster general to attend the January 11 meeting at the White House.

Postmaster Blair’s office had no connection with the military, but Mr. Lincoln knew he had the ear of General McClellan, indeed was a stalwart believer in George McClellan’s genius. Blair might be able to judge the general’s likely reaction to this takeover of the campaign in the East, the president had figured.

It was an unfortunate miscalculation. The stage looked set for a major upset if the president sidelined McClellan without informing him. The postmaster general, whose presence went unexplained, thus played for time—his own and McClellan’s. He disagreed, he announced, with the McDowell-Franklin proposal, despite not having seen it before or knowing anything of the terrain. “The Postmaster-General opposed the plan,” McDowell recorded, “and was for having the army, or as much of it as could be spared, go to Yorktown or Fortress Monroe, either to operate against Richmond, or to Suffolk and cut off Norfolk, that being in his judgment the point (Fortress Monroe or York) from which to make a decisive blow; that the plan of going to the front from this position was Bull Run over again, that it was strategically defective as was the effort last July,” and that the overland proposal “involved too much risk,” given the supposed strength of Davis’s forces at Manassas.31

Too much risk in comparison to an amphibious invasion of a faraway peninsula that would give the enemy ample time to prepare his defense? Quite how the postmaster general came up with that objection—or why he was present—would never be clear to General McDowell, or to most military observers at the time, or later. Nevertheless Postmaster General Blair claimed that “there was not as much difficulty as had been supposed in removing the army down the Chesapeake,” by water; “that only from the Lower Chesapeake could anything decisive result against the [Confederate] army at Manassas; that to drive them from their present position by operating from our present base,” overland, “would only force them to another behind the one they now occupy, and we should have all our work to do over again.”32

It was clear to Secretary Chase, and perhaps Attorney General Bates as well, that the postmaster general—who had no military standing—had been conversing privately with General McClellan, despite the illness that supposedly kept the general from seeing the president.

For his part, Chase argued that the only important thing was to bring the Confederates to battle, and wear down their forces, given Northern numerical supremacy, since he refused to believe General McClellan’s unverified and untested exaggerations of Davis’s strength.

It was dark outside. Aware that he’d only complicated the situation by inviting Blair, the president did what he could to bring the meeting to order. He asked the generals to meet with him and some of his cabinet colleagues again at the White House the next morning, January 12, when they would review General McDowell and General Franklin’s plan for an immediate Union offensive, in light of the postmaster general’s argument as to risk. Assuming a putative decision was reached at the morning meeting, it could then be put to the whole cabinet in the afternoon at 3:00 p.m.
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Warned by the postmaster general about what was taking place behind his back—in fact, that he might well be fired or placed on administrative leave—McClellan now preempted any attempt by the president to decide on an offensive toward Richmond, let alone “borrow” his Army of the Potomac for it. Before Major Generals McDowell and Franklin appeared at the White House on January 12, Major General McClellan suddenly appeared, in person and in uniform, at the executive mansion, “looking quite well” according to Secretary Seward.33

The president had thus been put on the proverbial spot. He felt obliged to ask if General McClellan, too, would like to attend the council of war that day, seeing he appeared to have recovered. To this, McClellan responded that he couldn’t, as he had “business of his own.” He would, however, consent to come the next day, January 13. Moreover, since the general “would be able to assume command of the army,” now that he was feeling better, William Seward, who was present, urged the president to “drop any further proceedings” of the McDowell-Franklin war council set for that day.34

This left an even greater imbroglio brewing. Battle lines were now being drawn—not with the enemy, but with Lazarus: the general-in-chief.

Recognizing that he’d been outranked, General McDowell gave in.

“Nothing was [to be] done but to appoint another meeting the next day at 11 o’clock,” January 13, McDowell recorded, “when we were to meet General McClellan, and again discuss the question of the movement to be made, &c., &c.”35
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History, military history, was being made—but in one of the most bizarre fashions in American military annals.

Had Mr. Lincoln taken the attorney general’s advice, in 1861, and set up his own presidential staff as commander in chief, he could have taken his own counsel instead of having to use subordinate generals plucked from the armies that General McClellan, as general-in-chief, still commanded. The president was, in effect, inviting failure—and it came.

“The President opened the proceedings,” on January 13, 1862, recalled the quartermaster general, Montgomery Meigs, whom the president also invited, “by making a statement of the cause of his calling the Council.”36

Thereafter “Mr. Chase, and Mr. Blair, if memory is accurate,” Meigs added, “both spoke.”37

For his part, the general-in-chief, George McClellan, remained ominously silent. The thirty-four-year-old had, over the previous twenty-four hours, taken extreme umbrage at the idea of “politicians”—whom he despised—presenting him with military plans drawn up by officers who were under his own command, without his knowledge or consent.

In some embarrassment the “President, pointing to a map, asked me to go over the plan I had before spoken to him of,” McDowell related. “He, at the same time, made a brief explanation of how he came to bring General Franklin and General McDowell before him,” given the general-in-chief’s absence through illness, as well as mounting pressure from Congress’s Joint Committee on the Conduct of the War, who wanted action. “I mentioned, in as brief terms as possible, what General Franklin and I had done under the President’s order, what our investigations had been directed upon, and what were our conclusions, giving as nearly as I could the substance of the paper hereto annexed, marked (B)”—namely, an advance overland to Manassas, and beyond that toward Richmond, keeping the major part of the Union army between the enemy and Washington, and with a smaller, subsidiary coastal attack to draw off Confederate forces, if feasible.

Clearly, the generals had done their homework, judging by the detail with which they outlined the land offensive. Asked if they’d been able to use any plans or existing papers regarding an offensive, General McDowell said from what he’d been able to learn at the War Department, there was nothing—at least nothing committed to paper. In drawing up his proposed Richmond campaign for the president, General McDowell explained to the incredulous members of the cabinet, he’d not been able to find any evidence of strategic or tactical campaign—topographical, intelligence, or logistics—research at the War Department. In fact, as McDowell put it, “I said that I had acted,” in drawing up his own military proposals for an advance and attack on Richmond, “completely in the dark.”38
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Even General McDowell was embarrassed at pointing out McClellan’s utter lack of preparations for an offensive, over the previous seven and a half months.

“I concluded my remarks by saying something apologetic in explanation of the position in which we were,” McDowell narrated—conscious that he was McClellan’s subordinate. To this General McClellan had replied somewhat coldly, if not curtly: “You are entitled to have any opinion you please!”39 Then, however, the general-in-chief had relapsed into “mute” silence, which he’d maintained throughout the meeting thus far.40

“The situation,” as Meigs described in his own account, “grew awkward.”41

With McClellan declining to say anything—implying by his silence that the entire proceedings were dishonorable—Mr. Lincoln attempted to keep the meeting civil, at least. “The President spoke again a few words. One of the Generals said something; McClellan said something which evidently did not please the speaker, and again was mute.”42

They were evidently at loggerheads: a commander in chief who seemed unable to take charge, or to directly challenge the general-in-chief whom he had himself appointed to now proffer his own plan of offense—if he really had one. Or accept Generals McDowell and Franklin’s plan.

Quartermaster General Meigs, sitting beside McClellan, found the silence excruciating. He later recorded how he “moved my chair to the side of McClellan’s and urged him, saying, ‘The President evidently expects you to speak: can you not promise some movement towards Manassas? You are strong.’”43

“He replied, ‘I cannot move on them with as great a force as they [the enemy] have.’”44

Meigs was stunned.

“Why, you have near 200,000 men,” Meigs said, knowing the figure very well due to his position as the U.S. quartermaster general. “How many have they?”45

“Not less than I75,000 according to my advices,” McClellan claimed.46

Meigs was stunned. It was the first that Meigs had heard of such a huge increase in Confederate forces (which were in fact nearer 30,000).

“I said, ‘Do you think so?’”47

McClellan refused to divulge his sources for the monstrous claim. What with that and his refusal to speak to the president directly, the meeting was now in danger of becoming a farce.

Meigs tried again—“the President expects something from you,” he murmured. To which McClellan “replied, ‘If I tell him my plans they will be in the New York Herald tomorrow morning. He can’t keep a secret, he will tell them to Tad’”—the president’s eight-year-old son—as well as to others.48

Meigs was gobsmacked. Not only by McClellan’s rudeness, but by the insolence and hypocrisy of his sotto voce comment—McClellan known to be leaking on a daily basis to the editor of the New York Herald, Gordon Bennett, as well as to Malcolm Ives, its military correspondent (who would be arrested the next month on suspicion of being a Confederate spy) in order to promote positive newspaper coverage for himself and his great generalship.49 His assertion about the president thus was breathtakingly Janus-faced, as well as insulting.

“I said: ‘That is a pity, but he is the President—the Commander-in-Chief; he has a right to know; it is not respectful to sit mute when he so clearly requires you to speak. He is superior to all.’”50

McClellan, wearying of the confrontation, now finally spoke up. McDowell had claimed he was having to act “entirely in the dark.” But he hadn’t needed to, for it was all eminently simple. With a sneer McClellan announced that “the case was so clear a blind man could see it.”51 He was not, however, going to divulge it to the sighted.

The only question in mounting his own, obvious, brilliant strategy, McClellan now claimed, was “the difficulty of ascertaining what force he could count upon” given the reputed strength of the enemy. Despite not having yet discussed the matter with the secretary of the navy, Mr. Gideon Welles, he might well have to take away troops and naval vessels from other planned amphibious expeditions on the Atlantic and Gulf coasts, in order to give himself overwhelming superiority over the daunting enemy—for he clearly wanted an amphibious invasion of the Virginia Peninsula, and up the peninsula. In the circumstances, “he did not know whether he could let General Butler go to Ship Island,” on the Gulf of Mexico, prior to an attack on New Orleans, as currently planned, “or whether,” using those troops, he could even “re-enforce General Burnside,” on the Virginia coast.52 Either way, he was not interested in an overland offensive. And he was still the U.S. supreme commander.
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Given the seven months of inactivity since McClellan had been given command of the Union’s main army at Washington after Bull Run, let alone his promotion to general-in-chief at the beginning of November, this was too much for poor Treasury secretary Chase, who’d earlier in 1861 supported McClellan.

Chase had heard of McClellan’s supposedly “secret” outline of a plan for a Veracruz-style landing—but was unable to understand why the general had seemingly done nothing to prepare such a project, if he valued his command. Neither the navy nor the quartermaster general knew anything of it. At this point in the proceedings, therefore, Chase blew up.

According to McDowell, with the president failing to run his own council of war, Secretary Chase felt it necessary to take up the baton. As secretary of the Treasury he was, after all, paying for the war. He was fed up with McClellan’s airy evasions, and therefore, according to General McDowell’s account, “put a direct question to General McClellan, to the effect as to what he intended doing with his army, and when he intended doing it”?53

According to General McClellan’s own version, Mr. Chase, who’d been whispering to the president, interrupted McClellan and “spoke aloud for the benefit of all assembled, in a very excited tone and manner, saying that he understood the purpose of the meeting to be that General McClellan should then and there explain his military plans in detail, that they might be submitted to the approval of the gentlemen present.”54

McClellan pretended, at least, to be disgusted by Mr. Chase’s direct challenge.

“The uncalled-for violence of his manner surprised me,” McClellan later remembered. He himself was “determined” to keep “perfectly cool myself,” he wrote in retrospect, and “contented” himself by “remarking—what was entirely true—that the purpose he [Secretary Chase] expressed was entirely new to me; that I did not recognize the Secretary of the Treasury as in any manner my official superior, and that I denied his right to question me upon the military affairs committed to my charge; that in the President and Secretary of War [who’d finally been asked officially to resign by Mr. Lincoln on January 11, two days before, and was thus not present] alone did I recognize the right to interrogate me. I then quietly resumed my conversation with Blair and Meigs, taking no further notice of Mr. Chase.”55

Daggers were thus drawn.
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Written years later, McClellan’s account differed greatly from the contemporary memorandum and diary notes of General McDowell and Colonel Meigs. Secretary Chase had lied, McClellan wrote, in saying the participants merely wanted to know his plan of campaign. The “original and intended purpose was not as Mr. Chase stated it,” McClellan sneered in retrospect; it was, instead, “‘to dispose of the military goods and chattels’ of the sick man so inopportunely restored to life”—i.e., to remove him from his position as commander of the Army of the Potomac. And to substitute General McDowell in his place.56

If so, McClellan was not going to make it easy for the damnable politicians. As he related, he’d not been as “seriously” sick as people assumed; in fact he had “a strong constitution” that “enabled me to retain a clear intellect during the most trying part of the illness, so that I daily transacted business and gave the necessary orders, never for a moment abandoning the direction of affairs. As is often the case with such diseases, I sometimes passed days and nights without sleeping, and it more than once happened that the President called while I was asleep after such intervals of wakefulness, and, being denied admittance, his anxiety induced him to think that my disease was very acute and would terminate fatally.”57

Mr. Lincoln, in other words, had been wrong to take offense. Moreover had unnecessarily panicked, along with his cabinet cronies. The meeting, or council of war, which the president had organized at the White House had therefore been utterly improper in McClellan’s view—a meeting or plot spurred by personal ambitions, including that of McDowell, whom McClellan suspected “was probably at the bottom of the affair” and had been “hoping to succeed me in command.”58

Secretary Chase could, of course, be legitimately spurned and his question ignored by General McClellan. Leaving the commander in chief, the president, to pose it—if he dared.

He did. “‘Well, Gen. McClellan,’” McClellan himself recalled the president saying, “‘I think you had better tell us what your plans are.’”59

To this McClellan replied “in substance,” as he put it, “that if the President had confidence in me it was not right or necessary to entrust my designs to the judgment of others,” at such a meeting. In fact, that “if his confidence was so slight as to require my opinions to be fortified [i.e., validated] by those of other persons it would be wiser to replace me by some one fully possessing his confidence; that no general commanding an army would willingly submit his plans to the judgment of such an assembly, in which some were incompetent to form a valuable opinion, and others incapable of keeping a secret, so that anything made known to them would soon spread over Washington and become known to the enemy. I also reminded the President that he and the Secretary of the Treasury knew in general terms what my designs were”—namely a coastal invasion of the Virginia Peninsula.

“Finally, I declined giving any further information to the meeting, unless the President gave me the order in writing and assumed the responsibility of the results.”60
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Only in writing? And offering the chance for the president to replace him, if he felt this necessary or advisable, and would take responsibility for an overland campaign—as he’d done in 1861, over Bull Run?

History is full of instances where, in retrospect, a chance is missed to avoid terrible consequences. Seen from a later perspective, McClellan’s offer to stand down, or be stood down, on January 13, 1862, was certainly one of them. But, as McClellan later recalled of his challenge to the president, the “President was not willing to assume the responsibility.”61

Abraham wasn’t—or, like the farmer in his anecdote about the chickens, he didn’t feel up to it. Unknown to McClellan at that moment, Mr. Lincoln had just forced the resignation of Secretary Cameron, the Secretary of War. Despite the urging of the Radicals in Congress, he simply had not the necessary ruthlessness—or heart—to add the thirty-four-year-old to the discard pile, despite the general’s unwillingness to fight without yet more men, more time, let alone have to provide detailed plans for such an offensive.

Besides, even if, in retrospect, President Lincoln should have accepted McClellan’s offer to resign or be replaced, by whom was it to be? Would the president have necessarily fared better with General Irvin McDowell in command of the overland offensive?

General McDowell had been outmaneuvered at Bull Run, and his army of green volunteers forced into flight: an unpromising public credential, were Mr. Lincoln to go ahead and replace McClellan with McDowell. General McDowell was a straight arrow, and highly professional. He lacked flair or charisma, however, and was innocent of public relations; although respected by his junior officers and soldiers, he was not nearly as popular with them as the self-promoting McClellan.

McClellan’s point about the chain of command, too, was well taken; the president’s circumvention of the chain would play badly in the Army of the Potomac, if and when it became known—the business blamed, surely, on “politicians.”

The president thus backed down. McClellan had, it was clear to all, won the clash of wills.

“After a little more whispering between him and Mr. Chase, Mr. Seward arose, buttoned his coat, and laughingly said, ‘Well, Mr. President, I think the meeting had better break up. I don’t see that we are likely to make much out of Gen. McClellan’”—who’d said he could assure the meeting that he was, meantime, fully conversant with matters in the West, and was currently masterminding that campaign. “With that,” McClellan recalled, “the meeting adjourned.”62

It was over—save that “Mr. Chase still continued his whispered conversation with the President,” McClellan also remembered.

“I waited until that had ceased, then walked up to the President, begged him not to allow himself to be acted upon by improper influences, but still to trust me, and said that if he would leave military affairs to me I would be responsible that I would bring matters to a successful issue and free him from all his troubles.”63

It was a promise that would go spectacularly unfulfilled.
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5

Davis Is Inaugurated

IN RICHMOND, President Davis worked on the new inaugural speech he would have to give on February 22—Washington’s birthday. There was still no sign of an impending attack on the capital, but the Union’s blockade continued to affect the economy. Conscription, he thought, would be inevitable, and sooner or later, the Lincoln government would see through Confederate efforts to magnify the size of their defense forces and use the Union’s overwhelming superiority to invade the South.

Davis worried, too, about his wife, Varina. It had been two months since she gave birth to baby William Davis. The more beset by illness the president became—recurrent neuralgia and malaria, as well as near blindness in one eye—and the closer the collapse of the Confederacy loomed, the more deeply, loyally, even passionately Jefferson adored her. Educated, smart, and guarded in public, she alone had his total confidence and trust. He kept nothing from her, and though his sibling fealty to his older brother, Joe—who insisted on retaining title to Brierfield—still at times came between them, it might not ultimately matter, if William Preston was right and emancipation proved triumphant in the West—ending, thanks to secession, their years of plantation-plenty.

Certainly Hurricane Island or Davis Bend—the peninsula on the Mississippi River where Brierfield was located, just south of Vicksburg—could never be protected, militarily. If it fell into Union hands, the Davis brothers, along with their wives, would lose all the wealth and income that, through the work of their many hundreds of enslaved laborers, had been built up over the decades. And all, ultimately, because Southern state legislators had feverishly overplayed their hand—willfully blind to the consequences of their spontaneous combustion in seceding from the United States: a democracy that had made them rich, and which now was poised to make them paupers.1

Davis was only being realistic, then, in fearing the worst. He’d warned Varina what might happen, in time. Yet even he, soon to be sworn in as the first formally elected president of the Confederate States of America, to serve for the next six years, could not imagine how threatening the next six weeks were to become.
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It was in a dark mood that Davis thus worked, that January, on his inaugural address. For the most part he avoided the public gaze. Speculation, in some quarters, grew rife that the government might even be considering reunification. In particular, Davis’s secretary of war, Judah Benjamin, had aroused suspicions among his fellow Southerners that negotiation with “the enemy” was afoot—either in the works, or in the cards at least, as hinted by John Jones, clerk of the War Department.

Secretary Benjamin might well be, people said, the “brains of the Confederacy,” the smartest man in the Davis cabinet, and perhaps the president’s only real friend in it.2 Nevertheless, Jones complained, Mr. Benjamin was inherently untrustworthy, since he was Jewish. And being Jewish in a Southern Christian culture whose very strength and cohesion lay in “othering”—namely, despising others of a different race, faith, or culture—was cause for suspicion.

Jones’s daily record—one he was anxious should be published, whether or not he survived the war—was thus not only caustic about former U.S. senator Benjamin as his new, acting boss in the War Department, implying that Mr. Benjamin was a closet Unionist, but it gave vent to Jones’s outright disgust over Mr. Benjamin’s faith. “There is a general desire,” Jones noted, “to have the cabinet modified and Christianized upon the inauguration of the permanent government”—a reorganization that would rid the government of Mr. Benjamin, Jones hoped.3

With the war in Kentucky going south, literally and militarily, however—since there were simply too few Confederate troops to defend all the threatened frontiers of the enlarged “nation,” particularly its many thousands of miles of sea coast—Christianizing the cabinet soon took second place, however, to ensuring national survival. Jones himself fell into despair, since he had no confidence in insufficiently aggressive West Pointers—in his view—who’d been educated and trained in the North, and who were sapping the Southern, Confederate fire that was needed to prevail.

“The great men who were the leaders of this revolution,” Jones lamented of the heroes of secession, “may be ignored but they cannot be kept down by the smaller fry who aspire to wield the destinies of a great and patriotic people,” he claimed—complaining that Generals G. W. Smith and Mansfield Lovell—both graduates of West Point—were but “New York politicians and Street Commissioners.” To his contempt they had, however, “been made major generals.” Meanwhile true Southern revolutionaries like Henry Wise, former U.S. congressman and governor of Virginia, and John Breckinridge, former U.S. vice president, “are brigadiers” only, Jones fumed on January 27, 1862.4

Instead of lauding Davis’s efforts to keep the weakness of Confederate forces hidden from the enemy, Jones believed the “Yankees” were doing the same, only better. “They say we have 150,000 men in Tennessee and Kentucky,” he granted, “whereas we have not 60,000.” For their part, the enemy was claiming their own numbers “to be not exceeding 50,000, but I suspect”—as did everyone in the Confederate War Department—“they have three times that number. The shadows of events are crowding thickly upon us,” he recorded anxiously, “and the events will speak for themselves—and that speedily.”5

Though the former Maryland journalist and pencil pusher genuinely respected President Davis as a man of cool, even cold judgment, he was more and more certain that Secretary Benjamin was a traitor. On January 29, Jones wrote, “What we want is a military man capable of directing operations in the field everywhere. I think Lee is such a man. But can he, a modest man and a Christian, aspire to such a position? Would not Mr. Benjamin throw his influence against such a suggestion? I trust the President will see through the mist generated around him,” and elevate Lee to higher field command.6

The next day, Jones was even more suspicious. “Some of the mysterious letter-carriers, who have just returned from their jaunt into Tennessee, are applying again for passports to Baltimore, Washington, etc. I refuse them,” Jones penned, “but they will obtain what they want from the Secretary himself, or his Assistant Secretary.” And the day after that: “What if these men (they have passports) should be going to Washington to report the result of their reconnaissances in Tennessee”—or worse, seeking negotiation?7
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Secretary Benjamin was not a fool—nor a turncoat, despite Jones’s anti-Semitic suspicions—but the clerk’s growing anxiety could be forgiven, to some extent, because the outlook for the Confederacy was indeed becoming worse as January turned to February. “We had a startling rumor yesterday that New Orleans had been taken by the enemy, without firing a gun,” Jones recorded on February 1.

“I hastened to the Secretary [Benjamin] and asked him if it could be true. He had not heard of it, and turned pale.” To Jones’s relief, “a moment after, recollecting the day on which it was said the city had fallen,” Benjamin—who came from New Orleans—“seized a New Orleans paper of a subsequent date, and said the news could not be true, since the paper made no mention of it.”8

Day after day there came more bad news. “We have intelligence of the sailing of an expedition from Cairo,” the Illinois town at the confluence of the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers, “for the reduction of Fort Henry on the Tennessee River,” Jones recorded on February 3, 1862, and the following day, that Union General Ambrose Burnside “has entered the Sound at Hatteras,” off the coast of North Carolina, “with his fleet of gun-boats and transports. The work will soon begin.”9

Roanoke Island, on the outer banks of North Carolina, duly fell, owing to “superior numbers,” Jones soon groaned.10 “Would that were all!” he added, suspecting that Judah Benjamin was responsible for the cascade. “The catalogue of disasters I feared and foretold, under the policy adopted by the War Department, may be a long and a terrible one. The mission of the spies to East Tennessee is now apparent. Three of the enemy’s gun-boats have ascended the Tennessee River to the very head of navigation, while the women and children on its banks could do nothing more than gaze in mute despair. No batteries, no men were there. The absence of these is what the traitors, running from here to Washington, have been reporting to the enemy. Their boats would no more have ventured up that river without the previous exploration of spies, than Mr. Lincoln would dare to penetrate a cavern without torch-bearers, in which the rattle of venomous snakes could be heard.”11

The situation was ominous. “They have ascended to Florence,” in South Carolina, Jones gasped, “and may get footing in Alabama and Mississippi! And Fort Donelson,” on the Cumberland River north of Nashville, “has been attacked by an immensely superior force. We have 15,000 men there to resist, perhaps, 75,000,” under General Ulysses Grant. “Was ever such management known before? Who is responsible for it? If Donelson falls, what becomes of the ten or twelve thousand men at Bowling Green?”12 And on February, 21, 1862, the day before President Davis’s inauguration: “All our garrison in Fort Henry, with Gen. Tilghman, surrendered. I think we had only 1500 men there. Guns, ammunition, and stores, all gone.” There was “No news from Donelson—and that is bad news. Benjamin says he has no definite information. But prisoners taken say the enemy have been reinforced, and are hurling 80,000 against our 15,000.”13

Fort Donelson duly fell to General Grant on February 16.

Six days later came Inauguration Day: February 22, 1862. “Such a day!” Jones exclaimed, with bitter sarcasm. “The heavens weep incessantly. Capitol Square is black with umbrellas; and a shelter has been erected for the President to stand under. I walked up to the monument and heard the Inaugural read by the President. He read it well, and seemed self-poised in the midst of disasters, which he acknowledged had befallen us. And he admitted that there had been errors in our war policy. We had attempted operations on too extensive a scale, thus diffusing our powers which should have been concentrated.”14

The First Lady had left the stand while the president was still speaking—whether in sadness, or concern that she might catch a cold and endanger her newborn son, no one knew.15

Jones, however, was won over by the president’s honesty, in the circumstances. “I like these candid confessions,” he noted in his journal. “They augur a different policy hereafter, and we may hope for better results in the future. We must all stand up for our country.”16
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Varina, too, remembered the day well.

“The sky lowered until 10 o’clock, and then a hard rain poured steadily down for four hours, and Mr. Davis came in from an early visit to his office and went into his room, where I found him, an hour afterward on his knees in earnest prayer ‘for the divine support I need so sorely.’”17

Beneath the equestrian statue of General and first president of the United States George Washington, the inaugural speech of former general, now president of the Confederate States of America Jefferson Davis., was certainly candid, even if Varina was no longer there to hear it spoken—for Davis was now confronting not only a bleak national future, but a personal one, too.

The day before, Jeff had written his brother Joe, at Hurricane Plantation, adjacent to Brierfield on Davis Bend on the Mississippi, to warn him that they might soon lose their land, enslaved laborers, and baled cotton, unless he swiftly moved them into the interior of Mississippi—not only because of enemy gunboats venturing down the Mississippi, but also because Joe was well known to be the brother of the Confederate president: a double traitor, in Northern eyes.

“I am the object of such special malignity that the neighborhood would suffer because of my residence there if the enemy should get so far down the river,” he confessed to Joe. “Your property would be the next to my own an attraction to the plunderer. It therefore seems to me that it might be well to send away as far as possible all which is mine, to send away, even up the Big Black [River], your cotton and valuables, and be ready to move your negroes and a part of the stock, should such a descent [from higher up the Mississippi River] be made. O! How I wish to be with you, and fervently do I pray that you were in some place of absolute safety, with your family and mine.”18

The outlook was dire. “All I have, except my wife and children, I am ready to sacrifice for my country,” Jeff wrote to Joe. “We have very imperfect intelligence of the disaster at Fort Donelson,” he confided. “I cannot believe that our army surrendered without an effort to cut the investing lines and retreat to the main body of the army.… I am making every effort to assemble a sufficient force to beat the enemy in Tennessee”—a Confederate state, at least—“and retrieve our waning fortunes in the West”—where more disasters could be anticipated, however, given how outnumbered were his Confederate forces still.19

All in all, the fall of Fort Donelson had been an augury of catastrophe—forcing Davis to abandon all plans to take the federal fortress at Pensacola. General Braxton Bragg was therefore ordered north to Tennessee with 10,000 troops. More ominously, Davis, as commander in chief, also felt compelled to order north another 5,000 men from New Orleans itself—even though this would mean denuding, inevitably, the defenses of the Confederacy’s primary trading port against possible, in fact threatened, Federal naval attack.

If New Orleans fell, as Davis knew, the Confederacy would be grievously injured, commercially: losing its maritime gateway not only to the world but also northward, up the Mississippi River through Louisiana and Mississippi, his home state.

It was not merely a sobering thought, but an awful one.
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Davis’s Inaugural speech in Richmond had thus been, understandably, far less swaggering than his first one twelve months before, in Montgomery.

The 1862 speech would prove easy to deride, later, as hypocritical: accusing the Lincoln government of the very sins—martial law and the suspension of habeas corpus, among them—that Davis would soon enough have to announce as president in his new capital, only 100 miles away from Lincoln’s. But mixed in with the speech’s crowd-pleasing accusations of unconscionable Northern brutality was a candid avowal of the North’s numerical superiority—Davis estimating that a “million men” were now “standing in hostile array” against the Confederacy, “waging war along a frontier of thousands of miles.”20

“Battles have been fought, sieges have been conducted, and, although the contest is not ended, and the tide for the moment is against us, the final result in our favor is not doubtful,” Davis maintained with markedly less fervor than before—and little current evidence, for in truth there was none. “The period is near at hand,” he nevertheless prophesied, choosing another tack, “when our foes must sink under the immense load of debt which they have incurred, a debt which in their effort to subjugate us has already attained such fearful dimensions as will subject them to burdens which must continue to oppress them for generations to come.”21

Northern debt as a reason for the United States government to stand down its troops, and accept Confederate independence? This was wishful thinking—Davis knowing that rising debt was a problem for the North, but aware from his long service in Washington as a cabinet officer that this would hardly make Mr. Lincoln’s cabinet end the war. Indeed, according to his Treasury secretary, Christopher Memminger, the reverse would be the case: Confederate debt steadily mounting, and little idea how to repay it other than by issuing government bonds that would be worthless in the event of defeat, yet the cabinet maintaining its resolve to fight on, dollars be damned.

“We too have had our trials and difficulties,” Davis conceded. “That we are to escape them in future is not to be hoped,” he admitted, frankly. “It was to be expected when we entered upon this war that it would expose our people to sacrifices and cost them much, both of money and blood. But we knew the value of the object for which we struggled, and understood the nature of the war in which we were engaged,” he claimed—knowing, in reality, this wasn’t true, at least in the case of the most vocal, most wild-eyed secessionists. “Nothing could be so bad as failure” to resist Northern domination, he nevertheless declared, “and any sacrifice would be cheap as the price of success in such a contest”—though success now looked pretty unlikely.22

In hardship, however, there would be a special grace. “This great strife has awakened in the people the highest emotions and qualities of the human soul,” he noted. “It is cultivating feelings of patriotism, virtue, and courage. Instances of self-sacrifice and of generous devotion to the noble cause for which we are contending are rife throughout the land.

“Never,” Davis continued, “has a people evinced a more determined spirit than that now animating men, women, and children in every part of our country”—white men, women, and children, to be sure. Volunteerism testified to the spirit of the South. “Upon the first call the men flew to arms, and wives and mothers send their husbands and sons to battle without a murmur of regret.

“It was, perhaps, in the ordination of Providence that we were to be taught the value of our liberties by the price which we pay for them.

“The recollections of this great contest, with all its common traditions of glory, of sacrifice and blood, will be the bond of harmony and enduring affection amongst the people, producing unity in policy, fraternity in sentiment, and just effort in war.”23

Much of this was window dressing, Davis knew. He’d served in combat, and knew better than anyone what lay ahead. At least, though, he’d been able to portray the moral and political “cause” of the South as one that had nothing to do with slavery. It was, in his telling as the now formally elected and installed Confederate president, simply a matter of self-defense: of righteous David confronting unholy Goliath.
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Most misleading, perhaps, of all President Davis’s statements in his inaugural speech was his proud claim that “we have maintained the war” by the “unaided exertions” of the people of the Confederacy—that the citizens of the South had stood up to Northern aggression without any source of support.24

Unaided? Abolitionists could only rub their eyes in disbelief when reading, in the North, the published text of Davis’s inaugural address. How could the president make this claim when, as a major enslaver and plantation owner, he knew better than anyone that the Confederacy’s entire wealth in cotton, sugar, rice, tobacco, provisions, timber, and naval stores—much of which, in his address, he promised would enrich foreign trading partners once the Confederacy was able to resume international trade—was not only contingent upon its production by literal slave labor, but was based upon the asset value of Black “property”: the three and a half million enslaved people owned by whites and compelled to work for the armed rebellion of the South? Human beings who in their persons constituted the very credit upon which bonds could be issued and foreign loans raised—labor and credit, in short, without which no armed insurrection could last five minutes.

Even Davis knew that his use of the word unaided was a stretch. Yet as official president now, it was he whose task it was to remind the public, at home and abroad, of the contents of the blockaded South’s wartime store, so to speak: its marketable goods and products—yet without, if possible, mentioning the actual producers of such goods and assets.

Neither the word slavery nor slaves was used a single time, in fact, in the president’s 2,099-word speech. Nor was it in his follow-up Message to his Congress three days later, in which Davis proudly boasted “we have no floating debt”—in fact, “the credit of the Government is unimpaired”—neatly covering up the fact that the cost of secession, and of going to war to cement secession, was being borne almost entirely by the enforced labor of three and a half million enslaved Black people, and the wealth they represented as human “property” in raising that “unimpaired” credit, both at home and abroad.25

The government of the Confederacy, Davis declared, could take pride in having spent only $170 million on the armed insurrection thus far: the annual value of a “single article of export, the cotton crop.”26 If the South could continue its rebellion so cheaply—not even a third of what the North had already spent, trying to put down the insurrection—then, if it fought hard enough, and could depend on its unacknowledged, unspoken, unpaid, enforced slave labor, the Confederacy might yet prevail.

Also, of course, if Mr. Lincoln, too, could be depended upon to keep this truth under wraps—which, to the despair of Northern abolitionists and supporters of a more determined prosecution of the war, Lincoln did. Thereby leaving three and a half million people forced to labor for an armed revolt against the federal government—their coerced contribution left completely out of Jefferson Davis’s Inaugural speech, as well as his 1,534-word follow-up address to his Congress.

An omission that had allowed the Confederate president to close his inaugural speech with a simple appeal to “thee O God,” to whom “I trustingly commit myself, and prayerfully invoke thy blessing on my country and its cause.”27
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6

McClellan Is Mad

UNBEKNOWN TO DAVIS, his prayers had, in a sense, already been answered—for while little David fretted in Richmond and the military threat to the Confederacy looked insurmountable, mighty Goliath had problems of his own a hundred miles away in Washington. For the relationship between President Lincoln and his “supreme commander,” General McClellan, had not recovered from the January 13, 1862, war council meeting—and never really would.

Instead of accepting McClellan’s readiness to resign as general-in-chief and simply ordering him, if he wished to continue to serve, to carry out immediately the overland Army of the Potomac campaign that Generals McDowell and Franklin had drawn up, President Lincoln had backed down, instead, and had left General McClellan in power: “Little Mac” refusing to do anything, say anything, or answer to anyone but the president as commander in chief—yet a commander in chief who was afraid to give the thirty-four-year-old an order!

As a result, in the weeks following the fiasco of the “Council of War,” the relationship between the president and the supreme commander of the armies would become a sort of war within the war: a series of skirmishes, demi-confrontations, temporary truces, accusations (both men using words like traitor for each other), threats, counterthreats, misunderstandings, and underhand stratagems that would make President Jefferson Davis’s Confederate military leadership in Richmond look positively Washingtonian in comparison.

By the end of January 1862, the matter turned into farce, once again, with the president issuing, as U.S. commander in chief, a “General War Order No. 1” on January 27, 1862, directing the U.S. armies to go into battle forthwith: a document without his own general-in-chief’s input, agreement, or even knowledge.1

The president’s military order—his very first as commander in chief—called for a Union offensive across the entire country, to stretch the enemy’s weaker forces to the breaking point, from Fort Monroe in the East, in the West toward Cairo, as well as in the South, from the Gulf—exactly as Jefferson Davis had feared the Union grand strategy would be. The attacks were to begin no later than the anniversary of George Washington’s approaching birthday and President Davis’s approaching inauguration, namely on February 22. Not content with this—declining to order McClellan to come to the White House or discuss the situation with him at his headquarters, or to simply fire him—the president even issued a supplementary “President’s Special War Order No. 1,” four days after his January 27 order.2

This second order directed that, “after providing safely for the defense of Washington,” the “disposable force of the Army of the Potomac” should be formed into an “expedition, for the immediate object of seizing and occupying a point upon the Rail Road South Westward of what is known as Manassas Junction”—in other words, an overland advance on Richmond. “All details” of this offensive were “to be in the discretion of the general-in-chief, and the expedition to move before, or on, the 22nd day of February next.”3

In short, with the backing of his cabinet and Edwin Stanton, the mercurial former U.S. attorney general under President Buchanan whom he’d recently chosen to replace Secretary Cameron as secretary of war, Mr. Lincoln had decided he could wait no longer for General McClellan to meet with him. He was going to use his authority, as cabinet secretaries Chase and Bate had counseled, as commander in chief, and would take overall charge of the military strategy of the war and his armies, as President Davis had done. Moreover he would focus, in particular, on a massive overland advance on Davis’s capital at Richmond, using the vast superiority of the Army of the Potomac.

The overland offensive was, the president added, to commence if possible even before Davis took his inaugural oath in Richmond—whatever the timid “Little Napoleon,” General McClellan, claimed about the intimidating, superior strength of the Confederate army encamped at Manassas.
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Days went by.

Nothing, however, was done—for General-in-chief George McClellan was still legally the U.S. Army’s supreme commander, and he chose simply to ignore the commander in chief’s orders, both No. 1 and the supplementary Special No. 1.

Why, historians would wonder in the aftermath? Was it because of the set-to at the White House on January 13, and the president’s decision to go, in effect, behind McClellan’s back to seek military advice from other generals as to the best way to advance and take Richmond, a hundred miles away? Had this made the thirty-four-year-old mad—not only mad, in fact, but determined at all costs—even the nation’s costs—not to comply? And, instead, to insist upon his own Veracruz fantasy: a laborious, inevitably delayed, amphibious invasion of the coast of Virginia, by river and ocean from Washington, and then fight another sixty to a hundred miles by land from the tip of one of the Virginia peninsulas, and finally, following that, mount a siege of Richmond from the south, relying only on what had been brought by water and the guns of the U.S. Navy. Despite, however, still not having discussed this wild plan with the staff or secretary of the navy!

Thus began, on February 3, 1862—since McClellan still refused to meet with the president in person—a veritable literary duel between the president and his general-in-chief: one that would decide the fate of the war and the nation, at least that year.

The contest began in scriptural salvos. At the White House—still afraid to repeat the contentious council of war of January 13—Mr. Lincoln penned and sent over to McClellan a now habitual “interrogatory.” This time, however, it was extensive, asking General McClellan just how his presumed proposal—one that McClellan had still not deigned to share with him, but which Lincoln understood to be an amphibious strike on the Confederate capital via the Chesapeake Bay and one of Virginia’s three long peninsulas, on the estuaries of the York and James rivers—was preferable to the straightforward overland Union offensive, en masse, as proposed by Generals McDowell and Franklin, which the president said he favored. With this “interrogatory,” Lincoln hoped to finally force McClellan to make good on his assertion that his own secret plan—“so clear a blind man could see it”—was better.

Determined to be open-minded, yet tasked with understanding a plan by McClellan that he had not yet seen, the president tried to be patient, rational, and thoughtful, despite having waited several weeks and heard nothing from McClellan. As commander in chief, the president was not, after all, averse to mounting amphibious landings, as such; in fact, when supported by the U.S. Navy, small expeditions had hitherto proven remarkably successful, such as at Cape Hatteras or recently at Roanoke Island—and might become even more so, on the Gulf, if General Butler’s men, backed by naval big-gun weaponry, were able to land and take New Orleans. New Orleans, however, was more than a thousand miles away from Washington; if Admiral Farragut and General Butler’s impending amphibious attack failed, it would not imperil the capital, Washington. Whereas a major Federal army offensive against Richmond, transported by way of water to one of the Virginia peninsulas, and then having to fight its way up to the enemy capital, would of necessity leave the U.S. capital, only twenty miles from Manassas, vulnerable to Confederate attack, surely?

McClellan had refused to divulge his plan at the council of war, lest it be leaked to the enemy. But how would Jefferson Davis—despite his well-known eyesight problems—not recognize and counter a major, long-winded amphibious invasion? Had he not bombarded and secured Fort Sumter before the U.S. naval expedition could land food or men the previous year? Worse still, would Davis not seek to thwart and hold such an invading force on the peninsula, while meanwhile launching his own attack on the enemy’s capital, Washington?

Why send the Union’s main army on a wild expedition by water, in short, unless it be part of a pincer attack? Was that not the reason for Federal defeat at the Battle of Bull Run: the fact that Davis had combined his two armies, under Johnston and Beauregard, at the critical moment, thereby overwhelming the Federal force? Sending the Army of the Potomac on a circuitous, impossible-to-conceal waterborne route south of Richmond, hundreds of miles from its reserves that would need to be kept back to protect Washington, could leave the Army of the Potomac—the U.S. Army’s main fighting force—stranded and very far from its own base, Washington—a city, a capital, which would then be vulnerable to a Confederate attack.

“In view of the possibility of this, might it not be safest to have our entire force to move together” overland from Washington? the president asked General McClellan.4 “If you will give me satisfactory answers to the following questions,” he explained to his supreme commander on February 3, 1862, in enclosing his interrogatory, “I shall gladly yield my plan to yours.”5
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Given McClellan’s increasingly embattled mental state, the president’s interrogatory seemed to make the Narcissus only more determined to get far away from control, questioning, and political pressure in Washington. The general did, however, feel compelled to respond—and to finally argue in detail his amphibious proposal.

The bold idea that McClellan had dreamed up months before was indeed childishly simple, on paper: the Union’s main army would land at Urbanna on the central of Virginia’s three big peninsulas, at the mouth of the Rappahannock River—or, alternatively, would land at the safer existing fortress of Fort Monroe, at the foot of the York and James Rivers, at the end of the southernmost of the three peninsulas, on Chesapeake Bay. From either point—circumventing Manassas completely—the army would then fight its way up the chosen peninsula to attack the enemy capital from the south or rear.6

It was all perfectly straightforward, indeed magical in McClellan’s mind. From Urbanna it would be only “one long march” to West Point, Virginia: “the key to that region,” situated on the York River. Then, from West Point, it would be “but two marches to Richmond.”7

Like a giant wearing ten-league boots, the invading Army of the Potomac would accomplish this all without opposition, since Davis’s army would surely be stuck at Manassas, still supposedly defending against an overland approach from the North. A “rapid movement from Urban[n]a would,” also, “probably cut off [General] Magruder”—Lincoln’s onetime favorite commander, now a Confederate general—“in the Peninsula” (by which McClellan meant the shorter, middle peninsula) at Yorktown, and thereby “enable us to occupy Richmond before it could be strongly reinforced,” McClellan posited. Or, if that failed, the U.S. Navy could help the army to advance up the James River, from Fort Monroe, to attack the “rear of Richmond,” forcing the Confederates to “attack us.”

Either of these two possible amphibious landings and proposed peninsular campaigns would be better, McClellan argued, than a long-winded advance overland, via Manassas. To prevail in such an ambitious amphibious campaign, however, strength in numbers was the key. He proposed to use “110 to 140,000 troops”—all the while leaving Washington “quite safe” from a possible Confederate attack.8 In other words, the Union’s rump forces would be held back for defense—not be part of a coordinated, two-pronged offensive battle to take Richmond.

Such an amphibious “Peninsula campaign” would, of course, take a further month to organize, McClellan was aware—for absolutely nothing had been planned or prepared over the past months of inactivity. But the rewards would, he promised, be more than worth the wait.
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“If at the expense of 30 days delay we can gain a decisive victory which will probably end the war,” McClellan airily assured the president, “it is far cheaper than to gain a battle tomorrow [overland, via Manassas] that produces no final results, & may require years of warfare & expenditure to follow up.”9
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End the war by a waterborne expedition, transporting 140,000 troops?

The tragedy, in retrospect, was that McClellan—who had never won more than a land skirmish as a general, but lived in a bubble of fantasy, self-congratulation, spite, and delusion—was pitching his commander in chief a “decisive victory” when, in truth, what he was proposing, without the navy’s knowledge, was a highly risky amphibious campaign that might itself require “years of warfare & expenditure,” expose Washington to enemy attack, and even cause the loss of the war, if it failed and the army became bogged down on the peninsula—a possibility that George McClellan refused to imagine, despite the president’s Socratic interrogatory.10

Instead, McClellan ended his paper by pleading that he now be “authorized” by Edwin Stanton, the new war secretary, “to undertake at once the movement by Urban[n]a,” or its alternative, the one via Fort Monroe, on the southernmost Virginia peninsula. Together with Union army campaigns in the West and in the Gulf, the new amphibious operation—which would take months to prepare—would not only achieve total surprise, McClellan promised, but also carry all before it, becoming the capstone to the North’s Anaconda-style strategy: the Union armies in the West striking south, down the Mississippi, while the U.S. Navy seized New Orleans on the Gulf and worked to “reduce at our leisure all the Southern seaports,” as McClellan purred. Thus “our Govt & arms in Arkansas, Louisiana & Texas” would be reestablished—all while McClellan, at the head of the Army of the Potomac, seized the Confederate capital, the “heart of the enemy’s power in the East.” Success was, “by all the chances of war,” simply “certain.”

It was certainly simple in McClellan’s childlike brain. The actual source of “the enemy’s power,” however, McClellan had no intention of touching—indeed, so committed to the maintenance of slavery did he feel, once the two sides would be reunited under his victory dream, he even suggested that, as his Union armies advanced, they should “force the slaves to labor for our subsistence instead of that of the rebels.”

Force enslaved people to be re-enslaved, therefore, by and for the Union, as its troops advanced? Ending in legal, governmental re-establishment of slavery in America that would proudly “bid defiance to all foreign interference” with the institution?

So confident was McClellan with this “brilliant” strategy, as he called it, that he ended his twenty-two-page document with a dramatic vow: “I will stake my life, my reputation on the result—more than that,” he added, “I will stake upon it the success of our cause.”11

McClellan never would, of course—inventing endless reasons why others were responsible for its failure.

That President Lincoln, as the U.S. commander in chief, and Secretary Stanton, as the new U.S. secretary of war, found themselves unable to simply say no to McClellan’s jejune fantasy, however, and said nothing about the moral implications of McClellan’s proposals for re-enslavement, would later shock and appall admirers of Abraham Lincoln. Yet, in February 1862, with a frustrated, much-harangued U.S. president determined upon swift military action in Virginia lest he lose still more public and congressional support, and feeling it was becoming too late, with spring coming, to shake up the high command of his Union armies, the commander in chief and his secretary of war had not gained sufficient confidence in their military acumen to reject McClellan’s madcap scheme.

Lincoln and Stanton would, however, hedge their bets: they would demote McClellan from his position as general-in-chief, while leaving him as the commanding officer of the Army of the Potomac. The war would therefore be directed by another general-in-chief—if and when they could decide upon a name. In the meantime, the president would act as commander in chief and general-in-chief, much as President Davis was doing a hundred miles away—but with a commanding officer of his main Army of the Potomac whom he had not the courage to fire, and who insisted upon a strategy that almost everyone in the War Department knew was stupid, unnecessary, and defiantly ignorant of the true weakness of the enemy facing the Union at Manassas.
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Thus, for better or for worse, General George Brinton McClellan—who’d only recently turned thirty-five, and still had no major battle experience—was permitted by Mr. Lincoln to simply ignore the president’s Special Order No. 1 for an overland offensive to advance on Manassas and Richmond, using the swelling Army of the Potomac.

The Union’s biggest, best equipped, and now parade-trained army would, instead, under a major general who would not take anything but a direct order from the president—one that the president, unfortunately, had not the self-confidence or courage to give—be authorized to undertake the nation’s primary offensive campaign that year. Not by striking southward in stages, overland, from Washington, but by taking the nation’s main army to sea and to the Virginia Peninsula—with no apparent connection to Union forces held at Washington, and no possible backup or reinforcement other than what could be brought aboard vessels of the U.S. Navy. A navy whose secretary, Mr. Welles, had still not been consulted in the drawing up of McClellan’s “so simple” plan—the president, it seemed, remaining too timid to overrule or control his subordinate.

In this amazing way the most cockeyed large-scale amphibious expedition in American military history would go ahead, against the president’s instinct and will—yet a will that was too weak and ineffectual to suborn his wily, roguish, determined, proslavery appointee. Constituting a historic example of folly—at the very moment when the Union’s army and naval forces were, in fact, in the ascendant, in the West, the South, and the East.
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7

Talk of Resignation

EVER SINCE THE PREVIOUS summer, the Confederacy’s leaders had been awaiting—and dreading—an attack on Richmond: knowing that a strike was coming, and wondering how, with their limited forces, they could possibly thwart it, given the myriad other challenges confronting their military across the country.

As Judah Benjamin, the then-secretary of war, would later write, “while the North was vigorously engaged in preparing for an overwhelming descent upon Richmond, the Confederate army was falling to pieces”—with no hope of finding the necessary troops to defend itself at all points.1

Port Royal had fallen to the Federals (as they were often called) on November 7, 1861; Fort Henry had fallen on February 6, 1862, Roanoke Island on February 8, and Fort Donelson on February 16—where nine thousand Confederate troops had surrendered to General Ulysses S. Grant. Disasters that forced Davis to send General Bragg and thousands of troops guarding and defending the Gulf coast northward—including five thousand from New Orleans, which would be left dangerously vulnerable to assault from the sea.

The Confederate Army, in short, was like a ripe fruit, ready to fall, with many of its early volunteers scheduled to go home on the expiration of their twelve-month terms of military enlistment.

Conscription, or mandatory draft, would be essential if the Confederacy was to survive more than a few more months. This sparked a bitter dispute—a “national uproar,” as one later historian would put it—in the Confederate Congress between those who believed in states’ rights to say no to federal-style government authority, and those who foresaw the imminent fall of the CSA if the conscription bill fell.2
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Later, Jefferson would admit that “our known want of preparation for war and numerical inferiority” had made it imperative for the Confederate armies to pretend they were stronger than their opponents. Not recognizing the real disparity between North and South, and without demonstrable victory, people in the South would have been inclined “to doubt the wisdom of our effort for independence. In the eyes of these people,” Davis would write, therefore, “a signal success would have been the makeweight deciding their course”—the reason he would give for the subsequent bloodletting on the Tennessee River, near Shiloh.3

In truth, however, there was little sign of “these people’s” sympathy for the Confederacy in western Tennessee and Missouri. In fact, General Sidney Johnston had himself written President Davis as his friend three weeks before the Battle of Shiloh, on March 13, begging Davis to come see for himself the difficulty of his task—even offering to serve under him in the field if, as commander in chief, Davis would take command of the army. Reporting, too, on the “disheartening disaster” at Fort Donelson, and the enemy now in occupation of Nashville, which had been surrendered. Johnston making clear to Davis, confidentially but in writing, that, “manifested in Kentucky,” there was precious little support for the Confederacy, or secession, or civil war. “No enthusiasm, as we had imagined and hoped, but hostility.”4

As far as General Johnston was concerned, the only hope for Confederate independence rested in foreign recognition, thanks to the “dearth of cotton” in Europe. Meanwhile, in the West, in order “to gain time to strengthen myself by [raising] new troops from Tennessee and other States,” Johnston had duly “magnified my forces to the enemy” at Davis’s request—hoping against hope to intimidate them, as McClellan seemed to have been intimidated in the East.5

When General Beauregard, Sidney Johnston’s new Confederate deputy in the West, “came out, in February,” he’d expressed “his surprise at the smallness of my force,” Johnston confided to Davis.6 Yet there had been little they could do but go on pretending—Judah Benjamin, the secretary of war, informing the Confederate Congress that, although he’d been asked for a report on the production of arms and ammunition by the legislators, “laws cannot suddenly convert farmers into gunsmiths.”7 The Confederate cupboard was bare—in fact, Benjamin wanted Congress to encourage planters to contribute to the war by “sending slaves” to serve in the “digging of iron ore” and thereby provide “the fuel necessary for the production of iron.”8 Without slavery, in other words, the war could not be continued.

In March, General Braxton Bragg had also noted how the commander in chief, President Davis, though he was somehow managing to marshal the meager forces of a vastly inferior combatant in the war, “seems a good deal depressed,” nevertheless, for “it is but too evident he is greatly troubled” as to the disparity of forces and likely outcome, Bragg recorded in his diary.9

Jefferson Davis was certainly disconsolate. “We are deficient in arms, wanting in discipline, and inferior in numbers,” he’d admitted to General Sidney Johnston on March 12, 1862, but was nonetheless compelled to claim in public there was no cause for despondency.10 And this, while confiding that he would have preferred to remain a “General in the army” instead of becoming president, and would only be too happy now to give up the job, if only “we can achieve our independence.”11

The president was not merely being melancholy. Justice John Campbell, who became Confederate assistant secretary of war after abandoning his position on the United States Supreme Court, embracing treason and moving South, recalled how President Davis “talked seriously of resigning in consequence of the opposition in the Congress at this time and his unpopularity in the country.”12

The truth was, though President Davis had congratulated General Sidney Johnston for doing “wonderfully well” in the West, the future had looked dim. If General Johnston—with whom Davis set up a private telegraphic code—proved unable to stop the junction of Grant’s forces, then “our only hope [was] that the people of the South West will rally en masse with their private arms”—civilians, he’d written shortly before the battle, who would be a sort of last hurrah—and “thus enable you to oppose the vast army which will threaten the destruction of our country.”13
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“Private arms”? Pitchforks and hunting rifles to face Union armies?

It was small wonder that General Johnston had felt he must use his Confederate Army of the Mississippi to preempt Grant’s further offensive and attack his northern Army of the Tennessee hard, even if it might be too late—despite little genuine hope that the population of Kentucky or Missouri, or even Tennessee, would fight on behalf of the Confederacy.

In such circumstances Jefferson Davis, as president, could only pray that Johnston might somehow stall the substantial Union forces massing in the West—thereby keeping them from being switched to the gathering war in the East, where General McClellan’s similarly superior army was expected eventually to advance on Richmond.

“Grant’s army being beaten,” Davis posited en arrière, “the next step of General Johnston’s program should have followed—the defeat of Buell’s and Mitchell’s forces as they successively came up, and a return by our victorious army through Tennessee to Kentucky.” Quite how this would have been achieved, Davis was later unable to explain convincingly, for—as he acknowledged—the “great embarrassment had been the want of good military weapons.” These, he argued, “would have been largely supplied by the conquest hoped for”—namely the capture of Northern weapons. “What great consequences would have ensued must be a matter of conjecture,” he admitted, “but that the people of Kentucky and Missouri generously sympathized with the South was then commonly admitted”—a lie, he well knew.14
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8

A House of Mourning

HAD JEFFERSON DAVIS meantime known the true state of affairs in Mr. Lincoln’s White House, or in the U.S. War Department, or at the headquarters of the Army of the Potomac, he would not have felt so disheartened.

For Abraham Lincoln, the vaudeville saga had begun already with tragedy, upstairs at the White House—one that Elizabeth Keckly, Mary Lincoln’s formerly enslaved Black seamstress, later chronicled with heartbreaking tenderness, understanding, and compassion, given what Mrs. Keckly had endured as a young slave in the South: stripped bare and flogged as a teenager by white preachers seeking sexual gratification, serially raped and impregnated by a white relative of her slavemaster, yet eventually buying her way out of enslavement as an adult, with her son, in 1855 for $1,200 (almost $50,000 in 2023 value) earned by the quality of her work as an adult seamstress: first in Louisville, Illinois, and then Washington.1 Where, in 1860, she’d become dressmaker to Mrs. Varina Davis, wife of the U.S. senator from Mississippi, Jefferson Davis.
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Before Varina Davis’s departure to Mississippi upon the secession of the state from the Union, Mrs. Keckly had become the freed Black dressmaker to the wife of U.S. Colonel Robert E. Lee and to Mrs. Davis, as well as a virtual member of the Davis family.2 Then, months later, dressmaker to Mrs. Mary Todd Lincoln, who’d arrived in Washington for her husband’s inauguration as the sixteenth president of a white democracy fragmenting over Black enslavement—an irony that would, inevitably, be seen as symbolic during a civil war dividing two populations who had hitherto lived in one country.

Most extraordinary, however, had been Elizabeth Keckly’s admiration for the qualities of both Varina and Mary—and their husbands, who had treated Lizzie with welcome respect, after a lifetime’s worth of sexual and domestic abuse by men. Senator Davis’s shy, boyish smile when coming home on Christmas Eve to find Mrs. Keckly sewing the last stitches in a man’s silk dressing gown—clearly intended as Varina’s Christmas gift to Jeff, though she lied and said the gray material was to be a dress for Mrs. Davis—stayed with Mrs. Keckly through the war that had followed. A war which Senator and Mrs. Davis had warned her—following the split among Democrats, Abraham Lincoln’s election, and the secession of the Southern states—appeared inevitable, despite Lizzie’s innocent disbelief that it would come to that.

“Certain—I know it,” Varina had assured her, sadly, since she’d clearly enjoyed being a senator’s wife in Washington. In fact, one day Elizabeth had heard Varina discussing the future with an “intimate friend,” saying, “I would rather remain in Washington and be kicked about, than go South and be Mrs. President”—a role a number of people had forecast would be offered to her husband if the South formed an independent nation. As Lizzie recalled, Varina had, on another occasion, claimed that the Southern hotheads were so fervent in their insistence on dissolution of the Union and waging war to preserve slavery—and the North so spineless before the threat—that the South might well win. “You had better come with me,” she’d told Lizzie. “I will take care of you. Besides, when the war breaks out, the colored people will suffer in the North. The Northern people will look upon them as the cause of the war, and I fear, in their exasperation, will be inclined to treat you harshly.”3

As many fugitive slaves would find, there was much truth in this, once the war was prosecuted—though rarely as harshly as Elizabeth had suffered in the South as a young, enslaved woman in a world where male license to abuse, barter, and kill human beings from one generation to the next with impunity was permitted under state laws—and would be made permanent, forever, under Confederate constitutional law. Nevertheless, having gotten to know Varina, her children, and the senator so well, she admitted later that she was tempted to go; she had, after all, been born in the South, in North Carolina, and still had relatives there.

“I parted with Mrs. Davis kindly, half promising to join her in the South if further deliberation should induce me to change my views,” Mrs. Keckly would recall, three years after the war ended.4 But however much she admired the Davises as honorable people, and however much she suspected abolitionist Northerners’ true willingness to emancipate slaves, or help them economically if they did, she knew that Southerners, for their part, would never part with a system that gave them so much wealth, free labor in the fields, and free rein in slaveholders’ homes—including complete, unrestrained male sexual license. License which Southern women whom Lizzie had known—especially on the Armistead Burwell family plantation where she’d grown up—had either willingly, or in helplessness, enabled. Colonel Burwell himself, for example, having raped and impregnated her own mother, Agnes, thus becoming both Lizzie’s biological father and her slavemaster.5 The colonel had even separated Agnes from her husband, George Hobbs, taking Agnes away to another plantation for the rest of George’s life.6 Flogging by masters and their stewards was endemic and brutal, and had even led one of Lizzie’s uncles to commit suicide rather than endure another such act of uncontrolled white sadism.7

This was not the society or community Lizzie wished, in the end, to return to, despite the manumitted status she’d reached as a “free woman of color,” or however much Varina promised to protect her in the South from such men. She’d therefore remained in Washington after Varina’s departure—and when, early in March 1861, President-elect Abraham Lincoln’s wife had learned that Mrs. Keckly was not only an accomplished seamstress but a modiste who’d been the exclusive dressmaker to Varina Davis, former senator’s wife in Washington—and now the First Lady of the Confederate States of America in Montgomery—Mary Lincoln had been tickled at the connection, for she’d even heard talk of Elizabeth Keckly’s skills as a seamstress back in Louisville, Illinois.

“Mrs. Keckly, who have you worked for in the city?” Elizabeth recalled Mary Lincoln—a “lady, inclined to stoutness, about forty years of age,” the same as Mrs. Keckly—asking with a “cheery voice” when Mary had interviewed her for the position.

Upon learning the identity of Lizzie’s previous patron, Mary, impressed, had exclaimed, “Mrs. Davis! So you have worked for her, have you?”8

Fortune, rather than rejection, had thus smiled on Mrs. Keckly. Subject to the “prices” Mrs. Keckly charged—which were “reasonable” (though profitable enough over the years to have paid for her freedom from enslavement)—Mrs. Keckly had thus been engaged by Mary Lincoln. In fact, she’d been commissioned to make Mrs. Lincoln a dress immediately.
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Mrs. Lincoln was very different from Mrs. Davis, Elizabeth Keckly had found.

Varina Davis had seemed to the manner—or manners of society—born, whereas Mary Lincoln, smart and educated as she was, appeared always to be at war with society: her elevated status and her new social position in the capital somehow threatened by elite society there. Flitting moths: men as well as women—all of whom, behind their pleasantries, Mary sensed, wished to put her down as provincial, tasteless, and improvident. An easy prey to flattery and trinkets.

It was Elizabeth Keckly’s remarkable ability, despite or thanks to her past as a former enslaved girl, teenager, and woman—bought and sold like furniture, sexually abused, flogged and impregnated by white men—to look for the human heart in women and even men (if they possessed one) that singled her out among the people who’d surrounded the troubled but good-hearted new First Lady of the nation and her family at the White House, once Mary engaged Elizabeth as her exclusive dressmaker and—to a large extent—her lady’s maid, children’s nurse, confidante, and even social secretary.9

When little Willie Lincoln became ill with typhoid in February 1862, it was thus to Lizzie Keckly that fell the task of watching over the eleven-year-old, favorite, mischievous, precociously “literary” yet loving son of President and Mrs. Lincoln as he fought the infection upstairs at the White House.

At first it had looked as if Willie would recover, but he hadn’t. Many would chronicle his death and the impact it had on the president and First Lady. Writing six years after the events, Elizabeth recalled how her own fair-skinned son, George Hobbs—son by the notorious drunk and rapist, Alexander Kirkland, a six-foot-eight-inch white neighbor of Lizzie’s slavemaster in Hillsborough, North Carolina, who for four years had sexually abused Lizzie—had died in battle at age twenty-one.10 Unable to enlist as a Black man, he had loyally enlisted as a three-month volunteer for the Union as George Kirkland, following the fall of Fort Sumter, and had been killed in the battle of Wilson’s Creek in August 1861. Lizzie’s reference to this had been muted (even Alexander Kirkland’s tomb had borne the words “Gone where the wicked cease from troubling”)—but she would never forget the death of Willie Lincoln for its impact on Willie’s parents.11

Mrs. Lincoln would never really recover—so utterly devastated and cast down that the president would say to her, “with a stately, solemn expression,” looking toward the nearby “lunatic asylum”: “Mother, do you see that large building on the hill yonder? Try and control your grief, or it will drive you mad, and we may have to send you there.”12

Mary had written Mrs. Keckly a “kind womanly letter” with “golden words of comfort” when her son George was killed by Confederates; now the situation was reversed.13 Mrs. Keckly had washed and dressed Willie for his funeral, but Mary was simply too distraught to attend it—asking only that the flowers in his coffin be brought back to her. And that Willie’s room be left untouched for the rest of the war.

“The house of joy would turn into a house of mourning,” Elizabeth recalled, along with the president’s words as he lifted the sheet over his dead son’s face, and murmured: “My poor boy, he was too good for this earth. God has called him home. I know that he is much better off in heaven, but then we loved him so. It is hard, hard to have him die!”14
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Willie’s death, coming at a time when Congress and public opinion in Washington were becoming incensed at the inactivity of the Army of the Potomac, produced little sympathy, however, for the president and Mrs. Lincoln in their grief.

Senators, congressional representatives, and newspaper editors, as well as writers and observers who’d tried to be patient throughout the winter despite the lack of any sign of real offensive preparations to take the war to the Confederacy in the East, had begun hounding the president: complaints that had grown yet more strident when a flanking advance by subsidiary elements of McClellan’s Army of the Potomac toward Winchester to interdict Confederate use of the railroad to threaten Washington was stymied. Not by the enemy, but by McClellan’s support barges being found to be too big to fit through the Chesapeake & Ohio Canal lock, despite weeks to get ready for the operation.

“The President was much cast down and dejected at the news of this failure of the enterprise,” Nicolay noted in his journal on February 27, three days after Willie’s funeral in Oak Hill Cemetery, in neighboring Georgetown. Whatever misery Lincoln felt at the clear incompetence of the military in this affair—for which McClellan was ultimately responsible as the still-reigning supreme commander of the Union armies, for a few more days at least—the president seemed to be railing, in his grief, at more than miscalculations.

“Why in the [damn]nation,” Mr. Lincoln demanded of McClellan’s chief of staff and father-in-law, General Marcy, whom he’d summoned to the White House (and who had actually come)—“couldn’t the Gen. have known whether a boat would go through the lock before he spent a million of dollars getting them there?” recorded the president’s secretary, John Nicolay in his diary. “I am no engineer,” the president perseverated, unable to leave the matter there, “but it seems to me that if I wished to know whether a boat would go through a hole, or a lock,” then surely “common sense would teach me to go and measure it. I am almost despairing at these results. Everything seems to fail. The general impression is daily gaining,” he thundered, getting to the real point, “the Gen. does not intend to do anything.”15

These were far from Lincoln’s only causes for dejection and despair, however. Political and public pressure across the North had been rising: not only to do something on the battlefield, but to do something about slavery. Back in December, Pennsylvania congressman Thaddeus Stevens had already pointed out in the House that “slaves are now used by the rebels as an essential means of protracting and prolonging the war”—in essence, feeding and funding it. “By the law of nations it is right,” Stevens went on, therefore, “to liberate the slaves of an enemy to weaken his power”—a “salvo” that had reverberated throughout the Republican Party.16

In January of the new year, Stevens had followed this with a rousing resolution he’d proposed to Congress, warning again that, “as long as they [the rebels] are left the means of cultivating their fields through forced labor, you may expend the blood of thousands of freedmen and billions of money, year after year, without being any nearer the end.” Only emancipation—the depriving of slave labor to the enemy—could address the “idiocy” of the way the war was being run by the North: allowing the South to use slavery as “the main-stay of the war.”17

President Lincoln, for his part, had said in his annual Message to Congress that he was “anxious and careful that the inevitable conflict” over disunion should not degenerate into a violent and remorseless revolutionary struggle.18 But as Stevens—chairman of the House Ways and Means Committee—pointed out, every volunteer enlisting for the Union’s cause subtracted from Northern factory and farm workers, while all the while white Confederate troops were happily sustaining their armed revolt against the lawful federal government exclusively by the labor of three and half million enslaved Black people.19 It was not only stupid, but unconscionable. As one constituent wrote to Senator Henry Wilson, chairman of the Senate Military Affairs Committee, “What has kept back our columns for weeks and months, except the fear of disturbing slavery?”20

Against such implicit as well as direct attacks, the president had tried in vain to defend himself. Though elected as a Black Republican, he’d been elected only by a plurality, not a majority, as he continually reminded listeners—moreover there would be congressional elections in the fall, which could erode his position even further if he alienated proslavery voters in the North by tackling the institution head-on.

Clearly, though, the mood was turning against the perpetuation of slavery, at least as voiced in Congress and many parts of the North. In Philadelphia, in National Hall, Frederick Douglass had lamented, for example, the pusillanimity of the North’s prosecution of the war, and its failure to see the part that slavery was playing, let alone its failure to tackle the evil. “It would seem in the language of Isaiah that the whole head is sick, and the heart is faint, and there is no soundness in it.”21

Lacking “the boldness of the lion,” as Douglass put it, Mr. Lincoln therefore began, at least, to discuss with his cabinet colleagues the possibility now of “compensated” emancipation—not, however, to deprive the enemy of unpaid slave labor, but to end it in the loyal slaveholding border states, in order that such remuneration would avoid losing their states’ adherence to the Union. He even sent Congress suggestions for a joint resolution on compensation for the emancipation of Northern slaves, which would be expensive in cost—though not as expensive as war.

In truth, however, Abraham Lincoln’s heart wasn’t in the contested issue of compensation, North or South, or in emancipation—at least not yet. Indeed, no one really knew where his heart resided, since he said different things to different people to placate them, not even responding to McClellan’s amazing suggestion, in the general’s twenty-two-page February 3 politico-military tract, that the Union seize any enslaved people encountered in the course of his Peninsula campaign and force them to slave for the federal government.22

The Ides of March had meantime approached—about which Shakespeare had famously warned. With Lincoln’s dispute over campaign strategy still simmering and no detailed plan having been formally agreed to, let alone shown to the president or to the new secretary of war, Edwin Stanton, by General McClellan, there was almost bound to be combustion.

Inevitably it came—just over a week before the date of which the Soothsayer had warned Caesar. The explosion, in fact, erupted on March 7, 1862, when Mr. Lincoln—having waited more than a month since his “interrogatories” and McClellan’s outline counterproposal—finally summoned the little general-in-chief to the White House at 7:30 a.m. and, in a fit of temper, accused him of “treason.”
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In American military annals, nothing quite like the latest row between commander in chief and his general-in-chief had ever taken place—not even that between President Lincoln and General Scott the previous spring, when Scott had suggested gifting Forts Sumter and Pensacola to the Confederate generals besieging them.

“I found him in his office,” McClellan later recounted. “He appeared much concerned about something, and soon said that he wished to talk with me about ‘a very ugly matter.’ I asked what it was; and, as he still hesitated, I said that the sooner and more directly such things were approached the better. He then referred to the Harper’s Ferry affair (the boats being too wide for the lift-locks, etc.), upon which I found that the [War] secretary [Edwin Stanton] had deceived me when he said that the President was satisfied.”23

McClellan protested his innocence in the fiasco, after which Mr. Lincoln “expressed himself entirely satisfied.” From that unfortunate incident “he then adverted to the more serious—or ugly—matter, and now,” McClellan later recalled, “the effects of the intrigues by which he had been surrounded became apparent.”24

The president “said that it had been represented to him (and he certainly conveyed to me the distinct impression that he regarded these representations as well founded),” recorded McClellan, “that my plan of campaign (which was to leave Washington under the protection of a sufficient garrison, its numerous well-built and well-armed fortifications, and the command of [General] Banks, then in the Shenandoah Valley, and to throw the whole active army suddenly by water from Annapolis and Alexandria to the forts on James river, and thence by the shortest route upon Richmond) was conceived with the traitorous intent of removing its defenders from Washington, and thus giving over to the enemy the capital and the government, thus left defenceless.”25

In short, the accusation that, by taking from the Army of the Potomac—an army that numbered, together with reserves, almost a quarter-million men—the main fighting force and transporting it by the most roundabout way by water to Chesapeake Bay and then up a narrow peninsula, McClellan was deliberately inviting President Davis to attack the U.S. capital.

Save for the imputation of deliberate intent, this would, in fact, be a pretty accurate forecast of what would transpire, if the general’s plan were followed. McClellan, however, did not see it that way, even decades later.

“It is difficult to understand,” McClellan wrote, “that a man of Mr. Lincoln’s intelligence could give ear to such abominable nonsense. I was seated when he said this”—the president “concluding with the remark that it did,” indeed, “look to him much like treason.”26

Treason? For a soldier—even one with the limited record of McClellan—this was a word impugning his honor as a general and a gentleman that could not be tolerated. And a word that could be used to change the subject.

“Upon this I arose, and, in a manner perhaps not altogether decorous towards the chief magistrate,”—who was a foot taller than McClellan—“desired that he should retract the expression, telling him that I could permit no one to couple the word treason with my name.”27

If this was, indeed, what had happened at the White House, it was the equivalent of a challenge to the president by his top military commander. Though writing years later, McClellan would hardly have invented such a confrontation out of whole cloth; at the very least it showed a grave loss of presidential faith in his top general at a critical moment in the aggressive prosecution of the war—something that would do neither man’s reputation any favors if word got out. Which, mercifully, it didn’t—yet.

According to McClellan’s memoir, he recalled how the president, fearing a public scandal, quickly backtracked. Mr. Lincoln “was much agitated, and at once disclaimed any idea of considering me a traitor, and said that he merely repeated what others had said, and that he did not believe a word of it.”28

“I suggested caution in the use of language,” McClellan remembered, “and again said that I would permit no doubt to be thrown upon my intentions; whereupon he again apologized and disclaimed any purpose of impugning my motives.”29
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The early-morning interview at the White House had clearly been intended, McClellan surmised, to make him consider dropping his mad Peninsula scheme.

As McClellan put it, “the President, having reluctantly consented,” in the “middle of Feb., 1862” to “abandon his [overland] plan of operation for that suggested by me,” McClellan had been given authorization, at least, to begin “preparations for the collection of the necessary water transportation” for his venture.30

Collection was not necessarily a go-ahead, however. Mr. Lincoln’s accusation on March 7, in the aftermath of their literary dueling over their alternative overland and waterborne strategies, had shown the president was still not convinced, as commander in chief, by the Peninsula gamble. Nor, clearly, were others.

In anticipation of a possible presidential cancellation of the Peninsula project, therefore, McClellan had therefore come up with a new strategy—or, rather, a stratagem for getting his own way as the army commander. “I then informed him that I had called a meeting of the generals of division for that day,” McClellan recalled, and would put the matter to them, “in order that he might be satisfied.”31

McClellan’s manipulativeness was never better demonstrated. Mr. Lincoln, if he accepted the notion, would not be present at the March 7 meeting at the headquarters of the Army of the Potomac. Moreover, McClellan’s twelve divisional generals were hardly likely to disagree with their own commander—especially when, after months of delay, plans were seemingly being drawn up for bold, amphibious action. And no equivalent plans allowed or yet made for an alternative, overland offensive to take Richmond, save for General McDowell’s abortive presentation back in January, thanks to McClellan.

To sugar his suggestion to the president, moreover, McClellan promised that he would definitely drop the whole idea of a Peninsula campaign unless his twelve generals, who were to meet that morning, were in favor of the plan. To prove his sincerity—and objectivity—he promised, moreover, that he himself would take no part in the meeting, lest he influence the generals’ votes.32

The conference of the Potomac Army generals duly took place three hours later that morning, at Army Headquarters, March 7, 1862—with neither the commander in chief nor the general present.

Whether Brigadier General Marcy worked over the twelve corps and divisional generals prior to the meeting would afterward be disputed; the generals were certainly warned that Mr. Lincoln’s “Administration” was trying to “get rid of” their army’s commanding officer, to be replaced by General Halleck or another general—thus making the vote on the Peninsula campaign a vote of confidence in McClellan, rather than a vote of confidence in McClellan’s mad strategy.

The fate of the war thus balanced, precariously, on a gathering of uniformed, quasi-feudal knights.
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Not all the corps and divisional generals were in favor of the McClellan plan, feeling it would be too laborious and tardy to achieve surprise, as well as being a tremendous challenge to transport such a huge force by water. Once on the peninsula it would be too peripheral to succeed on its own, moreover, unless launched in tandem with a pincer attack, overland, that would compel the Confederates to divide their Richmond forces and be defeated in detail.

For his part the senior, presiding officer, General Edwin Sumner, thought the Peninsula plan quite ridiculous. He was stunned, however, when eight of the twelve officers who were present immediately “voted, offhand,” as one participant recorded, “for the [Peninsula] measure, without discussion,” together with pleas to make the vote unanimous, and thereby stop Mr. Lincoln from going ahead with his rumored intention to fire their commanding officer.33

Four generals, at least, continued to resist the Peninsula notion, despite knowing an objection to it might well affect their futures.

A second vote was then taken, addressing the scheme as a military undertaking only, without reference to the Lincoln administration’s motives. The result, however, was still an 8 to 4 majority for embracing the Peninsula project rather than an overland campaign to seize Richmond.34

Of the folly of landing in a single week such a vast contingent—140,000 men, according to McClellan—at the mouth of a Virginia peninsula, far from Richmond and Washington and, above all, far from potential aid from the rest of the Army of the Potomac if it went wrong, there was, apparently, scarcely a further word.35

History—at least military history—was thus made on the morning of March 7, 1862, in the most haphazard, hazardous way, and duly reported in person by the generals to the president at the White House: a president who had allowed his supreme commander to fix the result, yet would be held responsible for the operation if it failed.

Mr. Lincoln himself greeted the officers on their arrival at the White House to tell him their decision—rather than his. War by vote—a vote that was nowhere near unanimous—seemed strange even to Mr. Lincoln as a nonmilitary man. At least, however, the president could console himself that a decision had now been made. As Mr. Lincoln told his gathered generals in his office, he was not going to challenge it; even “Napoleon himself could not stand still any longer with such an army.”36 The largest army ever fielded in American history would, at last and at least, be moving into battle with the enemy.

At a minimum, this would get critics in Congress’s Joint Committee on the Conduct of the War off the president’s back. What it boded for the Union war effort overall was another matter.
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How McClellan imagined that renting the necessary ferries, then embarking, transporting, and landing 140,000 men over a period of one week—or two, three, or four weeks—would achieve sudden “surprise” would be hard for historians later to believe—or Count Gurowski at the time, when he learned of the plan. Discussion of the matter, unfortunately, was overshadowed by a genuinely sudden incident nearby: a sea battle between the first two ironclads of the U.S. and Confederate navies.

The implications of this historic confrontation would be far-reaching. The panic it induced in Washington was immediate, however—not least since the naval battle put in question the whole idea of amphibious landings via Chesapeake Bay, off Hampton Roads, in addition to putting the capital under the threat of possible naval bombardment from the Potomac River.

The secretary of war, Mr. Stanton, became hysterical, fearing a Confederate naval shelling of Washington, as well as of New York and Boston. Plans were made to dump thousands of tons of rock in the Potomac River, downstream from Alexandria, to block higher access. And even when, mercifully, the battle between the USS Monitor and the CSS Virginia—resembling otherworldly, fire-spewing dragons (the latter built upon the captured hull of the USS Merrimack, raised from the depths)—ended in a draw, following the sinking of a number of Union vessels, there was further trial of nerves to be faced. And embarrassment. For on March 10, 1862, it was learned the Confederate Army of Northern Virginia had withdrawn from the “strong” defensive line at Manassas which it had held ever since the Battle of Bull Run, the previous July. The very fortifications that had seemed too strong to General McClellan to be attacked overland! To the consternation of U.S. Army patrols from Alexandria, moreover, it was found that the great Confederate positions at Bull Run had been, all along, a sham: their vaunted defenses over the past eight months comprising mostly wooden, or “Quaker guns,” carved and painted to resemble heavy artillery batteries.

McClellan had been humbugged—having vastly exaggerated, also, the number of Confederate troops opposing him, namely the 175,000 men he’d estimated, as well as their fortifications.

Reports of the Union’s military humiliation could not be kept quiet, and swiftly got back to the White House. Instead of firing McClellan on the spot, there and then, however, Mr. Lincoln—anxious lest it damage national morale at a critical moment before the offensive that all were calling for—nobly took the blame himself. No finger, he laid down, was to be pointed at the humbugged general by any member of his administration, at least in public; the Union would get over it, by and by.

Yet again, then, McClellan avoided dismissal—in fact, was permitted by the president to pretend to friendly journalists and supporters that he’d won a great victory at Manassas. That, without firing a shot, he’d frightened the enemy into withdrawing—which was certainly true.

What such boasting left unasked were the intentions of the enemy, however. Whether the Confederate withdrawal, for example, was a strategic one—reculer pour mieux sauter—was not addressed by McClellan or his chosen war reporters. Worse still, after occupying the Manassas position with elements of the Army of the Potomac, McClellan then ordered them to be withdrawn. Humiliation, clearly, was not going to cause him to take up an overland offensive that he’d set his heart against, despite removal of the erstwhile Manassas barrier. And, loath to intercede and demand that McClellan revise Union strategy, Lincoln said nothing.

Leaving McClellan more than ever obsessed by his amphibious project, for all its ill omens. It was as if he’d decided to go to the moon, and no one—no reverses, no warnings, no questions about the enemy’s military strategy under President Davis—would stop him.

The Virginia Peninsula—the one he’d decided upon, between the York and James Rivers—beckoned like a beacon, a fatal lure.

36
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Hiding Weakness

AS THE SPRING OF 1862 approached, Jefferson Davis found himself in Richmond no less dejected than his adversary a hundred miles away, even without the loss of a favorite son. For the war looked to Jefferson Davis to be probably soon lost owing to the sheer numbers available to the North.

How was it possible, he agonized, to successfully defend such a now vastly and unwisely expanded Confederacy? It was a quite different geographical polity than the original seven seceded states of the Deep South, centered in Alabama, that he’d originally agreed to serve as provisional president and commander in chief. The inclusion of the middle or border states in the enlarged Confederacy had, arguably, been a faux pas, a false step of the first magnitude—the reality of which seemed now set to be realized.

Davis was depressed—the very opposite spirit of those who still harbored fantasies of attack and aggressive, if suicidal, advance into “enemy” territory. “There seems to be a more general feeling of despondency prevailing at this time than ever before since the war began,” one soldier, Robert Kean, in the 11th Virginia Infantry Regiment (who would later become head of Davis’s bureau of war in Richmond) had complained back in January—and the situation had only gotten worse in the succeeding weeks.1

Davis’s forecast that Mr. Lincoln’s Union would go bankrupt entering a second year of war hadn’t been fulfilled. The war hadn’t broken the Union financially—in fact it had steeled it. Gingerly but inexorably, facing looming government bankruptcy, with insufficient tax and excise income to pay for the war, Treasury Secretary Chase had overcome his fears of inflation by January 1862, and had backed Congress’s Ways and Means subcommittee on revenue legislation.2 “Greenbacks”—dollar bills issued by the U.S. government without ties to gold or silver, with no interest payable, no expiration date, and which had to be accepted as legal tender by the payee—literally transformed the North’s fortunes that spring when President Lincoln signed the Legal Tender Act on February 25 (though banks and holders of government securities were still to be paid in coin). So popular and effective were the greenbacks—especially as legal tender issued to troops in state militia regiments spread across the country as part of the U.S. Army—that the original $150 million authorized as paper money was soon doubled, without triggering catastrophic inflation, or affecting Chase’s issue of government certificates at 6 percent interest to audited contractors.

The South had issued Confederate paper dollars already back in April 1861, which were also uncoupled from specie in the form of promissory notes that assured the bearer of compensation six months after the end of the war. With the Union blockade halting the export of cotton, however, plantations were forced to switch to grain production. The need for equipment, guns, ammunition, machinery, and rolling stock grew exponentially, meantime, far beyond what could be produced in the South. The value of the Confederate “Greyback” had thus begun to slide ominously by the spring of 1862, while inflation rocketed upward, and hopes of prevailing in the war plummeted—further intensifying calls for President Davis to act quickly to win the contest, or else resign in favor of someone who could.

Winning, however, wasn’t on Davis’s agenda so much as not losing. In the middle states—once the great white hope, in both population and territory, of Southern firebrands—it was now deeply questionable whether there was sufficient zeal to stop the Union’s forces from advancing south. As the later head of Davis’s bureau of war lamented at the time, it had exposed the “apathy of the people” in Virginia: “their anxious desire to avoid military service, and the apparent cowardice of the legislature, which seems afraid to do anything worthy of the occasion”—such as attacking the North.3 The danger, as Robert Kean had warned, was that his Southern brethren from the Deep South, who’d volunteered and marched north to defend Virginia, would now gradually go home at the end of their service contracts, and leave the proud Old Dominion to its fate. In which case Virginians—latecomers to the Confederacy—would be left to defend their beloved state’s rights for themselves, however little chance they would stand against the Union’s impending onslaught.

Kean blamed his own government—and President Davis. It was they who had pursued the wrong strategy, in his view. By trying to guard all corners of the enlarged Confederacy against invasion, they were rendering the whole edifice subject to collapse. History, he was sure, would show that this was poor military judgment: imposing on the Confederacy “the necessity of being successful everywhere—the inherent weakness of Defense.”4

As a soldier, Jefferson Davis was only too aware of this argument—the same that General G. W. Smith had peddled in the fall of 1861 at the Manassas council of war. To another critic, the ultra-secessionist circuit judge William Brooks of South Carolina, the president responded confidentially—and tartly—that although he might be remiss in attempting to defend “all of the frontier,” how in God’s name could he have attacked the enemy with what he had? “Without military stores, without the workshops to create them, without the power to import them, necessity not choice has compelled us to occupy strong [defensive] positions and everywhere to confront the enemy without reserves. The country has supposed our armies more numerous than they were, and our munitions of war more extensive than they have been. I have borne reproach in silence, because to reply by an exact statement of facts would have exposed our weakness to the enemy.”5

Rather than recording his policy as a failure, history at least, would exonerate him and his men, Davis claimed, even if the public did not.

If, “as you inform me, it is ‘credibly said’ that ‘I have scarcely a friend and not a defender in Congress or in the Army,’” Davis said, “yet for the sake of the country and its cause I must hope it is falsely so said, as otherwise our fate must be confided to a multitude of hypocrites.” He was becoming sick of ignorant, “paltry complaints”—and “their ingenuity to slander”: especially slander by men who’d failed to be appointed to military commands for which they had neither the requisite training nor experience. As for military strategy—and the criticism of “keeping volunteers in the field” rather than letting them go home—he had but one comment: namely to “compensate for the want of numbers” by intelligence, not stupidity; for “when a small force is opposed by a large one,” the only alternative “is to retreat,” or, alternatively, to “fortify some strong position” such as “Genl. [Andrew] Jackson at New Orleans” had done in 1814.6 Which, thus far, he’d tried his best to do.

The “strength of an army,” he pointed out to Judge Brooks, writing as an American president who knew war at the combat level, “is not merely dependent on numbers,” but upon “discipline and instruction.” The first priority—in fact the first “duty” of the new, independent country—was “to increase our forces by raising troops for the war” by conscription, however unpopular. Also, to obtain arms in whatever way possible, at home and abroad. “If we can achieve our independence,” Davis confessed to the judge, “the office-seekers” would then be “welcome to the one I hold, and for which possession has brought no additional value for me than that set upon it when, before going to Montgomery, I announced my preference for the commission of a general of the army.”7

Strategic retreat, then, and the selection of good ground and fortified positions on which to stand and defend, Jefferson Davis wrote on March 15, 1862, six days after General Joe Johnston’s withdrawal from Manassas to the Rappahannock River, were, in the circumstances, the only real way the outnumbered Confederate forces in the West and in the East could hope, at present, to fight successfully against manifestly superior Union numbers.

Invading the North, as rabble-rousers were constantly demanding, was, in short, inane and even insane.
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Ironically there was, in the Richmond, someone better aware of the despondency affecting Jefferson Davis’s mood than anyone else in the city: Davis’s enslaved Black coachman, William A. Jackson.

Jackson watched and listened closely to all that was happening behind the White House’s closed doors. With great courage, he would soon manage to evade patrols, leave the city, and make his way into Union lines to inform the commanding officer, General Irvin McDowell, at his headquarters. Taken there by Union soldiers barely able to believe him, Jackson would reveal a great deal not only about wartime Richmond, but also about the Confederate president he’d served.

“By far the most interesting arrival we have had in this department for several days was that of Wm. Jackson, the negro coachman of the Hon. Jeff Davis, who came within our lines a few evenings since,” the New York Tribune’s war correspondent would write when later breaking the story. “The news that so important a personage had reached us spread with great rapidity through the camps, and was the theme of conversation until a late hour,” the reporter wrote—reminding readers how the Tribune had always inveighed against officers such as General Henry Halleck, senior-most commander in the Union army in the West, and the man who had replaced General Frémont in Missouri. A proslaver, General Halleck had preferred to reject Black fugitives and send them back, as the reporter noted, to “Rebel bayonets.”8

“In this instance” the fugitive, William Jackson, was not returned to the South, the Tribune correspondent confirmed; in fact, the coachman’s appearance “excited as much excitement as that of a Rebel Brigadier-General.” In the hubbub at McDowell’s headquarters, “Generals, Colonels, and Majors floated around him in great numbers, and had not the commanding General himself sent for him, would have absorbed the better portion of the night in listening to his narrative. Indeed, so valuable did Gen. McDowell consider his information that he immediately telegraphed it to the War Department.”

William Jackson, the reporter explained, was a walking testament to the idiocy of white racism. The coachman, the journalist reported, was “much more intelligent than most white folks. Your correspondent doubts very much whether any of the members of the Rebel Congress, or even the Rebel General, were more thoroughly informed of the movements of their own army.” Despite rigorous examination both by officers and war correspondents, “not a flaw could be detected in his story, and all pronounced it a truthful narrative, and the narrator a remarkably intelligent person—not a thing.”

Most interesting of all, of course, was his account of Jefferson Davis, the rebels’ president. Jackson’s “memory is remarkable, especially in retaining drawing-room and table gossip, and before he left us for Washington we were almost as well informed of the social life and habits of Jeff. Davis, as if we had been inmates of his family.”9
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William Jackson’s portrait of Jefferson Davis was unflattering, to say the least—especially regarding the president’s health. “Jefferson Davis, according to Jackson, will hardly live to see the chief corner-stone of his Confederacy (Slavery) ‘laid upon the Rock of Ages,’” the Tribune correspondent reported.

“‘Already,’” the reporter quoted the fugitive, “‘coming events cast their shadows before.’” Not only did the Confederacy’s fortunes look dim in Richmond, but the president himself looked deathly ill. “Says Jackson, ‘his countenance is pale and haggard, he sleeps but little and eats nothing—is very irritable, and continually complaining of his Generals. He plans advances, but they execute masterly retreats. He would have Washington, Philadelphia and New-York, but they [his Generals] are content with the great cities of the Cotton States.’”10

This was not the case—it was in fact the reverse of the truth—but it did give an accurate sense of the pretenses being made, and behind them, the anxious mood of a Confederate White House and War Department in Richmond—where inevitable defeat at the hands of a vastly superior, constantly growing enemy was expected, barring a miracle.

In another account, published in Harper’s Weekly, President Davis would be described by coachman Jackson as “much disheartened and querulous: fond of complaining of the want of popular support, and very downhearted about the future”—in fact, according to the coachman, President Davis had been ready to withdraw his army to Richmond, lest the soldiers of his precious army “all get caught” at the Rappahannock River or the peninsula.11

It was questionable, in Jackson’s testimony, whether President Davis really wanted to fight for Virginia at all. Certainly Mrs. Davis didn’t, or didn’t feel it worth the candle, Jackson claimed. “The coachman represents that Mrs. Davis said ‘the Confederacy was about played out,’ and ‘that if New Orleans was really taken, she had no longer any interest in the matter, as all she had was there; that it was a great pity they had ever attempted to hold Virginia and the other non-growing cotton States.” The First Lady had even told a Union lady friend who was anxious to get back to Washington, “not to give herself any trouble, but to stay where she was, and when the Yankees came to Richmond,” then “she could go” home. “The coachman says that Mr. and Mrs. Davis have all their books, clothing, and pictures packed up ready to move off”—and leave the city to its fate.

Mrs. Davis, according to Jackson, “had been as cast down by recent reverses” as her husband, the president. Even her Greybacks had been declined “when she offered a $10 Confederate note for something purchased.” Many Richmond residents “wish the Union troops to come, as they are half starved out. The bank and Government property are all packed up for removal to Danville, near the North Carolina line.”12

Things certainly sounded dire, from Jackson’s testimony—all of which would be manna to Union ears. At General McDowell’s headquarters, all would be buoyed by Jackson’s report. “One cannot converse with Jackson an hour,” the Tribune journalist noted, “without being convinced that the Rebel Confederacy has collapsed—dissension is paramount in court and camp. The machinery of this model government is all ajar. Confederate notes [currency] seem, all at once, to have lost their lubricating property. They are consumed by the friction,” the Tribune’s correspondent reported, “instead of soothing it.”13

If this was the case, however, what was holding up the Union army from advancing on Richmond? Why did it not simply move on from Manassas in great strength, and besiege Richmond, instead of spending weeks preparing to go to sea with its main army, as spies had reported from Washington was to be McClellan’s strategy as the commanding officer of the Army of the Potomac? What forces would Jefferson Davis, “pale and haggard,” possess to stop the Union army from overland attack?

The fact that the Confederates were using the enslaved labor of Black people to build their fortifications, the Tribune war correspondent wrote, was something which especially stuck in his journalist’s craw; why wasn’t the U.S. government under Mr. Lincoln welcoming fugitives from slavery, and paying them as loyal volunteers to do the same for the U.S. military to help put down the insurrection? Or, for that matter, arming them to help put down the rebellion?

Certainly General McDowell thought this should be the Union’s policy: “determined that as the Rebels have forced negroes to play a part in this war they shall, if they so choose, play it on our side”—by choice, not by gun. The cost of such employment for a time would not be as much “as the continuance of this war one week,” the Tribune’s correspondent pointed out—and their loyalty to the United States was deeply moving to him, given what they had endured for so long in the South. “They are all with us,” from children to old field hands—he had yet to meet a single “Rebel negro,” though plenty of white ones. In fact, he was incredulous that anyone could have survived lives of such deliberate human degradation, enforced illiteracy, and malnutrition for so long—“from one year’s end to the other” living on “but a few cast-off rags to cover his back, five ounces of pork and a quart of corn per day.”

Which led to the burning question, or business, of emancipation. “If the Rebels are to be punished,” in order to end their armed white insurrection, “there is no punishment so severe as the emancipation of their slaves,” the Tribune journalist commented. One secessionist who owned two hundred enslaved people had admitted to him that the rebellion could simply not survive if they and others were emancipated: “‘You may take my horses and my mules and empty my corn cribs, but for God’s sake send me back my negroes—we shall all starve without them.’”14

Small wonder, then, that President Davis had depended on President Lincoln not to declare the emancipation of Southern enslaved people as a military matter. Moreover, that he depended upon Mr. Lincoln continuing to entrust his vastly superior forces in the East to young George McClellan, whom Davis knew well from the time Davis had been U.S. secretary of war. A self-regarding scoundrel of the first order.
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Peninsula Bound

FARCE, IN WASHINGTON, meantime, was turning in March into tragicomedy—Lincoln aware he was unable to summon the psychic will to fire McClellan. No matter how strongly the members of his cabinet and the Joint Committee on the Conduct of the War begged him to, he just could not bring himself to do it.

General McClellan, the president reasoned, had the patriotic support of the conservative officer corps of the army, as well as the backing of significant newspapers like the New York Herald. The real problem, however, went still deeper. As McClellan would arrogantly, if pointedly, describe Mr. Lincoln to his wife, Ellen, that summer, “I cannot regard him as in any way my friend—I am confident that he would relieve me tomorrow if he dared do so. His cowardice alone prevents it. I can never regard him with other feelings than those of thorough contempt.”1

McClellan’s contempt would never subside; if things went badly, it would be the president’s fault. If they went well, it would be McClellan’s genius that was responsible. Thus when the guns eventually fell silent, the primping narcissist would blame the president rather than himself for the Peninsular blunder. The debacle that ensued, McClellan would later write, was all the fault of Mr. Lincoln, as well as of the new war secretary, Mr. Stanton, neither of whom knew anything of military matters.

The fault of the “radical leaders” of the U.S. Congress, too—men who were, in McClellan’s account, “determined to ruin me in any event and by any means: first by endeavoring to force me into premature movements, knowing that a failure would probably end my military career; afterward by withholding the means necessary to achieve success. That they were not honest is proved by the fact that, having failed to force me to advance at a time when an advance”—whether against the “Quaker guns” of Manassas, or later on the Virginia Peninsula at Yorktown—“would have been madness,” they then “withheld the means of success when I was in contact with the enemy,” demanding ten, twenty, thirty, a hundred thousand more troops to be sent by sea—“and finally relieved me from command when the game was in my hands. They determined that I should not succeed,” McClellan summarized, “and carried out their determinations only too well and at a fearful sacrifice of blood, time, and treasure.”2

These and other accusations, Quartermaster General Meigs would remark when he read them later, reflected McClellan’s almost unending paranoia—one that the little general was simply unable to master. “Discontent with the President, with the Secretary of War, with Mr. Chase, suspicion of them, ingratitude to General Scott, suspicion of General McDowell”—these and other sores ran “throughout its pages,” and ought never have been published, even posthumously, Meigs would remark, sadly, of McClellan’s memoirs. “It shows that his mind made himself too much the centre of his plans and thoughts”: a profound narcissism unrivaled, thus far, in American history, moreover an example of monumental, almost suicidal egoism.

Yet even Quartermaster General Montgomery Meigs would, in later years, be too diffident, too patriotic, to describe what he knew had taken place at the highest echelons of military direction in the months after the January 13 council of war confrontation at the White House.
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Behind the scenes, the executive mansion, in truth, became more a madhouse than a White House in March, as Mr. Lincoln searched every which way for a means to avoid the looming catastrophe that even he and Mr. Stanton, his inexperienced new war secretary, instinctively saw coming if McClellan was retained in command.

On the very day Mr. Lincoln had accused McClellan of treachery, for example, the president had also, via the secretary of war, telegraphed retired colonel Ethan Allen Hitchcock in St. Louis, Missouri—a brevetted colonel for gallantry at Contreras and Churubusco, and brevetted brigadier general for gallantry at Molino del Rey, both honors in the Mexican War.3 A grandson, moreover, of the famous Revolutionary War general, Ethan Allen.

On the recommendation of retired General Scott, Colonel Hitchcock had already been offered the rank of major general of volunteers, a rank confirmed by the U.S. Senate the previous month, in February 1862. For medical reasons—as well as his feeling that real war was a younger man’s game—Colonel Hitchcock had hitherto declined the appointment. The new telegram from Secretary Stanton, however, had asked Hitchcock to come “immediately” from Missouri to the capital. Which Colonel Hitchcock had done, fatefully arriving on March 10—the day that General McClellan learned that he’d been humbugged at Manassas.

Visiting Hitchcock in his rooms at the Willard Hotel the next day, Secretary Stanton told him he and President Lincoln wanted “the benefit of my experience,” Colonel Hitchcock recorded in the diary he kept—“that they wanted me here, close by, where they could have the opportunity of consulting me,” for they had decided to keep McClellan as the Army of the Potomac’s commanding officer—for the moment, perhaps—but finally fire him as general-in-chief, or supreme commander.4

They were not merely consulting Hitchcock, in fact. For, by the time the colonel arrived, the national embarrassment of the “Quaker Guns” at Manassas had been picked up by the press. As the colonel recorded in his diary, he was instantly offered the post of adjutant general of the U.S. Army, perhaps as a stepping stone to general-in-chief. Even that staff position, Hitchcock felt, would be too much for his poor health, and he turned it down.

Four days later—after Hitchcock had consulted with New York doctors about his fitness to return to duty, and gotten the go-ahead—he was offered, on the basis of his sterling combat record in the Mexican War, McClellan’s own position as commander of the Army of the Potomac.

This was in the clear hope that Hitchcock—once promoted—would immediately shut down McClellan’s Peninsula project: something that Lincoln, the nation’s commander in chief, did not dare do himself.
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General Hitchcock was uncomfortably aware that things had probably gone too far, already, to take such a radical step, however: one that would undoubtedly cause a public brouhaha and cause problems in the army itself. For on March 12 the president, with Secretary Stanton holding his hand, had indeed dismissed McClellan as supreme commander of the Union armies—but had not dared dismiss him as commanding officer of the Army of the Potomac. Even the news of his demotion from supreme command the president had not dared give McClellan directly—the general learning of it only later that day, at Fairfax, while investigating for himself on horseback how he’d been bamboozled by General Joe Johnston.

McClellan’s wife, Ellen, had learned of the news in the newspaper—the newspaper!—that morning, and had telegraphed George to tell him, but he was not really surprised.5 The day before, he’d admitted to her that the Manassas cupboard was bare—and he would probably pay for it. “The rascals are after me again,” he’d confided to her. “I had been foolish enough to hope that if I went into the field”—seeing the flimsy fortifications for himself on horseback—“they would give me some rest, but it seems otherwise.” He ought, he wrote, to have expected it, for they would not stop at “persecuting a man behind his back,” he foresaw. “If I can get out of this scrape,” he vowed, however, “you will never catch me in the power of such a set again.”6 He was more intent than ever on putting to sea and making for the Virginia Peninsula, rather than commanding an overland offensive on Richmond through the wooded, difficult Manassas-area landscape, at the beck and call of the president and his Sancho Panza—especially if the enemy was as numerous as he believed them, despite the strange flimsiness of the fortifications there.

When the next day he thus heard from Ellen that he’d been fired as supreme commander, McClellan was not put out. “Do not be at all worried by what has occurred,” he telegraphed her from Fairfax, “& say nothing about it. I have meant well for my country—& God will not desert me. Am very well today.”7

After this, McClellan telegraphed Gustavus Fox, the new assistant secretary of the Navy, to ask if Urbanna would still be safe from the Confederate ironclad, the CSS Virginia. Or Fort Monroe, for that matter, with its massive cannons—in which case he would order the Army of the Potomac, of which he was still the commanding officer—to Fort Monroe “as a base of operations,” on the York-James peninsula. He took care, nevertheless, to assure the president in writing of his fealty and gratitude for being kept in command of the Army of the Potomac—promising he would “move as quickly as possible,” and issuing on March 14 a stirring order of the day to the Army of the Potomac to confirm his authority in command.8

Addressed to the “Soldiers of the army,” and issued from Fairfax Court House, near Manassas, the order complimented the men on their “discipline and instruction,” and extolled their fine equipment, artillery, and weapons. “The moment for action has arrived,” McClellan now portentously announced, however, “and I know that I can trust in you to save our country. As I ride through your ranks, I see in your faces the sure presage of victory; I feel that you will do whatever I ask of you.”9

What General McClellan was going to ask of his troops would look odd to some, he recognized, given that the road to Richmond overland from Manassas was right in front of them at Fairfax, and they were ready to fight. “The period of inaction has passed,” he assured them, nevertheless; they would soon be on the move. “I will bring you face to face with the rebels, and only pray that God may defend the right. In whatever direction you may move, however strange my actions may appear to you,” he warned them, mysteriously, “ever bear in mind that my fate is linked with yours, and that all I do is to bring you, where I know you wish to be,—on the decisive battlefield.”10

The men of the Army of the Potomac were not, McClellan had insisted in the order, to feel discouraged, moreover, when in due course they learned of the amphibious Peninsula plan. “It is my business to place you there,” on a battlefield that he was choosing as their army commander. “I am to watch over you as a parent over his children,” he declared; “and you know that your General loves you from the depths of his heart. It shall be my care, as it has ever been, to gain success with the least possible loss; but I know that, if it is necessary, you will willingly follow me to our graves.”11

On and on the little general’s professions of love, mortality, and immortality had run through the order: at once bathetic, stirring, well-meaning—and illusory. For George Brinton McClellan would never, in reality, go anywhere near actual combat, let alone ask his men to follow him into action rather than the other way around, given his aversion to the sight of blood.
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How exactly Mr. Lincoln’s secretary of war could offer command of the Army of the Potomac to Colonel Hitchcock the very day after the general’s stirring order to the men of his army—which he then did on March 15 without telling McClellan—would, however, defy later historians’ understanding or belief.

General Hitchcock—who’d taught infantry tactics at West Point for many years—was similarly amazed by the confused situation he found at the White House. Told of McClellan’s Peninsula plan, he judged it to be as crazy as did Secretary Stanton. Why did the president not simply cancel it, though, before anything other than time was lost, he wondered—not having yet gotten to know Mr. Lincoln, or his dread fear of taking firm or difficult decisions when they were contested by difficult individuals.

Hitchcock soon realized, however, that he’d been summoned to the capital precisely to do what the president and Secretary Stanton could not, or dare not do: their dirty work. “On reporting to the Secretary,” on March 15, “almost without a word of preface he asked me if I would take McClellan’s place in command of the army of the Potomac!” Hitchcock recorded in disbelief in his journal that night—a journal that would be published only after his death. “I was amazed, and told him I could not.”12

The situation bespoke dizzying cowardice at the White House. Stanton “spoke of the pressure on the President, and said that he and the President had had the greatest difficulty in standing out against the demand that McClellan be removed”—a demand voiced in the press and in Congress, which was roiling with waves of dissension and unpleasantness in the capital.13 They must have someone—anyone—to do the job for them, or at least, take McClellan’s place—some highly regarded outside officer, untainted by recent rumblings in the Army of the Potomac.

Even with Hitchcock having turned down McClellan’s Potomac Army command, Stanton took him to the White House to see the president “and introduced me,” as Hitchcock recalled—the war secretary perhaps hoping that Mr. Lincoln could persuade the colonel. The secretary of state, William Seward—another non-soldier—was also there, though—a bad sign. And then, as an example of the growing political pressure to fire McClellan, Mr. Lincoln “took a letter out of his pocket and read it as a sample, he said, of what he was exposed to. It was anonymous, marked ‘urgent,’ and called on him to ‘remove the traitor McClellan.”14

As in musical chairs, the postmaster general, Montgomery Blair, then entered, “and asked for a brigadier-general’s commission for a relation of his wife.”

Suffice it to say an air of utter unreality, not to say pantomime, prevailed in the executive office. “I offered to go,” Hitchcock noted in his diary, “but Mr. Lincoln detained me till the others went. He then expressed the wish to have the benefit of my experience; said he was the depository of the power of the government and had no military knowledge”—something that now seemed all too clear to Hitchcock.15

After almost twelve months of civil war, how was it possible that the White House was as befuddled and incompetent as it had reputedly been at the start, though? And what could he himself do, Hitchcock wondered?

“Now—what is to come of this?” the colonel asked himself that night in his diary. “I want no command. I want no department. I came to be at hand for ‘contingent service,’ and must adhere to my purpose. General Scott, whom I saw in New York, told me I could be very useful here. He even said that I ought to be in command of the army, but that that was now impossible,” given the power struggle between the president and McClellan.16

“On the whole, I am uncomfortable,” Hitchcock continued his entry. “I am almost afraid that Secretary Stanton hardly knows what he wants, himself.”17
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The White House charade did not stop there, sadly.

Two days later, Stanton offered Colonel Hitchcock further positions—“two or three of them,” in fact. And then, “Towards evening he came in,” Hitchcock noted, “and, shutting the door behind him, stated to me the most astounding facts, all going to show the astonishing incompetency of General McClellan”—so many facts that “I felt positively sick,” Hitchcock recorded in his diary, with emphasis. Worse still, he felt “that failing of the heart which excludes hope”: namely a sense of doom.18

The Union, he recognized, was heading for a fall, despite its vast military preponderance over the enemy.

“I do not wonder, now, that the Secretary offered even me the command of this Army of the Potomac, which, he says, is 230,000 strong,” given the sheer stupidity of McClellan’s unnecessarily fantastical plan. And why the Peninsula assault instead of an overwhelmingly strong overland offensive from Manassas, now that it was in Union hands? The latter offensive strategy would maintain the security of the capital, Washington, while using overwhelming Union superiority of numbers and cohesion to take the war to the enemy beyond Manassas, advancing on to Richmond: the shortest route.

“The Secretary is immensely distressed and with reason: he is dreadfully apprehensive of a great disaster, which, also, is not improbable. What can I do in this case?” Hitchcock pondered.

Nothing. For Hitchcock could not, “on a sudden, improvise” an alternative campaign, “having had nothing to do with the army now in the field. Truly, I am heart-sick.”19

And for very good reasons.
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To add to the president’s woes, War Secretary Stanton—as the president himself confided to Hitchcock—was not on speaking terms now with his fellow cabinet member, Postmaster General Montgomery Blair, McClellan’s stalwart supporter—a kind of shadow-antagonistic relationship to the one going on between the president and McClellan.

The postmaster general, for his part, still supported General McClellan’s insistence on mounting a massive amphibious operation, just as he’d done since the January council of war at the White House. Thus leaving Mr. Lincoln still president and commander in chief—even acting general-in-chief now—yet as helpless as a sailor lost at sea.20

There’d been rumors on March 15 of a formal resolution in Congress to dismiss McClellan. It had failed to get enough votes, however. In any case, it was too late now, as General Scott himself had recognized in New York, to stop the travesty of his own Veracruz triumph. The first rented steamers of the Peninsula expedition thus now began to set sail for Chesapeake Bay and Fort Monroe—the original Urbanna target having been deleted as too vulnerable to interference by the Confederate ironclad, the CSS Virginia. A landing at Urbanna itself too easy, also, for Confederate General Joe Johnston to cauterize, or even smash upon the beaches, having withdrawn his own Confederate army from Manassas to the Rappahannock—the largest river north of the York and James—and his headquarters now situated only twenty-eight miles from Urbanna.

As McClellan’s huge army began embarking for Fort Monroe, then, the president finally went on his own to Alexandria on March 21 to try to see McClellan in person—perhaps to judge for himself, even at this late stage, whether there was any hope of canceling the project, or simply to urge speed, no one seemed to know.

Whatever the president’s intention, McClellan would not see him, lest he be dissuaded from his plan. The enemy had recently called for a new levy of “80,000” troops, he’d claimed in a letter to Secretary Stanton from Fairfax on March 14. A “severe battle to fight before reaching Richmond” would thus face the Army of the Potomac, but he was confident he would win it by his waterborne maneuver.21 He was, in fact, awaiting “information as to the transports,” whose job it would be to ferry the men to the peninsula, which would take about four weeks.22

Another month to transport the Union army to Fort Monroe? It was galling, and—given the risks of delay—potentially suicidal, in Stanton’s view. Whether or not the “Little Napoleon,” as he’d been dubbed by the press, knew that he was considered close to certifiably insane by some in Washington, he certainly saw himself as driven to madness by the “rascals”—politicians—questioning his military brain. Also, men pushing in Congress for the abolition of slavery, against his every instinct and racial upbringing.

Refusing to see the president at Alexandria as the troops embarked, therefore, was in McClellan’s mind a matter of maintaining equanimity in the face of intolerable pressure and persecution, if his epic Peninsula plan was to come off.
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Spirits Rise in Richmond

UNAWARE OF THE DIVISIONS pervading the highest echelons of power and command in Washington, President Jefferson Davis in Richmond, a hundred miles away, had continued to keep a stiff upper lip—attempting to conceal the parlous Confederate insufficiency of men and arms from the enemy, and from discouraging his own people.

William Jackson’s description of Davis’s plight would certainly be pitiful—but what could the president do, really, but go on pretending—claiming in public, as he was forced to do, that there was no cause for despondency?

Davis’s shock when he thus received confirmation that the rumors were true, and that McClellan was definitely going to hazard a coastal invasion of Virginia, at the tip of one of the three great peninsulas that stretched like giant fingers out into Chesapeake Bay, was thus not awe so much as disbelief.

Could Major General McClellan really be so foolish as to try a seaborne attack, far to the southeast of Richmond, rather than use his superior numbers to advance directly the eighty miles overland from the north? And this, even after discovering the Confederate fortifications at Manassas were a sham? Yet it appeared so: McClellan having first occupied the old battlefield on March 10, and then withdrawn his main Army of the Potomac from there, almost back to Washington! Had subsequently begun, moreover, to embark perhaps a hundred thousand troops on hired vessels to depart the Union capital and go to sea, like Christopher Columbus! Taking what appeared to be the entire main Union army to Fort Monroe, out on Chesapeake Bay, at the foot of the James river. From there his troops would, presumably, have to make their laborious way to Richmond up the Virginia Peninsula, via Yorktown, unless they were attending a rest camp.

Yorktown—where the British, under General Cornwallis, had been trounced by George Washington! It did not make sense, or even common sense, in Jefferson Davis’s educated military mind.

Unless of course McClellan—still assumed in the South to be the Union’s general-in-chief, despite his actual recent demotion—was intending to make a simultaneous two-pronged attack on Richmond: sending one army overland from the North, across the Rappahannock River, and another from the South, up the narrow peninsula via Yorktown. This indeed would thereby force the much weaker Confederates to divide their already outnumbered forces to meet the two assaults, and be vulnerable to conquest in detail.

Even as news of the disaster at Shiloh arrived, on the Tennessee River in the West on April 6 and 7, the battle in which Davis’s friend and foremost field commander, General Sidney Johnston, was killed the first morning, trying to attack General Grant’s Army of the Tennessee before it could be reinforced by General Buell’s other Union army approaching the area, reports of McClellan’s folly from Washington offered sudden hope.

The Western theater might get worse before it would, or could, ever get better, for there was clearly no population waiting to embrace Confederate armies, he knew. Moreover, in the Gulf there were alarming reports of major U.S. naval forces approaching New Orleans, whose own defenders had been sent north to help General Sidney Johnston thwart Grant’s advance. Yet McClellan’s move in the East might just offer the hope—at least in Jefferson Davis’s professional soldier’s mind—that Mr. Lincoln’s primary general might, in fact, have blundered.

With zero sign of an impending overland army offensive from Washington, Davis and his commander in the field, General Joe Johnston, would be wise, then, to hold their fire, and keep the Confederacy’s limited powder dry.

Davis had appointed General Robert E. Lee—hitherto responsible for Virginia forces, and adviser to Davis at the War Department—to assist him by taking formal charge of the “the conduct of military operations of the Confederacy” as quasi–supreme commander of the Confederacy’s field armies. Davis himself would retain overall command as Confederate commander in chief.1 And as president—for it was essential to force a reluctant Congress and the states to swallow his conscription bill: one that would ultimately furnish the Confederacy with another 300,000 able-bodied men between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five (subsequently increased to forty-five) to face the invading Northern hordes.

With regard to McClellan and the Union Army of the Potomac: could Mr. Lincoln really have made such a cardinal military mistake, though, sending his primary Union army away from Washington by sea? Was it a ploy, or feint? Or was Mr. Lincoln, as when sending his expedition to resupply Fort Sumter, attempting to pull the wool over Confederate eyes? Word had it, however, that General McClellan himself had been seen in Fort Monroe, suggesting that “little Mac” was heading up the Union’s main army himself, as spies had reported. It might not, then, be a diversionary tactic.

Jefferson Davis knew former captain George McClellan quite well in person from Davis’s time as U.S. secretary of war: an opiniated, articulate, energetic young engineer but one who’d been slow to take actual action once in high command, averse to fighting rather than issuing proclamations and messages of love to his troops. A siege aficionado, as his reports to Davis from the Crimea had shown. Methodical, but timid and self-satisfied. A small, egotistical manager-type—not a warrior.

If “little Mac” could be held and then lured with his main army slowly up the Virginia Peninsula, stretching his Union lines of communication and supply longer and longer from his base, and then brought to battle on ground of Confederate choosing, south or east of Richmond, the Confederacy’s chances of survival in the war might look up, despite the Union’s huge superiority in men and matériel.

General Johnston, on the Rappahannock, was therefore directed by President Davis not to react or move yet, but to watch patiently as the situation developed—in the same way Davis had ordered Johnston at Winchester, against his protests, the year before. A gamble, certainly—and with as much at stake again, in terms of the security of the capital, Richmond, perhaps more.

“It will be necessary, therefore, for you to organize a part of your troops to hold your present line,” blocking the overland route from Washington to Richmond, General Lee had explained to Johnston on Davis’s behalf, as reports confirming the massive disembarkation of McClellan’s forces at Fort Monroe came in, in March, but also to “prepare the remainder to move to this city [Richmond], to be thrown on the point attacked,” if the amphibious invaders, collecting at Fort Monroe, succeeded in marching more swiftly up the peninsula than the cautious McClellan was expected to do.2

General Johnston was, in short, to stay on his toes, rather than spend time digging entrenchments. “The object of the President is to prepare you for a movement which now appears imperative,” Lee wrote, “as no troops are available but those of your army to meet the enemy concentrating on the coast,” should the small Confederate brigade on the peninsula under Brigadier General John Magruder—former commander of Washington’s federal garrison—be quickly overwhelmed.3 General Johnston—as before Bull Run—would duly “receive a dispatch saying ‘Move at once,’” and must then “repair immediately to this city, where you will be informed to what point you are to direct your course.”4
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General Magruder’s small force at the tip of the Virginia Peninsula wasn’t swiftly overwhelmed, however—for McClellan’s forces advanced only tortuously and slowly from the tip of the peninsula at Fort Monroe.

Marching his tiny brigade backward and forward to simulate big numbers, General Magruder humbugged McClellan yet again—causing McClellan to reject any thought of an immediate advance up the peninsula, lest he thereby leave a strong enemy force in his rear that might attack and cut him off. Settling down outside Yorktown, early in April, McClellan ordered his army to prepare a prolonged, month-long Union siege, similar to what he’d observed in the Crimea.

When McClellan did finally attack Yorktown on May 3, however, it was to find that, as at Manassas three weeks earlier, the cupboard was bare. The city’s fortifications were empty both of soldiers and cannons—the Confederate defenders having withdrawn without loss.

Buoyed by this further evidence of Union military sloth, Jefferson Davis’s spirits rose, as things now began to look brighter for him, at least on the Eastern front. Shiloh had been a terrible defeat; in fact, the war in the West had then become a wider disaster for the Confederacy—Grant in pole position on the Mississippi, while U.S. Admiral David Farragut had led a brilliant naval attack on New Orleans, whose troops had had to be sent north to help stop Grant. Steaming up the Mississippi from the Gulf, the Union admiral had conveyed and installed General Butler in the Crescent City with a whole division of Union troops—more than enough to hold the port and thereby threaten to clear the mighty river from the south as well as the north—especially if General Grant advanced south and cleared Vicksburg, two hundred miles upriver on the cliffs dominating the Mississippi. Conversely, in the East, to the south of Richmond, however, there suddenly seemed every chance that Davis might be able to exploit McClellan’s mistake—if all went well.

If Davis, Lee, and Joe Johnston could lure the main Union army north from Yorktown, then clobber it on ground of the Confederacy’s choosing, far from its base in Washington—reinforceable only by Union gunboats—good Confederate generalship, mobility, and pluck promised, in fact, to turn the tables on the Union.

From despondency, Jefferson Davis, born soldier, thus drew fresh inspiration. The Davis family plantations on the Mississippi were probably lost, given Union control of the river, but with their backs to the wall, the Confederacy must do its best in the one arena where it could still win: in battle.

The fight for Richmond, and for Confederate survival, was about to begin.
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PART SEVEN

WAR ON THE PENINSULA
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Thorough Imbeciles

MILITARY HISTORIANS WOULD, in retrospect, be amazed that a thirty-five-year-old former army captain could have sold such a wild caper to the president and commander in chief of the armed forces of the United States in war—though it would not be the last such case in military history. Some succeeded; some did not. Luck played its part. But rarely had there been such a delayed, long-winded, laborious outflanking operation in which the enemy was not surprised by the supposedly “sudden” attempt to outmaneuver him—indeed welcomed it, and was ready for it.

Rarely in history, either, can a commander in chief have had such little genuine faith in the field commander he himself had appointed, or in the probable outcome of the operation he had authorized.

President Lincoln had said goodbye to McClellan on April 1: the day the general left for Fort Monroe—weeping. Troops for the 130,000-strong army campaign on the peninsula had been embarking for weeks, ever since March 17 in fact, from Aquia on the Potomac, and from Annapolis—the effort a logistical tour de force by the quartermaster general, Colonel Meigs, and Brigadier General van Vliet. No fewer than 113 rented steamboats, almost 200 schooners, and nearly a hundred towed barges and canal boats ferrying 121,000 soldiers, 44 artillery batteries, 74 ambulances, nearly 15,000 animals—and even locomotives being readied to follow them to Fort Monroe, once railroads on the peninsula were captured.1

The day before the troops began the embarkation, McClellan—relieved he hadn’t been fired after the canal lock and “Quaker gun” fiascos—had assured his New York proslavery sponsor, Samuel Barlow, that he’d soon be “on wing for Richmond—which you may be sure I will take.” He and his Army of the Potomac were reconciled to his demotion, he claimed—the men “half glad that I now belong to them alone.… The President is all right,” he nevertheless assured Barlow, with regard to keeping abolitionists and Radicals at bay, indeed “he is my strongest friend.”

Mr. Lincoln wasn’t, however—for, though he still agreed with General McClellan’s desire to keep slavery out of the war equation, he did not favor McClellan’s tactical strategy—or trust his resolution in terms of actual battle. The president worried, naturally, about the insecurity of the capital once the country’s main army was borne away by boat. He also had increasing misgivings about McClellan’s state of mind, even ultimate loyalty to the Union, which others had questioned. “I asked him if he still had confidence in McClelland’s [sic] fidelity,” confided Orville Browning to his diary on April 2, after seeing the president that evening at the White House. Abraham said he still did with respect to McClellan’s patriotism as an American—but perhaps the little general had protested too much over accusations that he was not serious in prosecuting the war. He’d apparently “shed tears when speaking of the cruel imputations upon his loyalty,” defending himself fiercely “against them.”

With regard to McClellan’s fitness to lead such a huge army in battle, the president confided to his friend from Illinois, he was less sure. General Scott had spoken of McClellan’s military talent, Lincoln explained, but he himself was not “fully satisfied with his conduct of the war.” It was now more than eleven months since he’d given McClellan army command in Washington, after Bull Run—and precisely nothing had been done in the East, despite the general fielding the largest army in American annals.

McClellan was, Lincoln complained, “not sufficiently energetic and aggressive”—in fact, the president had “taken his measure as well as he could,” Senator Browning noted, and although “he thought he [McClellan] had the capacity to make arrangements properly for a great conflict,” this was not the same as fighting. As the hour for action approached, McClellan tended to become “nervous and oppressed with the responsibility and hesitated to meet the crisis,” the president remarked. Nevertheless, the president had now given him “peremptory orders to move,” he said—in fact “orders to move on Richmond” immediately, and prove himself in battle.2 Hopefully that would happen—though Abraham, in truth, was far from sure that it would.

At which point, War Secretary Stanton had come into the room with word from “one of the first men of the Nation”: namely that McClellan had in 1860 been “initiated as a Knight of the Golden Circle by Jefferson Davis” no less, and that “Jefferson Davis still had great power and influence over” McClellan as his old boss in government. Moreover, Stanton openly expressed his fear “that disaster would come upon us as long as he was continued in the Command.”3

Disaster? Why, in that case, had the president, as commander in chief, accepted McClellan’s mad stunt? Why had he left McClellan in command of the Army of the Potomac, the nation’s major military instrument in crushing the rebellion?

Such tattletale and hearsay were scarcely gospel, but spoken aloud in the White House they were hardly, Browning reflected, a sign of great confidence in the Union’s impending offensive. In the carriage going home, Stanton even told Browning that the “Little Napoleon” ought to have “been removed long ago.” McClellan could not “emancipate himself from the influence of Jefferson Davis,” the war secretary added, and at the end of the day was “not willing to do anything calculated greatly to damage the cause of secession.”4
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Edwin Stanton was not the only official in Washington who feared the worst. State Department translator and interpreter Adam Gurowski, in his incendiary diary (which was published later that fall), undoubtedly spoke for many an adopted American countryman when inveighing against McClellan’s obstinate, unnecessary gamble with Union lives and fortunes.

The “weeks of embarkation for Yorktown”—which Gurowski personally witnessed—had filled the count with foreboding, he noted as April 1862 began. The sheer mindlessness of the Peninsula strategy and the blindness of the general’s staff made him “shudder to think what it will be when the campaign will be decidedly and seriously going on.”5

Words—at least in English—failed the Polish count, given the way McClellan had managed to hoodwink Mr. Lincoln and get away with his ridiculous plan. Why could the president and his senior advisors not put a stop to this awful charade? “It is astonishing, and psychologically altogether incomprehensible, to see persons, justly deserving to be considered as intelligent, deny the evidence of their own senses; forbid, so to speak, their sound judgment to act; to be befogged by thorough imbeciles; to consider incapacity as strategy, and to take imbecility for deep, mysterious, great combinations and plans.”6

It was not only military imbecility but the utter bankruptcy of the Union’s moral—rather than merely constitutional—purpose in waging war against the white rebellion that most offended Gurowski as an American State Department official, however. The failure of the U.S. government to stand for anything beyond a reclamation of its earlier borders filled him with disgust. Mr. Lincoln was thereby allowing President Davis to show the world—as the latter had done in his widely quoted Message to his Congress—generous Confederate willingness to feed the foreign appetite for Southern cotton, without ever having to acknowledge who was producing the insurrectionists’ cotton, or having to defend the inhuman system that kept the laborers enslaved.

For this diplomatic aspect of the war’s prosecution, Gurowski blamed his boss, Secretary of State Seward. Pointedly, the count asked: “What are doing in Europe all these various agents of Mr. Seward, and paid by Uncle Sam? All these Weeds, Sandfords, Hughes, Bigelows, and whoever else may be there? They cannot find means in their brains to better direct, inform, or influence the European press. Almost all the articles in our favor are only defensive and explanatory; the offensive is altogether carried by the secesh press in England and in France.”7

Spokesmen for the United States in Europe, in other words, were merely defending their right to maintain the integrity of the United States against the right of Southern slaveholder states to secede from it, rather than asserting the right of the Union to prosecute a war against an armed insurrection, led by five million whites against the United States government, and entirely fed and funded on the literal backs of three and a half million enslaved Black people, without whom it could not be mounted at all. It was, in the count’s view, deplorable.

“To deal offensive blows,” Gurowski observed, in terms of public and diplomatic relations, “our agents” should be “obliged to stand firm on human principles, and show up all the dastardly corruption of slavery, of slaveholders, and of rebels. Such a warfare,” he remarked, however, “is forbidden by Mr. Seward’s policy” as U.S. secretary of state—Gurowski aware that the endlessly appeasing Seward, if the European powers recognized the Confederacy, would thereby doom the United States as a Union.8

And Mr. Lincoln, the president of the United States, doing nothing to stop Secretary Seward—in fact encouraging his embargo on the mention of slavery abroad!
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The absence of a moral agenda in waging the current war not only discouraged Gurowski as a U.S. diplomatic official, but struck him as sinful, impotent, and ignorant: an abnegation of the moral high ground on which a noble Union was fighting, whether its president and his cabinet understood it or not.

“In one word, our cause in Europe is very tamely represented and carried on,” Gurowski inveighed against his nefarious boss—who had instructed his ministers in Europe such as Charles Adams to keep their mouths closed with respect to slavery. “Members of the Chamber of Deputies in Paris complain that they can nowhere find necessary information concerning certain facts. There Seward’s agents have not even been able to correct the fallacies” bruited by the Confederate commissioners, and not even corrected by the “secesh press”—statements deliberately trotted out to divert attention from the matter of the millions of enslaved laborers enabling the rebellion.

Labor not only forced to feed, Gurowski railed, but also finance a white insurrection through major loans extended against cotton. Cotton produced by Black laborers under the lash and gun, as well as the value which the enslaved Black people themselves, in their persons as “chattel,” provided the Confederacy: namely assets against which credit could be obtained from banks. For bank-lending purposes, every enslaved person was reckoned to have an asset value of “four hundred dollars per head,” as Mr. Lincoln had himself calculated the day before.9 Confederate Secretary of State Judah Benjamin had been heard seeking French loans in New Orleans before the loss of the city to Admiral Farragut, for example; he was said to have even offered Napoleon III 100,000 bales of Southern cotton, as well as access to Southern markets, if the emperor would break the blockade.10

Three and a half million enslaved human beings forced to fund a massive white insurrection—and neither the U.S. president pointing this out at home, nor a single U.S. diplomat permitted by Seward to do so abroad, in Europe!

“I shall not wonder if the public opinion in Europe by and by may fall off from our cause,” Gurowski worried in April.11 And with good reason, as would eventuate that summer when European politicians and leaders like the British prime minister, chancellor of the exchequer, and French monarch Louis Bonaparte (now self-proclaimed Emperor Napoleon III) would lose patience, to Gurowski’s chagrin, and press for recognition of the Confederacy, and combined intercession in the American imbroglio.12

“Our defensive condition there justifies the assumptions of the secesh” in Europe, Gurowski pointed out disconsolately. “As we dare not expose their crimes”—the abuse of so many millions of enslaved people to provide the very means for armed rebellion—“the public in Europe must come to this conclusion,” he lamented: “that secesh may be right”—the North guilty of “having no principle.”13

It was all too depressing. “Whatever such men as Mr. Lincoln and Mr. Blair will do against slavery will never be radical by their own choice or conviction, but will be done reluctantly, when under the unavoidable pressure,” Gurowski prophesied, “of events.”14

A pretty accurate prediction, as events would duly show.
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George McClellan had hoped to evade the threat of abolition by a show of intimidating force outside the Confederate capital. The enemy’s high command would, he reasoned, surely be forced to cede Richmond by his coup de main (or water), and come to terms.

Once at Fort Monroe, however, more than eighty miles from Richmond, McClellan again got cold feet. He feared that the enemy was in greater strength than he’d anticipated. Yorktown could therefore not be bypassed, but must first be reduced by a laborious siege—just as Count Gurowski had warned would happen.

Instead of promptly outflanking the weakly manned fortifications at the historic Virginia town—where George Washington had, just decades before, accepted the surrender of British General Charles Cornwallis—the little general thus halted the entire Union Army of the Potomac for a month—insisting upon a Sevastopol-like siege before permitting his troops to move north toward Richmond.

Even then, McClellan was not satisfied—calling for yet more troops to be sent than the 121,000 hitherto ferried to Fort Monroe. “McClellan telegraphs for more men,” Gurowski noted in his diary, and this at a time when “he has more already than he can put in action, and more than he has room for. He subsides in digging. The rebels will again fool him as they fooled him in Manassas,” he warned.15

It was all too painful to watch from afar. “McClellan telegraphing for reinforcements plainly shows how unmilitary are his brains. He and a great many here believe that the greater the mass of troops, the surer the victory. History mostly teaches the contrary; but,” Count Gurowski expostulated despairingly in his diary, “speak to American wiseacres about history! He, McClellan, and others on his side, ignore the difficulty of handling or swinging an army of 100,000 men.”16

It was, in the count’s view, profoundly tragic since it was so clear: a willful squandering of U.S. forces, money, brains, and moral principle—pandering to enslavers in the middle states while allowing, as Congressman Thaddeus Stevens had pointed out in Congress, the labor of three and a half million enslaved people in the South to be used to fund and fuel the armed rebellion. And imagining that a proslavery general like timid George McClellan could somehow win the war in a few weeks!

And Mr. Lincoln, the president? Not only was he keeping silent on the use of slavery by the South to mount their insurrection, and definitely refusing to make it a military issue, but he was agreeing not to interfere with the institution himself in the North, too, save to recommend compensation to enslavers for voluntary manumission, and exportation of the problem under the rubric of colonization—a recommendation he’d made in person to delegates from Kentucky, Missouri, Maryland, Virginia, and Delaware on March 10, disclaiming “any intent to injure the interests or wound the sensibilities of the slave states,” and declaring he “had no designs on this subject,” beyond regretting their “refusal” of his suggestion, if they chose to turn him down.17

Oh, all this pussyfooting, Gurowski lamented! For his own part, Mr. Lincoln was antislavery as a citizen and human being, as he’d explained to the border-state delegates—in fact, he would not pretend to “disguise” his own “anti-slavery feeling,” explaining “that he thought it was wrong and should continue to think so; but that,” Mr. Lincoln had insisted, “was not the question we had to deal with now.”18 War, rather than slavery, was.
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Had Mr. Lincoln been a soldier—or even a leader willing and able to use his constitutional war powers to deal manfully with a national crisis more threatening than any that had taken place since the Revolutionary War—he might possibly have gotten away with his aversion to dealing with the toxic topic of slavery. Especially if, in the waging of such a war, Mr. Lincoln had been faced by an opponent deficient in military leadership skills. But he hadn’t been. In fact the reverse was the case; Mr. Lincoln, unfortunately, was confronting an opponent in Jefferson Davis who was—despite all Davis’s other deficits—a born soldier.

Thus, much to Count Gurowski’s despair as a fervent believer in America’s democratic melting pot and its liberal, abolitionist destiny, the North proceeded to squander its supposed military advantage in the weeks after McClellan disembarked his army two hundred miles away from Washington on the Virginia Peninsula. Indeed, things had promptly gone from bad to worse in terms of time. It had taken weeks for McClellan to land the vast body of his army and get the troops ready for action. Outnumbered five to one, Confederate General Magruder’s small Confederate contingent had kept the entire Army of the Potomac at bay for a month at Yorktown, only to melt away without a single casualty once McClellan finally authorized his Union forces to make an assault on the city on May 4.

As General Joe Johnston, after inspecting the Yorktown defenses and watching the saga from Richmond, observed: “No one but McClellan could have hesitated to attack.”19

Moving tortoise-like at two miles per day, McClellan eventually made it to the middle of the peninsula and established his army headquarters on the Pamunkey River at White House Landing, roughly thirty five miles due east of Richmond—close to the plantation where Martha Custis had once courted George Washington.

In deference to President Davis’s new quasi–general-in-chief, Confederate General Robert E. Lee, McClellan promptly declared the White House there (that is, the Custis mansion) to be out of bounds—for this was the property of General Lee himself, who’d married Martha Custis’s great-granddaughter.

Nearby, however, at his tented encampment along the Pamunkey River in the May sunshine, little General McClellan was able to entertain Secretary Seward—his main sponsor in the cabinet—who came to see him by steamer, along with his son Frederick and his wife, Attorney General Bates, Secretary Welles, Admiral Goldsborough, and Captain Dahlgren—on May 14.20 He was in no hurry, McClellan told the visitors—who did not include President Lincoln or War Secretary Stanton, whom McClellan openly described to journalists and guests as military buffoons: a “government, alas!” that was “not giving me any aid.”21 Aid that would, if granted, enable him to mount an even more daunting assault than he’d directed at Yorktown: one that would either frighten President Davis into ceding Richmond, like Yorktown, to him, or provoke a decisive encounter. “I think one more battle here will finish the work,” McClellan had assured his wife on May 12—the words “one more battle” an ominous exaggeration, given he had not yet fought a major engagement against General Johnston’s Confederate army.

Confederate defeat at Richmond, however, would mean “certain destruction to them,” McClellan gaily predicted. As he’d hoped, the very distance between him and his tormentors, deceivers, and disbelievers in Washington had given him the confidence he needed, surrounded only by those who had faith in him. He was now not only master of the battlefield—the enemy retreating every time he attacked—but master of the Civil War.

Capturing Richmond would crown his career, “and I think will prove the ruin of their wretched cause.”22
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On May 31, 1862, however, McClellan, whose army now straddled the Chickahominy River, running parallel to and south of the Pamunkey, got a rude shock. For the first time since landing his army, McClellan was told that his right flank had been attacked about eight miles east of Richmond, at a crossroads called Seven Pines, or Fair Oaks Station. Not just attacked, but assaulted by what appeared to be the entire Confederate army!

The fighting was intense, neither side giving way. Shaken, but still certain he would prove President Lincoln wrong about the choice of the Virginia Peninsula as the catapult for his seizure of the Confederate capital, McClellan was initially sure that his captains had won the battle—telegraphing his wife from near New Bridge, on the Chickahominy, on Monday, June 2, that the fighting had been “desperate and heavy,” but had ended with “success complete.” He would, “with Gods blessing,” be in Richmond that very week, he prophesied—in fact, with no more blood spilled, since it was possible that “yesterday’s victory,” at Fair Oaks, or Seven Pines, “will open Richmond to us without further fighting.”23

As more days went by and the sheer number of Union casualties sank in—tallying more than five thousand men and numerous officers, as he learned, and which he duly reported to President Lincoln on June 4—McClellan rethought his rear-headquarters forecast.24 The Confederates were actually going to fight for Richmond, he realized belatedly. And hard.
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The week before Seven Pines, McClellan—insistent still that slavery not be touched—had congratulated President Lincoln on forcing General David Hunter to retract his order abolishing enslavement in South Carolina and Florida, in areas occupied by Union forces on the coasts, much as the president had ordered General Frémont to rescind his emancipation proclamation the previous August.

“I feared he would not have the moral courage to do so,” McClellan wrote his wife concerning his commander in chief and slavery. The war would be won without addressing the “peculiar institution”—and to prove this, he would win it, boasting to Ellen that his then-impending attack on Richmond, with over a hundred thousand troops, would be “one of the great historic battles of the world.”25

Seven Pines had now scotched that prediction.

Refusing to renew the contest until more forces came up from Fort Monroe, McClellan insisted he be sent more siege guns as well as more infantry. Another entire corps should be embarked from Washington and sent by water, he telegraphed the War Department, so as to increase his numbers, regardless of the time this would take—or what the enemy might do in the interval. He would then have more than 130,000 soldiers in the field of battle on the upper peninsula, on the line of the Chickahominy River.

Thwarted in his first attempt to seize the Confederate capital, McClellan wanted President Lincoln, above all, to understand what he was up against—“that the Army of the Potomac has had serious work & that no child’s play is before it. You must make your calculations on the supposition that I have been correct from the beginning in asserting that the serious opposition was to be here”—in other words east of Richmond, on the Virginia Peninsula, where he’d chosen to do battle, not in the area between Manassas and Richmond.26

No sooner had McClellan sent this begging telegram on June 4 than he fell ill with recurrent malaria. By the time he was on his feet again and able to ride, a week later, he began to realize that the Confederates might not simply be cowering in anticipation of his assault: that they might have their own agenda.

The enemy was “giving every indication of fight,” McClellan telegraphed to War Secretary Stanton on June 12—not withdrawal, let alone surrender. Even now, however—having failed to conceive, let alone suggest, a pincer movement on Richmond in all the months of planning and the advance of the main body of the Army of the Potomac up the peninsula—he did not want, he telegraphed, General McDowell to attack Richmond overland, from Fredericksburg. For anything overland from the direction of Washington was tainted by having been proposed by General McDowell back in January, five months earlier.27

Such obtuseness bespoke the mental world in which the would-be Napoleon was living. Time was still at hand, McClellan reckoned in his delirium—happy to wait for the ground to dry after the recent wet weather before attempting anything audacious on his own part. He thus refused all advice to hurry, or rethink his tactical strategy. He had the Confederates, he wrote his wife, “in the hollow of my hand.” After replacing the losses he’d suffered at Fair Oaks, his troops would “sweep everything before us,” for he would bring up hundreds more guns, and—he assured Ellen on June 15—he would “push” the enemy “in upon Richmond & behind their works [entrenchments]—then I will bring up my heavy guns—shell the city & carry it by assault. I speak very confidently but if you could see the faces of the troops as I ride among them you would share my confidence. They will do anything I tell them to do”—however willfully ignorant he himself remained of the enemy’s intentions. “I think there is scarcely a man in the whole army,” he boasted, “who would not give his life for me & willingly do what I ask.”28

This was arrogance of a distinctly juvenile kind—potentially fatal, however, in its narcissistic complacency and indifference to what his opponents might be planning.

On June 18, McClellan thus telegraphed President Lincoln with the news that his pickets were now but “six miles from Richmond.”29 He promised a new and this time “decisive battle” to take the enemy’s capital, yet still declined to move until fully ready. If latest reports of ten thousand to fifteen thousand Confederates being sent from Richmond to the Shenandoah Valley to reinforce General Stonewall Jackson’s strike on Harper’s Ferry were true, as had been reported, this only served to demonstrate the numerical superiority in enemy troops he was up against, he said, for how otherwise could the defenders spare so many men? It showed why he must therefore be cautious, rather than jump the gun—“forced,” as he responded to President Lincoln’s alarmed telegrams begging him to make hastier haste, “by my inferiority in numbers” to “bring the greatest possible numbers into action & secure the army against the consequences of unforeseen disaster.”30

Unforeseen disaster? Inferiority of numbers? Of all McClellan’s messages, this was the saddest: his belated admission that, with his army now completely isolated on the peninsula, he had perhaps walked into a death trap. He had little idea, however, exactly what was about to hit him: that in his obtuseness he’d misread what should have been plain. President Davis and his generals were deceiving him. They were not merely defending their capital, nor were they sending ten thousand more Confederates north to reinforce Stonewall Jackson’s strike in the Shenandoah Valley; they had sent them to bamboozle McClellan, and were already sending them back secretly to Richmond—where they were getting ready to pounce.

30







2

“Hope Is by No Means Extinct”

FOR PRESIDENT DAVIS, the whole saga on the Virginia Peninsula appeared very different from the way it had looked to fretting President Lincoln—or to the people of Richmond, including Davis’s wife, Varina. Only after fighting his Congress, state governors, and newspaper editors over conscription—which finally passed in Richmond on April 16, after seemingly endless opposition and debate—was Jefferson Davis finally able to focus on the looming conflagration to the east. Where the omens, on the surface, did not look any better than in the west or south.

For her part, Varina had given up hope that the Confederacy could be saved as a polity. If it could not be successfully defended, she’d even said privately to friends, she wanted to “escape to Europe.”1 Yet her devotion to Jeff, as the father of her children and a husband who had come to love her more deeply than she’d at first thought possible, held her back. She would, she assured him, stay with him to the end, even die with him if the Union armies surrounded them in Richmond.

By the end of April, they had no more property, as such—whether houses or enslaved humans. Their Brierfield house at Davis Bend was reported to be destroyed, its crops burned, their enslaved workers scattered. They now had only the furniture and personal items that had been brought to the White House in Richmond. “All I have, except my wife and children, I am ready to sacrifice for my country,” Jeff had already confided, somewhat bathetically, to his brother Joe in anticipation in February.2 Even the rented White House in Richmond might have to be surrendered to the enemy, if the approaching Union offensive succeeded, and the president were forced to leave the city and adopt a war of maneuver, even guerrilla war.

As April gave way to May, Jeff insisted that Varina take the children to North Carolina, lest they be harmed by enemy bombardment—or captured. For Davis had changed his mind and had decided he was going to have to fight McClellan for the city, not abandon it.

Varina resisted going, knowing that if she fled Richmond she’d be criticized for cowardice as First Lady, despite other female denizens of the city having already left. Her faith in the Confederacy as an alternative, independent, or separatist nation had pretty much evaporated, if it had ever really existed, yet her devotion to Jeff, in his lonely role as president, had only seemed to increase. She’d even persuaded him to consider getting baptized as an Episcopalian—the two of them agreeing to put their faith in God, whatever He decided.

In the eyes of others Jefferson Davis was, admittedly, a somewhat wooden, humorless individual, but—save for his deference to his older brother regarding the title to Brierfield—Jeff was to Varina a sincere, thoughtful, loving husband, and a caring father. In fact, compared to the conceited, arrogant tribe of men whom Varina had encountered in Richmond, Jeff—tall and gaunt—appeared to her as a shining, if care-worn, knight in armor.

Watching the travails of the Confederate president from his desk in the War Department, clerk John Jones certainly noted how “thin and haggard” the knight was: the man in whose hands the survival of the Confederacy now lay.3
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John Beauchamp Jones, the War Department clerk, was a Maryland enslaver, a man so wholly wedded to the notion of Southern independence from Northern “domination” that he’d left his home state—one he still hoped the Confederacy would somehow wrest from Mr. Lincoln’s grasp. Thus on May 8, 1862, Jones—who’d believed that the vital shipyards and port of Norfolk, on the Virginia mainland just across the water from the tip of the peninsula where McClellan had landed, would be defended to the end—found himself reeling at news that “Norfolk and Portsmouth are evacuated! Our army falling back! The Merrimac [that is, the ironclad CSS Virginia] is to be, or has been blown up!” lest it fall back into Union hands.4

Jones’s own family left Richmond for North Carolina. “No one scarcely supposes that Richmond will be defended. But it must be!” the clerk insisted—recording, the next day, how the First Lady and her family, too, were evacuating the city, as were the “families of most of the Cabinet”—leaving the town policed, under martial law, by “Baltimore detectives,” Jones noted, who were “Lords of the ascendant.… One word of remonstrance, and the poor victim is sent to Castle Godwin.”5

Six days later, on May 14, 1862, Jones was close to despair. “Our army has fallen back to within 4 miles of Richmond,” he noted. “Much anxiety is felt for the fate of the city.”6

Jefferson Davis, by contrast, seemed to be suddenly thriving. The impending battle had come to resemble a game of chess; the question of whether he could lure McClellan’s dilatory army into his trap more tantalizing by the day.

There was give-and-take on both sides. Union gunboats had bravely ascended right up the narrow James River to Drewry’s Bluff, barely eight miles from Richmond itself, and were “shelling our batteries, and our batteries are bravely shelling them,” Jones penned in his diary. “The President rode down to the vicinity this morning, and observed the firing. The guns are heard distinctly in the city, and yet there is no consternation manifested by the people. If the enemy pass the obstructions, the city will be, it is true, very much at their mercy,” Jones wrote anxiously, given the big naval guns the warships could bring to bear. “They may shell us out of it, and this may occur at any hour.… Our marksmen will keep up an incessant fire into the port-holes of the gun-boats; and if it be at all practicable, we will board them. So hope is by no means extinct.”7

The federal gunboats—“Monitor, Galena, etc”—eventually withdrew, however—“the whole fleet turned about and steamed down the river!”—leaving the next step to General McClellan, on land.8

“We await the issue before Richmond,” Jones recorded9—heartened, at least, by confidential information that the Confederate army at the capital numbered now almost eighty thousand men, thanks to the president’s efforts: almost double its earlier size, when a swift Union overland offensive could have taken the city without difficulty. “And more are coming. Joyful tidings!” Jones exulted.10 Nevertheless, the clerk wrote, “it is still believed by many that it is the intention of the government and the generals to evacuate the city. If the enemy were to appear in force on the south side, and another force were to march on us from Fredericksburg, we should be inevitably taken, in the event of the loss of a battle.”11

This was, indeed, the main concern in Davis’s and Lee’s minds—that McClellan’s force was just one-half of a federal pincer attack, with another army coming down from the north. They could only hope that, by taking such a huge Union army to the foot of the peninsula, McClellan had left insufficient forces at Washington to pose a real threat of pincer-attack from the Rappahannock River. If this was so and McClellan had moved entirely on his own, Confederate forces would stand a good chance of dealing with him without having to worry about Richmond—which, Davis now felt more confident, the whippersnapper would never get his hands on.

John Jones, for his part, feared the worst. On May 19, when things looked direst, he gave a quasi-formal letter to President Davis “stating what I have every reason to believe would be the consequences of the abandonment of Richmond. There would be demoralization and even insubordination in the army. Better die here!” he exhorted. A heroic defense of the city would, he assured the president, garner the admiration of foreign nations—“Better electrify the world by such scenes of heroism,” fighting “in the streets, in the walled grave-yards, and from the windows” than “surrender the capital and endanger the cause” of white supremacy. “I besought him by every consideration, not to abandon Richmond to the enemy short of the last extremity.”12

Meantime, though, to be safe, the Confederate archives had been sent to Columbia, South Carolina, the clerk recorded—the new secretary of war, George Randolph, telling his valet: “you must go with my family into the country, for tomorrow the enemy will be here.”13

Trunks were packed, and even Christopher Memminger, the secretary of the Treasury, had “a special locomotive and cars, constantly with steam up, in readiness to fly,” Jones sneered, “with the treasure.”14

Clerk Jones—in his diary at least—claimed that for his part he was ready to give his life: contemplating “death with composure,” like his fellow white citizens. “It would be at least our effectual escape from dishonor.” For “northern domination,” he declared, “is dishonor.”15

Enslavement of three and a half million people, by contrast, was not.
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Jefferson Davis was equally concerned about honor, but more sanguine about the Confederacy’s chances on the battlefield. Given his experience as a soldier versed in real war—where real battles, however well planned, “go oft awry,” as Robert Burns, his favorite Scottish poet, had aptly put it—he was at least in his element.16

Varina’s departure with their children, however, disturbed Davis more deeply than he’d expected. From the White House, he confided he found himself “quite desolate” without her, “and at every look meet something of yours or of the children to remind me that I am alone.”17

Alone, however, he could at least concentrate entirely on the approaching battle. Paraphrasing Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, he told his wife—who’d refused to travel as far south as Georgia—that “they lightly talk of scars who never felt a wound.” He’d fought in the battle for Monterrey, in the Mexican War, and knew exactly “what scenes would follow the battering of rows of brick houses” in urban warfare. He had, he confided to her, no intention of allowing his primary army, the Army of Northern Virginia, to get bottled up in Richmond. He’d made clear to vacuous “talkers here” that, although “the enemy might be beaten before [i.e., north of] Richmond, or on either flank,” he was adamant as commander in chief that the army should not “be penned up in a city.”

He would, Davis therefore explained to Varina, aim to first stop McClellan’s support vessels on the river. Then, when McClellan’s men were “reduced to small arms and field pieces I think we can defeat” them in open battle, far from their base at Fort Monroe. After which, he confidently predicted, a “vigorous pursuit will bring results long wished for but not given to the wind.”18

The letter to Varina—the first of dozens he would send her over the ensuing weeks—revealed not only the extent to which Jeff shared with his wife his feelings, but something else, too: namely the extent to which he, Jeff Davis, so austere to others, nevertheless trusted Varina as his life’s partner and confided in her—including his military intentions. They’d been married seventeen years now, and she’d become more than a traditional wife. She had found him impossibly stuffy, formal, and conservative when she’d first met him, he knew; it had taken all those years—marked by ill-health, deteriorating eyesight, but also the joys of children and a shared love of literature—to soften his obstinate, controlling, embattled character, at least toward her and her family.

In the face of adversity on an even grander scale, moreover, he’d become more genuinely religious, and also more affectionate—or perhaps more affectionate, and therefore religious—so that he no longer kept secrets or fears from her. Behind the veil of matrimony she’d thus become his helpmeet, his partner, his confidante, consort, and companion, despite the difference in their ages and his lamentable lack of humor—which Varina, with her sharp wit and gift of ironic observation, more than made up for.

In short, the crisis at Richmond—their enforced separation and the proximity of possible death, as had felled his friend General Sidney Johnston at Shiloh the month before—now brought them, as often happens in the drama of war, closer together rather than apart: their mutual endearments a measure of their deepened intimacy. “Dear Winnie,” Jeff addressed her in his letters, using his nickname for her, while Varina would often begin hers with “My dear old Banny” or “My own sweet precious husband.”19

Varina never doubted that Jeff would understand her literary allusions—nor she his. The successive hammer blows of war—most poignantly the surrender of New Orleans, and the subsequent destruction of Brierfield, their marital home and plantation, as well as all their cotton inventory—seemed only to make them more conscious of what they still possessed, rather than what they didn’t.20 The epistolary link between them thus reflected, for all that they had lost in material possessions, an emotional and intellectual bedrock—one that spurred Jeff to a remarkable level of military leadership compared with his hapless adversary in Washington. If he was skeptical of the Confederacy’s ultimate chances of survival, in his heart of hearts he knew who he was fighting for.
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With extraordinary patience, respect, support, and professional guidance, Davis had backed General Joe Johnston throughout the difficult days of March and May 1862, as he and his field commanders waited to see what exactly the Union’s spring offensive strategy, in the East, would be—and how, as it became clearer, they might overcome it.

General Johnston’s counteroffensive at Fair Oaks (or Seven Pines) on May 31, 1862, had therefore stunned McClellan and halted his supposedly grand Union drive to seize Richmond, as almost 75,000 Confederates charged into head-on collision. Timing and prior reconnaissance had been poor, however; moreover General Johnston—a proud, prickly individual, much given to matters of rank—had not liked the president looking over his shoulder, and had kept crucial information from him in the lead-up to the battle, forcing Davis (and General Robert E. Lee, who was acting very much as Davis’s right-hand-man, as well as quasi-supreme commander of the Confederate armies) to exercise the utmost patience with him—while also making clear that Johnston would be replaced if he took too long and “proved unequal to the moment.”21 Yet in ordering the Confederate Army of Northern Virginia into a stalemated battle at Fair Oaks, Johnston had at least achieved his purpose: He had blunted McClellan’s advance in the fiercest fighting that Jefferson Davis, who was no stranger to battle, had “ever previously witnessed,” as he wrote Varina.22 And witnessed despite Varina having begged him not to “expose yourself.”23

When one Confederate brigade fell back under heavy artillery fire, both the president and General Johnston had ridden forward to stiffen the proverbial sinews of the men. It was at that moment, at dusk on May 31, 1862, that fate had taken a most particular hand: felling the Confederate army commander on the battlefield, not far from where Davis was helping to rally troops. Hit by a bullet in his shoulder and a shell fragment in his chest, General Joe Johnston was carried back on a stretcher, much as General Albert Sidney Johnston had been wounded on the battlefield at Shiloh before he’d bled to death.

For the moment, at least, this Johnston was still clinging to life. “The poor fellow bore his suffering most heroically,” Davis recounted to Varina the next day. “When he was about to be put in the ambulance to be removed from the field I dismounted to speak to him, he opened his eyes smiled and gave me his hand said he did not know how seriously he was hurt but feared a fragment of a shell had injured his spine. It was probably a shell loaded with musket balls, as there appeared to be the wound of a ball in his shoulder ranging down towards the lungs.”24

Many, in this moment, had urged Jefferson Davis to take immediate command of the army himself. Though he knew every senior officer, and had seen the terrain for himself, Davis decided not to do so.

Instead, the president took perhaps his most consequential military decision of the Civil War—as both Lincoln and McClellan would find out soon enough. For the officer whom Davis appointed to command the Army of Northern Virginia was not Johnston’s deputy, General G. W. Smith, but Major General Robert E. Lee.
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Unlike Mr. Lincoln, his rival commander in chief, Davis was completely at home with the man he chose to take over command of his primary field army.

Both men were career military officers, with considerable, hard-won battle experience—indeed, Davis and Lee understood and respected each other almost without speaking, with Lee possessing a very different personality from the prickly Joe Johnston. Moreover, Lee was a far, far more ambitious and aggressive general than was realized by many observers, who often mistook the Virginian’s polite, quiet manner for natural timidity, as Davis was aware. “General Lee was not a man of hesitation,” Jefferson Davis would remonstrate later, “and they have mistaken his character who suppose caution was his vice.”25

This was well put—and well supported by the general’s conduct in the lull following the bloody two-day battle at Seven Pines on June 1, 1862. Recognizing that General Stonewall Jackson, if dispatched back to the Shenandoah Valley, where he’d earlier run rampant, could fan fears again in Washington that the U.S. capital would be attacked from the west, but might well also entice McClellan to “move out of his entrenchments” on the Chickahominy to exploit the opportunity, General Lee had almost straightway recommended to Davis, as his commander in chief, that they should again try to do so: namely, lure McClellan forward—and then, by secretly bringing Jackson back to the Richmond front, replicate the 1861 Bull Run triumph.

Lee’s battle plan, sent confidentially to Davis on June 5, 1862, only a few days after the Battle of Seven Pines, was risky, given that McClellan might yet take advantage of Jackson’s absence to renew his assault on Richmond before Stonewall Jackson’s corps could be recalled.26 Despite his reservations, however, Jefferson Davis was willing to try, for he liked Lee’s imaginative, aggressive spirit. Both men, moreover, were certain that McClellan, given his past showing, would not move until he’d laboriously replenished his losses at Seven Pines, and then some, as well as bringing up more siege artillery.

In short, according to Lee’s plan, General Jackson would move his men north and put the enemy on the defensive in the Winchester area, in the northern reaches of the Shenandoah Valley, more than eighty miles west of Washington, then secretly double back to Richmond. There he would reinforce a massive Confederate assault on the recently bloodied right wing of McClellan’s Army of the Potomac, using almost all the forces that the Army of Northern Virginia could muster.

Luring McClellan out of his Seven Pines defensive line would be the key—“to bring McClellan out” from his positions, as Lee had described his policy.27 “If you will hold him as long as you can at the [current] intrenchment, and then fall back on the detached works [strong points] around the city,” Lee thus urged President Davis in Davis’s role as commander in chief, “I will be upon the enemy’s heels before he gets there.”28 Cat and mouse.

“Thus,” Jefferson Davis later chronicled, “was inaugurated the offensive-defensive campaign which resulted so gloriously to our arms, and turned from the capital of the Confederacy a danger so momentous that, looking at it retrospectively, it is not seen how a policy less daring or less firmly pursued would have saved the capital from capture.”

It was a somewhat dramatic claim—but, allowing for the mistakes that were made in the seven-day Battle of Richmond, a sincere and genuine testament to his new field commander’s brilliance in crushing McClellan’s bid for glory.29
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The Seven Days Battles

FOR MILITARY HISTORIANS, McClellan’s entire campaign on the Virginia Peninsula would be a textbook example of how a single army commander’s hubris, delusion, deceit, dishonesty, exaggeration of enemy opposition, and obfuscation could change the course of a war. Stephen Sears, editor of McClellan’s military papers and distinguished chronicler of the general’s life, would later echo the account of Count Gurowski and other critics of McClellan when writing that, though George McClellan claimed he was the best commander the Army of the Potomac ever had, he “was inarguably the worst.”1

Knowing McClellan from his time as U.S. secretary of war, Davis was unsure whether the general, as a cautious engineer, would necessarily swallow Lee’s bait—and was proven a better judge than Lee in this. But Lee’s aggressiveness (and his willingness to work with the president in a kind of shared military proconsulship in the summer of 1862, after the Battle of Seven Pines stalemate) was enticing—the very opposite of McClellan’s relationship with his president. All of which boded well for the Confederacy, and very poorly for the Union.

Unlike his adversary in Washington, moreover, Davis was now willing to take the risk of exposing his capital, if this would give Lee’s offensive the chance of smashing McClellan’s line and forcing a Union retreat, even capitulation—with Northern newspapers already exhibiting “panic,” as Davis told Varina on June 2, “lest Washington should be captured” by Jackson’s army looming at Winchester, in the other direction.2

Both capitals, in short, were at stake—but by feinting toward the enemy’s heart yet secretly bringing Jackson back to reinforce the battering ram of a surprise Confederate counterattack, Davis and Lee stood a far better chance of protecting their own capital than did Mr. Lincoln his.

Whether or not McClellan’s army would flee, as McDowell’s army had fled at Bull Run after a similar secret switch of forces, it would be forced to retreat back down the Virginia Peninsula—thereby permitting the Confederate Army of Northern Virginia to bottle up Mr. Lincoln’s primary army hundreds of miles from possible water-rescue from Washington. In withdrawing, the Union troops would have to fall back onto a narrow stretch of flattish, marshy land—and, if all went well, this might allow Confederate forces to turn the tables on their adversary. Moreover, with McClellan stranded on the peninsula like a beached whale, Davis and Lee could then switch their attention to the north, and threaten Washington from the west.

Both Davis and Lee thus found themselves fulfilled, marshaling what would become the biggest Confederate army of the war so far, numbering over 85,000 men, while General McClellan—if General Jackson’s ruse worked—would be almost literally at sea, even driven into the sea, despite having more than 104,000 Union troops on the battlefield outside Richmond, as well as 10,000 more at Fort Monroe.3
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To achieve such success, with significantly fewer troops, every effort had to be made, however, to magnify General Jackson’s presence in the Shenandoah Valley, not at Richmond. As Edward Porter Alexander, chief of ammunition and an artillery colonel under General Longstreet in the battle, narrated later, “Not only were all sorts of exciting false rumors set on foot throughout the Valley, but Whiting’s division, from [its positions] before Richmond, and Lawton’s large brigade, were sent by rail from Richmond to Staunton about June 11, to create the impression that Jackson’s raid was about to be repeated with a much larger force”—to the north, at Winchester, west of Washington, not down on the peninsula.4

By June 11, 1862, then, Jefferson Davis felt in a position to confide to Varina that, if Lee could bring Stonewall Jackson and his men back to Richmond in secret, and lure McClellan forward to “meet us on the field I have much confidence in our ability to give him a complete defeat, and then it may be possible to teach him the pains of invasion”—perhaps even “feed our army on his territory”: an ominous image, and a sign that the hitherto defense-minded Davis was beginning to think more ambitiously in light of his enemy’s clear incapacity.5
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Not all went would go according to plan on June 25, the launch date for the Confederate’s offensive battle, or after—but seldom does it in war, as experienced soldiers knew best.

Worried about the recent storms that had swollen the Chickahominy River and had delayed Union reinforcements—especially artillery—the cautious General McClellan declined to move his troops forward, out of their entrenchments.

Stonewall Jackson was unaccountably late, too. “Hour after hour passed, and there came no sound of conflict from the direction of Jackson’s advance,” then-Colonel (later Brigadier General) Edward Porter Alexander recalled of the battle’s start—one that President Davis witnessed for himself when he rode out to speak with General Lee on the Confederate left flank. When Confederate General A. P. Hill decided to attack Mechanicsville—a Union-held town northeast of Richmond, beyond Fair Oaks Station on the Union’s far right flank under General Edwin Sumner—that afternoon on his own, rather than wait another day as both Lee and Davis would have preferred, Lee did not try to stop him, however, counting on surprise to mask the interval before Stonewall Jackson’s men arrived.6 At the very least, it would trigger a Union response.

Hill’s attack did trigger a response, but of the wrong kind. Riding behind the Confederate troops as they advanced, Davis witnessed the failure of the Mechanicsville attack with a group of his own staff officers—and several other dignitaries who’d followed him—for the Union troops put up a spirited defense.

Embarrassed that the fighting, from the very start, was proving tougher than he’d wanted and incurring too many casualties, Lee rode up to Davis. “Mr. President, who is all this army and what is it doing here?” Lee reportedly asked, clearly irritated by the mounted group, which would draw enemy fire to no purpose.7

Embarrassed but undaunted, the president responded: “It is not my army, General.”

“It is certainly not my army,” retorted Lee, “and this is no place for it.”

“Well, General, if I withdraw, perhaps”—Davis offered, Pied Piper fashion—“they will follow me.”8

Recounting the same episode to his wife a few days later, James Chesnut felt that the encounter touchingly illustrated Lee’s concern for the president’s safety. According to Chesnut, Lee had demanded: “Mr. President, am I in command here?” And when the president responded in the affirmative, General Lee said: “Then I forbid you stand here under the enemy’s guns. Any exposure of a life like yours is wrong. And this is useless exposure. You must go back.” To this the president replied, “Certainly I will set an example of obedience to orders—discipline must be maintained.”9

The president had then ridden away, recalled Chesnut—but, once rid of his entourage, had ridden back to the front line soon after, where a Union artillery shell killed a Confederate next to him—confirming Lee’s anxiety.

Both Lee and Davis had good reason to be anxious, however—for although they’d urged General D. H. Hill, commanding an adjacent brigade, to send forces to help strengthen the faltering Confederate assault, it, too, had been a failure. The first day of the battle, in sum, proved a grave disappointment, as General Alexander later chronicled.

For his own part, Alexander later blamed “Davis, Lee, Longstreet, and the two Hills” for “haste and poor judgment”—haste which, while waiting for the tardy General Jackson to join battle, had squandered or wrecked “whole brigades of infantry.”10
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The wrecking ball was much more effective than Alexander realized, however. Instead of taking news of General Sumner’s sterling, if bloody, defense at Mechanicsville as a positive sign, General McClellan went completely to pieces.

Miles away from the front and reliant only on wild rumors, McClellan had thought in his ignorance the enemy army was commanded by Joe Johnston’s deputy, whom he knew well, General Gustavus Smith. His airy assumptions now turned into dread fear, as he convinced himself that the Confederate army was twice its real size, so powerful did it seem. It surely numbered “two hundred thousand” men, McClellan was certain, “including [Stonewall] Jackson,” as one spy report had informed him. And even General Beauregard, the victor of Bull Run, as he now telegraphed Stanton in panic from “Camp Lincoln,” his new headquarters, on June 25, the evening before the battle proper began—giving the Confederates “vastly superior odds if these reports are true.”11

They weren’t, save at points chosen by Lee in order to maximize Confederate striking power. For the Napoleonic poseur, however, the sudden, massive Confederate assault only confirmed his aversion to any engagement in which he did not possess overwhelming superiority in numbers. Refusing to go anywhere near the front, and hating the sight of blood, McClellan hunkered down in his headquarters fearing the worst—and thereby caused the worst to happen.12

Almost inevitably, the Union front line began to waver in the area south of Mechanicsville, and the army there began to withdraw before the enemy’s concentrated numbers. In shock, McClellan did not even countenance counterattack—looking only to where he could pull his whole army back, rather than to hit the enemy somewhere else along his lines, where he might have been able to cause the enemy to fear a Union drive on Richmond.

No such Union attack had yet been prepared, however—and without preparation McClellan was both helpless and hopeless. He had, it seemed, lost his nerve, and could think only of retreat.

The rout—a rout that would doom any chance of the Union winning the war “decisively”—thus began.
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Man of Straw

ISSUING HIS SUBSEQUENTLY famous General Order No. 75 for Confederate troops to begin their assault on Mechanicsville on June 26 with “three days’ cooked provisions,” Lee had been wrong in thinking the ultracautious McClellan could be lured out of his “intrenchments,” save for a minor skirmish at Oak Grove, near White Oak Swamp, south of the Chickahominy River on June 25.1 Yet by permitting General A. P. Hill to attack McClellan’s forces north of the Chickahominy with almost suicidal determination on the first day of full battle, and even ordering General D. H. Hill to join his namesake in the struggle—despite Stonewall Jackson arriving late and holding back—General Lee had panicked his hapless Union adversary. What was necessary, the next day, June 27, was to keep hammering the Union forces, lest they dig in or have the opportunity to regroup.

Aware of the manpower problem for a relatively tiny Southern population—five million whites—in rebellion, Davis had amassed in one place the largest Confederate army since secession, perhaps the largest he would ever be able to commit to a single fight, given that the numerical superiority of the North was forcing him to spread his troops across a vast Confederate “nation.” The crucial battle would have to be won right there, outside Richmond, therefore, whatever the fatalities, in order to now put and keep the Union—not the Confederacy—on the defensive.

The year before, after victory at Bull Run, Davis had disappointed many of his generals by not favoring wild, aggressive battles of offense, knowing that an assault on Washington could only end in tears at that time, given very limited Confederate men or matériel. Now the situation was different. Fate had decreed he would be faced by a man of straw: a thirty-five-year-old, self-aggrandizing idiot. As president and commander in chief of the Confederacy, Davis had the chance to turn the tables on Mr. Lincoln. And, with Lee as his avatar, Davis fully intended to seize it.

The dead were strewn across the field around Mechanicsville, but Davis had been up at the front throughout the battle, at the “sharp end,” witnessing the fierce fighting and its tactical swings with his own eyes—and was more and more determined to back the new field commander he’d appointed, right there on the battlefield. If McClellan’s line held firm, and President Lincoln—who must now be aware that General Stonewall Jackson had withdrawn his forces from the Shenandoah Valley—were now to send a major contingent overland to link up with McClellan, not only would Richmond be lost, in all probability, but possibly the war. Time was of the essence, therefore: Lee must be encouraged to press harder still, no matter how much Confederate blood was shed. Together, they would punish McClellan for his foolishness in choosing to invade Virginia via the peninsula rather than merely advancing overland en masse.

Certainly General Lee, exercising his first major army field command, seemed to have taken on a new, more determined, even ruthless character. He’d earlier differed with General Joe Johnston—and President Davis—over the necessity of saving Richmond rather than preserving the Army of Northern Virginia—in fact, with “deep emotion,” he’d said at one council of war that “Richmond must not be given up—it shall not be given up.”2

Now, however, proudly commanding that army, the prematurely white-bearded former U.S. colonel seemed almost reckless: determined to keep the initiative, despite the false start and regardless of how much was risked in the attempt to punish the impudent engineer-general, George Brinton McClellan.
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General Stonewall Jackson’s tardy advance into battle, which took place only on June 27, the second day of the battle, had seemed destined at first to repeat the disaster of the first day. “Ah, General, I am glad to see you. I had hoped to be with you before,” Lee greeted the latecomer at Cold Harbor Road with a trace of sarcasm. “Do you think your men can stand it?” he asked, as if skeptical of Jackson’s determination (or that of his troops) to enter the fray.3

He did not need to be. “While Jackson’s troops were being brought up, the noise of the battle waned,” wrote General Alexander later. “An ominous silence seemed to possess the field as the sun drew near the horizon. Then the storm arose again and soon swelled to a magnitude never heard before on this continent.”4

The attack left almost fifteen thousand dead and wounded soldiers on the battlefield—eight thousand of them Confederates. But by its display of continuing Confederate resolve—Jackson bringing up more than eighteen thousand men to attack a single point, the Schwerpunkt, or concentrated weight of effort, as Clausewitz had called the tactic—it cracked the Union line and McClellan’s remaining nerve.5

Lee had once said that the best “policy for gaining our independence was to concentrate all our troops & fight a great battle with everything at stake.”6 Here, indeed, was Lee’s chance to do just that, before McClellan could be rescued overland.

There was, too, a third factor favoring Lee: namely, McClellan’s half-heartedness, as a proslaver, in waging war against enslavers.

Back on June 8, McClellan had sent General Lee a letter, under a flag of truce, concerning the exchange of Union and Confederate prisoners. In this he’d thanked General Lee, the general-in-chief in Richmond, “for the kind treatment which has been extended to [Union] wounded and prisoners taken from the Army under my command since it entered the Peninsula.”7 Moreover, McClellan had assigned a former Cincinnati judge, Thomas Key, as an aide to the Union delegation to sound out Lee’s representatives (who included Brigadier General Howell Cobb, former president of the secessionist convention that drew up the Confederate Constitution) and explore a “possible basis for peace between sections.”8

McClellan’s phrase, “since it entered the Peninsula,” had seemed a strange way for the general to describe his invading army and its mission. In Lee’s mind, as a soldier, it had certainly not sounded like an opponent willing to fight to the death for his country, or his cause.

In this respect, Lee was right. McClellan’s heart wasn’t really in the fight, other than as a contest between white armies, conducted like knights of old, according to tradition, where honor is the overriding factor. McClellan had even arranged, to Lee’s surprise, to return Lee’s wife to him—Mary Lee having been one of the “prisoners” taken on the peninsula while living at the White House mansion on the Pamunkey River before she was persuaded to move out. A virulent anti-abolitionist and supporter of slavery, Mary Custis Lee had most of all regretted the loss of her enslaved “property”—people who had revolted, “either by going to the enemy,” as she’d put it, “or by staying home, idle, & in quiet rebellion.”9

Rebellion?

It had been a strange use of the word, given the armed rebellion of the South. But McClellan himself had been heard by Colonel Townsend saying in the War Department that he was not going to free anyone, let alone Black people. In fact he was adamant that “if the Government expected him to fight” the South “to free the slaves, they would be mistaken for he would not do it.”10 On Lee’s plantation in Virginia, McClellan had been all too gentlemanly toward his foe. Giving orders that the Custis “White House” was to be left untouched, guarded and fenced, McClellan’s instructions had incurred fury in Northern newspapers for such soft treatment of the wife of a traitor—a former U.S. officer who had declined Mr. Lincoln’s offer of field command of the U.S. armies, and had joined the rebels instead, for whom he was now fighting. Not only fighting, but commanding!

Ignoring the controversy that his Do Not Touch instructions had incited, McClellan had unabashedly arranged for Lee’s wife (and two daughters), once arrested at Edmund Ruffin’s plantation where she had been staying when captured by Union troops, to “be escorted” to his own headquarters, “and thence through the federal lines to Richmond and her husband,” as Lee’s later biographer, Allen Guelzo, recorded in retrospective amazement.11

The two men, in other words, might be gentlemen on the outside, but one of them, though white-haired, was not quite as genteel as the other. As Julius Caesar had remarked of dangerous opponents in Shakespeare’s eponymous play, “We are two lions, litter’d in one day, and I the elder and more terrible.”12

To a skeptical fellow officer, Colonel Joseph Ives—one of Jefferson Davis’s senior aides—had remarked before the renewed battle for Richmond commenced: “If there is one man in either army, Confederate or Federal, head and shoulders above every other in audacity, it is General Lee! His name might be audacity. He will take more desperate chances and take them quicker than any other general in this country, North or South; and you will live to see it, too.”13
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Riding out to the battlefield day after day as president and commander in chief, Jefferson Davis supported his army commander in person through all the war’s vicissitudes—a rare occurrence in military history, and one that could work only if the two men understood and respected each other. Davis’s presence, this time, proved critical. For in the great battle that might possibly turn the tide of war, Davis was determined to provide his army field commander with the moral, political, and military support that could encourage General Lee, despite his actual inferiority in numbers, to pursue the battle without pause, and without regard to casualties—remorselessly driving his opponent south, further and further away from Washington and Union relief.

From fantasy to fear McClellan now veered, like a confused compass needle. Indeed, had Lee been able to see McClellan’s telegraphed messages to President Lincoln and Secretary Stanton (via the cable running back to Fort Monroe and from there underwater to Cape Charles, then inland to Washington), he might have questioned McClellan’s sanity as an army commander engaged in mortal combat.14 Reporting to Washington “victory today complete & against great odds” one day—June 26—but the very next, at midnight, telegraphing Commodore John Goldsborough, the flag officer in command of the Union’s North Atlantic Blockading Squadron, a message making no mention of victory, only the reverse. “We have met a severe repulse to day having been attacked by vastly superior numbers,” he dryly informed Goldsborough. Adding: “and I am obliged to fall back between the Chickahominy and the James River.”15

Turning down all pleas by his combat commanders to counterattack, McClellan sat at Camp Lincoln checking only maps that showed roads and lanes leading to the James River—aware that the only alternative, the upper Pamunkey River (which swelled to become the York River only lower down its course, where it flowed to Chesapeake Bay and the ocean), was too shallow for Union warships to provide cover. This move would entail ordering the forces currently on the York River side of the Virginia Peninsula to retreat south instead of eastward, obliging them to cross the Chickahominy River which bisected the peninsula—abandoning all the army’s stores and supplies held at White House Landing on the York River. As McClellan had intimated to Goldsborough, he would then continue to retreat down the shores of the deeper James River, taking with him whatever Union army wagons his men could save. From the sandy bank of the James, at least, the walking wounded and those in ambulances could be borne away, while Goldsborough’s naval gunboats would, he hoped, shell the Confederate troops bearing down on them.16

Thousands of Union wounded had already been abandoned, but at long last, McClellan was moving with urgency—just not in the Richmond direction. Sensing how bad this all looked, he lashed out on the morning of June 28—not at the enemy, but at President Lincoln and the War Department, claiming without evidence that Lee and Davis had “200,000” troops attacking him, and blaming the authorities in Washington for not giving him 155,000 men originally, instead of just 135,000.

Though he’d often been disparaged as “Little Napoleon,” McClellan was no Bonaparte. His telegram “revealed him as a defeated, demoralized general incapable of any thought beyond salvaging what he could from the wreck of his campaign,” his biographer, Stephen Sears, later described—cruelly yet justly.17 “If I save the Army now,” McClellan signaled Stanton and the president, “I tell you plainly that I owe no thanks to you or any other persons in Washington—you have done your best to sacrifice this Army,” he wired—an accusation so treasonous that the receiving War Department officer deleted the sentence before handing it on to Secretary Stanton and President Lincoln, who were spending most of each day in the telegraph room, waiting with sinking hearts for fresh news.18

Swallowing his anger and despair, President Lincoln could only assure McClellan that he would dispatch what help he could, but was glad the enemy’s purportedly vast army (if it was truly 200,000 strong) was, at least, being engaged around Richmond and was not “at Washington.”19 Yet.
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The Guns Fall Silent

BANISHING THE DESPONDENCY that was felt all spring in Richmond, what became known as the Seven Days Battles proved exhilarating for Jefferson Davis as a soldier.

He missed Varina and their children, he confessed to her, though, for the loss of their Brierfield marital home and plantation had served to make him sentimental in a way he’d never experienced before. His family’s absence from their Richmond home only deepened a feeling of melancholy when away from the battlefield. “Our house is dreary at night and no loving sounds greet me in the morning,” he wrote Varina after the Battle of Seven Pines. “I go into the nursery as a bird may go [to] the robbed nest.”1

Varina’s missives from North Carolina, however, buoyed his spirits. “My Own Sweet Precious Husband,” Varina responded. “The vision of your beloved form wandering in our nursery among the empty beds is too much for me. This separation,” she wrote, would have to “terminate soon, for I really suffer in health, as well as heart. I cannot sleep, I cannot eat, I cannot think—I feel tremulous, and uncertain, and God forgive me sometimes doubting whether I was not hurried off unnecessarily” from Richmond, “and have a wild desire to go back if only for a day.”2

The bond between them certainly endowed Davis with a kind of inner tranquility, even when she was away—and Varina’s absence from the empty White House made him all the more determined to ride out each morning with his aides-de-camp to observe the day’s fighting—and to be on hand if Lee wanted help, or merely a fellow soldier’s ear.

“Farewell dear Wife may God preserve and sustain you in the midst of the sea of troubles which surround us,” Jeff had written before riding to the army’s positions on June 25, as the new battle was about to begin. Each succeeding day he rode back to the front, monitoring for himself potential locations from which the Confederate commanders could either launch attacks or meet Union counterblows if McClellan or the U.S. Navy was so minded—such as a possible new Union landing on the south side of the James River.

No Union counterattack had come on either shore, however—no one wishing to throw good money after bad. McClellan seemed to be experiencing what some observers (and later historians) thought to be a mental breakdown: declining even to meet with his own field commanders, and spending the night of June 30—two days after sending his treasonous telegram to Lincoln—with Admiral Goldsborough on the USS Galena, before going back ashore to rejoin his army.3

As sounds of cannon fire faded further into the distance, there was jubilation in Richmond—though the battle was not over by a long shot: indeed, the casualties mounted rather than diminished, as McClellan’s troops, sensing their backs were to the wall (that is, the river), fought with extraordinary bravery and tenacity.

Afterward, Confederate corps commander General James Longstreet would vividly remember Day Five of the battle, and how he’d watched the start of the major Confederate attack near Frayser’s Farm, Glendale, south of Savage’s Station, intended to “envelop the Federal Rear and make the destruction of that part of McClellan’s army sure.”4

As Longstreet later recounted, it was 2:00 p.m., June 30, 1862, when “President Davis and General Lee with their staff and followers” joined him “in a little open field near the rear of my right. We were in pleasant conversation, anticipating fruitful results from the fight, when our batteries opened. Instantly the Federal batteries responded most spitefully. It was impossible for the enemy to see us as we sat on our horses in the little field, surrounded by tall, heavy timber and thick undergrowth; yet a battery by chance had our range and exact distance, and poured upon us a terrific fire. The second or third shell burst in the midst of us, killing two or three horses, and wounding one or two men. Our little party speedily retired to safer quarters. The Federals doubtless had no idea that the Confederate President, commanding general, and division commanders were receiving point-blank shot from their batteries.”5

In another version of the incident, General A. P. Hill, commanding the Light Division, arrived at that moment and barked at both the president and General Lee: “This is no place for either of you, and as commander of this part of the field, I order you both to the rear!”6

They left—but not far enough for General Hill’s satisfaction. “Did I not tell you to go away from here?” Hill had demanded, riding up to them. “And did you not promise to obey my orders? Why, one shell from that battery over yonder may presently deprive the Confederacy of its President and the Army of Northern Virginia of its commander!”7
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In later years it would be easy to scoff at such anecdotal recollections—though Jefferson Davis didn’t, since he remained to the end of his life fascinated not only by qualities of leadership in battle, when men are under the most intense strain imaginable, but also by the ironies and human vulnerabilities that arise when men face likely death.

In recording the historic military contest south of Richmond in his own later account, Davis narrated, for example, how at one point in the battle he’d been attempting to stop some of the “new levies,” or conscripts, from retreating from the battlefield “in disorder”—the men frightened by the “ten-inch shells, which were to them a novel implement of war.” Just then “another shell fell and exploded near us in the top of a wide-spreading tree, giving a shower of metal and limbs, which soon caused them to resume their flight in a manner that plainly showed no moral power”—such that not even a commanding officer’s order, let alone their president’s, “could stop them within the range of those shells.”8

Davis did not blame them; he was well aware of just how shocking an experience heavy artillery shelling was in modern war. And aware, too, of how indifferent General Lee seemed to be, himself, to such bombardment. “It was after a personal and hazardous reconnaissance that General Lee assigned General Holmes to his last position” on the battlefield, and “when I remonstrated with General Lee,” Davis recalled, “on account of the exposure to which he had subjected himself, he said he could not get the required information otherwise, and therefore had gone himself.”9

Reports of the near scrapes by President Davis and General Lee on the battlefield—a battlefield that had involved around 200,000 men in close combat—were bound to get back to Richmond and beyond. Certainly Varina became alarmed when she heard about Jeff’s forays to the front. If only “love the most absorbing and imperishable,” she’d written him in a letter as the battle began, “could shield you,” then would he “possess an invincible aegis.”10

Love was no protection against the matériel of modern warfare, however. Even Professor Thaddeus Lowe’s Union spy balloon, as well as one piloted by Charles Cevor for the Confederacy (the 7,500-cubic-foot Gazelle, with Colonel Alexander himself on board), gave no earthly advantage in what was, in the end, a simple abattoir of human “slaughter” on the ground, as Davis himself called it—a battle that “was in many respects one of the most remarkable of the war,” with captures of Union artillery “batteries by the charge of our infantry” that left Davis almost incredulous, in retrospect, at the sheer courage of the men he’d witnessed “defying the canister and grape which ploughed through their ranks,” as well as “many hand-to-hand conflicts” that had taken place in the battle, “where bayonet-wounds were freely given and received, and men fought with clubbed muskets in the life-and-death encounter.”11

The fact that the Confederate president and his army commander were constantly seen by the troops on the battlefield, however, became in itself a battle-winning factor—the more so, since General McClellan, for his part, was never seen by his.
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The guns fell finally silent around 5:00 p.m. on July 1, as General George McClellan’s once-proud Army of the Potomac metaphorically circled the wagons close to the shore of the James River, on a slope or promontory between two tributary creeks: a point known as Harrison’s Landing, on a riverside estate called the Berkeley Plantation.

Union troops had just mounted a heroic last stand at Malvern Hill nearby, and the sky seemed to weep at their efforts—heavy rain falling the next day, July 2. Although Confederate cavalry patrolled the perimeter of the three-mile-wide, two-mile-deep Union beachhead, the rain and heavy U.S. Navy gunfire were enough to cause Lee to hold off pressing a final attack.

President Davis concurred. Why not simply hold the Union Army there, like a caged, wounded bear in a trap?

McClellan—who had set up his latest headquarters in the Harrison family mansion (the home, earlier, of the ill-fated William Henry Harrison, ninth president of the United States) on the slope above the eponymous landing—telegraphed Washington to say he had not “yielded an inch of ground unnecessarily but have retired to prevent the superior force of the Enemy from cutting me off—and to take a different base of operations.”12

Was he not now cut off, on the little beachhead by the James? And what operations did he mean to undertake from this “base”? Would he even get his surviving men back to Fort Monroe? Or back to Arlington, whence his troops had set forth, three and a half months before? Why had he even started such a nonsensical, roundabout offensive on the Virginia Peninsula?

“Base of operations” was a phrase that would become synonymous with baloney. Unrepentant, McClellan wanted at least 50,000 men as reinforcements to be sent to him, nevertheless, he said—doubting “whether there are to-day more than 50,000 men with their colors” in his army at Harrison’s Landing—the rest having either been killed, wounded, captured, or having escaped further down the peninsula.13

Only 50,000 men left at Harrison’s Landing from the more than 130,000 men with which McClellan had been furnished for his mad caper?

And from where were 50,000 battle-ready Union reinforcements to come, and how?

It was certainly a sorry finale to the “Little Napoleon’s” promises to Mr. Lincoln of “decisive” victory and a swift end to the war if only the president would trust him and his plan, without needing to tackle slavery.

Unless, of course, the swift “end” was not to be the surrender of Richmond, but of Washington.

13







PART EIGHT

HARRISON’S LANDING







1

Capitulation?

IN WAR MISTAKES have fatal consequences, but the consequences of the fiasco of President Lincoln’s reluctant acceptance of young George McClellan’s madcap Peninsula campaign would now stretch far, far beyond the Virginia Peninsula.

The Union’s main army had been defeated in battle, suffering almost 30,000 casualties in the advance from Yorktown, and was cornered like a rat on a spit of land by the upper James River—leaving, as a result, the Union’s own capital, Washington, potentially vulnerable once again to enemy attack.1

The Southern press, understandably, celebrated the Confederacy’s great victory: a victory won on the battlefield by President Davis and his new commander of the Army of Northern Virginia, General Lee—“THE GREAT BATTLE: The Enemy Still Retreating” the Richmond Daily Dispatch trumpeted on July 1, extolling “the imperishable lustre won by the arms of the Confederacy, and which have finally resulted in the overthrow, complete and disgraceful, of the hosts marshaled under the banner of subjugation,” led by “the Northern army under McClellan.”2

Mr. Lincoln—despite all his reservations, as well as the pleadings of his secretary of war and other senior figures in the War Department and the cabinet—had put all his eggs in one main basket. According to McClellan, there had not been enough eggs. Either way, what remained of McClellan’s Army of the Potomac had been bottled up and was clinging to a small beachhead.

McClellan’s wild and contradictory handwritten messages, delivered to Washington via special steamboat 260 miles from Harrison’s Landing, were no help. Nor were the general’s telegrams, which gave urgent, alternately denunciatory and self-congratulatory accounts of what had gone wrong and what the true situation was on the peninsula.

What was Lincoln to do? Authorize the immediate evacuation of the remaining men of the Army of the Potomac before it was finally crushed—despite the national humiliation? Send more troops to the isolated riverbank? Reinforce Fort Monroe, at the eastern tip of the Virginia Peninsula on Chesapeake Bay, and renew the offensive from there—a third battle of Richmond that summer? But how could that be risked, at a moment when Washington itself, thanks to McClellan’s stunt, had only limited forces with which to defend the capital against possible Confederate maneuver and assault?

Removing McClellan, at least, would be a first step—a decision that Lincoln had been avoiding for months, and which he still had not resolved upon. Under the circumstances, he felt he had little option: he could no longer leave the fate of the nation—in the East—in the hands of a lunatic who might do something even more stupid than the plan to invade the distant Virginia Peninsula with the country’s biggest army—at least not without seeing for himself the situation. It was high time—if not already too late—for the president go see the general in person, in the field.

Thus, on the morning of July 7, 1862, a few days after the Seven Days Battles had ended, Mr. Abraham Lincoln, sixteenth president of the United States, boarded the MSS Ariel at the Navy Yard. It was a private mail ship, chartered from New York, from which it normally plied a route to Panama. The vessel was big: a 1,295-ton sidewheel paddle steamer, 252 feet in length, two-masted, and sporting a single six-pounder gun to ward off Confederate pirates.3 It left Washington unceremoniously and in secret, bearing its august passenger to Fort Monroe, where it anchored for the night.

The following day, if the navy could guarantee an escort of gunboats, Mr. Lincoln would continue up the James River to Harrison’s Landing and interrogate the army commander in person.
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The days leading up to Lincoln’s high-stakes trip had been sufficiently troubling to make this enormous risk seem essential. General McClellan’s request for 50,000—fifty thousand!—more troops—a request that President Lincoln had rejected as “impossible” to fulfill overnight—had then been doubled by the general’s own chief of staff, his father-in-law, Brigadier General Marcy.4 On his son-in-law’s behalf, Marcy had come posthaste to Washington by steamer on July 3, two days after the battles had ended, and had pleaded for no fewer than 100,000 troops to be sent to the peninsula. Failing which, Marcy had warned, “we”—the Army of the Potomac—“might be forced to capitulate.”5

McClellan himself had doubled his number in a telegram to Secretary Stanton.6

Escorted by Secretary Stanton to speak to Mr. Lincoln in the White House, General Marcy’s demand for 100,000 men had been given short shrift by the president.

“General, I understand you have used the word ‘capitulate,’” the president had admonished him. “That is a word not to be used in connection with our army.”7

After so many nerve-racking days spent standing or sitting by the telegraph operator at the War Department, Lincoln’s decision to go in person to Fort Monroe and possibly Harrison’s Landing promised relief, at least, from renewed panic in Washington. The president would be traveling aboard a large, elegant, oceangoing ship, a vessel boasting staterooms and quarters for 350 passengers, under the protection of accompanying U.S. Navy gunboats. And though he’d gone briefly ashore on a reconnaissance on May 9, when insisting that federal forces seize the almost deserted terrain around Norfolk, across the water from Fort Monroe, the trip to Harrison’s Landing would be the first time, after fifteen months of war, that he would visit one of his armies on an active battlefield—barely a few miles from where his opponent, President Davis, had ridden dozens of times during the recent Seven Days Battles.

The questions running through Mr. Lincoln’s mind were very different now than when he’d stepped ashore at Norfolk in May. Could McClellan’s precarious perch on the James River ever be a “base of operations” from which the Army of the Potomac could someday renew the battle, if it managed to cling to its beachhead—even if it were hugely reinforced by the “much more” rather than “much less than 100,000 men” McClellan was demanding? How many men did McClellan still command if he “doubted” there were more than “50,000” left in his once-vast army by the river?8 Could his army even hang on if attacked by another Confederate onslaught, as General Marcy feared would be the case? “If we had a million of men we could not get them to you in time,” the president had pointed out.9 Then again, what else might the Confederacy’s victorious army do in the meantime? Should what was left of the Army of the Potomac—the Union’s largest and most important—be immediately evacuated, instead, in order to secure Washington against massive attack by the “200,000” troops McClellan kept claiming that Davis commanded? Why, oh why, had McClellan ordered the withdrawal of Union forces after the “Quaker guns” fiasco at Manassas, rather than reverting to an overland campaign from there to Richmond, four months earlier?

General McClellan, however, was deeply opposed to evacuation, General Marcy had said in Washington—calling only for more troops to be sent to him. Neither father-in-law nor son-in-law, however, could guarantee that such a rescue operation would succeed if the Confederates attacked again, and their artillery shelled the relief vessels. Capitulation was a verboten word at the White House, but so too, unspoken by Marcy, was the matter of national humiliation if evacuation was nevertheless ordered by Mr. Lincoln as commander in chief.

Evacuation would, moreover, ruin what was left of McClellan’s tattered reputation—a commander whose demise would be worse than that of General McDowell and his fleeing army at Bull Run. For McClellan would then go down in history as the general who’d been forced into waterborne flight with the remnants of his diminished army, to the ridicule of all those to whom he’d boasted of his military genius.

Anticipating a difficult discussion on the James River, President Lincoln therefore took with him not only General Marcy but Frank Blair Jr.—still a devoted supporter of General McClellan—and the assistant secretary of war, Peter Watson (a stand-in for the war secretary, since Mrs. Stanton’s baby was dying, and her husband felt he could not leave town).

Apart from General McClellan, the president was determined to meet in person and, he hoped, interview the corps and divisional generals who, by a two-to-one majority, had voted in March to support General McClellan’s ill-fated Peninsula campaign rather than an overland advance from Washington. What did they feel?

What was the true state of mind of the field generals, in fact? As president, Mr. Lincoln was determined to find out, without their views being filtered or twisted by McClellan: their honest accounting of their supplies, resources, and arms, as opposed to McClellan’s wildly oscillating, maddeningly vague telegraphic version of events and the current status of the army?

“Dispatches” from McClellan had claimed that the “fighting before Richmond” had been “much more satisfactory to us than was previously supposed,” Senator Browning had noted after seeing the president on July 5.10 Did the generals believe they’d been defeated in battle, then, or were they now disputing this word, like McClellan, who’d told journalists that the withdrawal was merely a “change of base”? Were the senior Union generals willing to go into battle again, given casualties amounting, it was estimated, to perhaps half their original numbers and all their stores on the York River, as General Marcy had admitted to Mr. Lincoln? Or did they feel they should be evacuated from the peninsula while there was still time—indeed, if it was still possible, since Davis might well bring down more Confederate troops and artillery from Richmond to erase them?

Perhaps most significantly: Would these generals in fact respond to an order to evacuate by the president as commander in chief? Would the order not have to come from their own field commander, General McClellan? What would happen if McClellan refused to issue it?

Key, then, was McClellan himself. Should the president simply fire him on the spot, and promote one of the corps or divisional officers to take command and carry out the evacuation? Would he have the gumption?

Once at Harrison’s Landing, Mr. Lincoln—ever hopeful—aimed to find his answers. In the army generals there, in the rank-and-file soldiers—and in himself.
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“It’s a slip and not a fall,” Abraham Lincoln would say on another occasion—though the defeat and retreat of the Union’s largest field army could hardly be called a slip.11 At any rate, Lincoln was surprisingly un-demoralized, his friend, Senator Browning, noted in Washington before the president departed. Someone must present a confident face in the crisis. And Mr. Lincoln was still the U.S. president, whatever the jam the Army of the Potomac had gotten itself into.

Though he could do little until he reached McClellan and the remnant army on the James River, Mr. Lincoln had been preparing for big changes—in fact he’d already summoned, at General Hitchcock’s urging, General Henry Halleck from Missouri, intending that Halleck, upon arrival, should take supreme command of the U.S. armies as general-in-chief—replacing the president, whose own attempt to be acting supreme commander as well as commander in chief had been a catastrophe, not to put too fine a point on it. “Old Brains” (as Halleck was known), though indecisive, bureaucratic, and slow, was reportedly on his way east. Things could be worse, therefore. The president had even telegraphed McClellan on July 5 to offer encouragement, saying that, “If you can hold your present position, we shall ‘hive’ the enemy yet.”12

Such an outward show of presidential faith in his army commander, however, was an effort of will and courage, the president knew, rather than real confidence. Several years later, he would confide to a visitor that “when the Peninsular campaign terminated suddenly at Harrison’s Landing, I was as nearly inconsolable as I could be and live,” not hive.13

Captain Dahlgren, commanding the Navy Yard, noted in his diary at the time that the president had spent many sleepless nights at the Old Soldier’s Home, where the president summered in a large cottage—sometimes too exhausted to keep appointments.14 At the White House, the president’s personal secretary, John Nicolay, was similarly anxious about the future. “Everybody here,” Nicolay confided to his fiancée on July 4 about the defeat, “has been terribly blue about it for several days.” “But nous verrons,” he added—admitting two days later, on the eve of the president’s departure, that “the wounded from the Peninsula in the late battles”—evacuated by steamers from the battlefield—were already “filling up” Washington’s hospitals “pretty rapidly,” and they would soon need churches to accommodate them.15
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Docking at Fort Monroe on the morning of July 8, 1862, after a night aboard the MSS Ariel, Mr. Lincoln interviewed General John Adams Dix, commanding the fortress garrison, and General Ambrose Burnside, commander of a successful division on the North Carolina coast, who’d been ordered to come and reinforce the battered army under General McClellan with his seven thousand IX Corps troops, if the president so determined. With no decision made as to this, given the unreliability of information from McClellan, the Ariel cast off, and under naval escort duly steamed up the winding James River to Harrison’s Landing, where it docked at around 5:30 p.m.

General McClellan had been given but the briefest prior warning, to ensure there was no leak—but perhaps also to avoid any attempt he might make to elude the president. In an enclave barely three miles wide, and only two miles from the enemy’s front line, however, there was, in reality, little room for McClellan to escape the inevitable reckoning.

Surprised but hoping for the best, the beleaguered general prepared to receive his exalted guest at the Harrison Plantation brick mansion headquarters. He’d sent more optimistic telegrams, including one on July 7 to the president saying, “My men in splendid spirit & anxious to try it again.”16 As in the awful January sparring at the White House, he would have to rely on his innate manipulative ability, however, if he was to keep his command.

“Little Mac” was thus there, waiting at the plantation landing wharf, two hundred yards below the mansion, when the president’s vessel moored. The general had already prepared, in writing, a long treatise the day before on what was wrong with the way the president was conducting the entire war, intending to send it by fast boat to Washington—also a copy to his wife for posterity, given its significance. At the very least, it would distract the president’s attention from the debacle on the Virginia Peninsula.

With the president’s imminent arrival in person, though, he would be able to hand the missive to Mr. Lincoln directly, on his vessel—which he now did, at 6:00 p.m. on July 8, 1862.
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McClellan’s famous—arguably “infamous”—Harrison’s Landing Letter, as it would become known, was not an apologia.17 It was an indictment—intended to turn the impending tables on the president rather than himself.

“Mr. Lincoln visited me at Harrison’s Bar,” McClellan would later recount. “I handed him myself, on board the steamer in which he came, the letter of July 7, 1862. He read it in my presence, but made no comment upon it, merely saying, when he had finished it, that he was obliged to me for it, or words to that effect. I do not think he alluded further to it during his visit, or at any time after that.”18

McClellan’s letter gave “general views concerning the existing state of the rebellion” of the Southern states—but for his part the president had not come to hear McClellan’s views on secession and the war in general: he wanted to see and know the state of the Army of the Potomac.19

Pocketing the paper, Mr. Lincoln explained he wanted to meet the field commanders and the men of the army—leaving McClellan to write his wife, Ellen, that he didn’t “know to what extent” the president “has profited by his visit—not much I fear, for he really seems quite incapable of rising to the height of the merits of the question & the magnitude of the crisis” facing the whole country, such as those he’d sought to set down on paper for Mr. Lincoln.20

That McClellan feared the worst, however, was plain, for writing yet again to Mary Ellen after the president’s departure, he would tell his wife that he didn’t “know what paltry trick the administration will play next—I did not like the President’s manner—it seemed that of a man about to do something of which he was much ashamed”—such as, McClellan suspected, firing him or ordering the evacuation of the army. Or both.21

How deeply McClellan resented being visited in person, and his army being inspected by the president, was clear from yet another letter McClellan sent his wife the following week, when newspaper reports described “an enthusiastic reception” the president had been given. It was, in McClellan’s view, baloney. “I had to order the men to cheer & they did it very feebly,” he corrected the press report to her—cautioning Mary Ellen, however, that this was something “you can keep to yourself, it is a ‘jurer mon secret.’”22

Whatever McClellan afterward claimed to his wife, he had in verity not dared to be openly hostile in person to the president—in fact, he had asked his commanders to greet Mr. Lincoln with the respect due to him as commander in chief when he came ashore from the Ariel. Guns (with blanks) were fired in salute, and regimental bands played. Moreover, McClellan’s sneering account to his wife was utterly untrue.

“The President, together with his suit and several of our Generals, paid an early visit to the various camps. His Excellency eschews all show and pomp; he wishes to see the condition of the troops with his own eyes,” a reporter for the Philadelphia Enquirer subsequently reported, once the president was safely home. “The soldiers are highly delighted with his visit. It could not have been made in a more propitious time.” The weather was burning hot—“and the air filled with dust, which acts very perceptibly upon the soldiers and horses. A breeze is blowing, yet it comes in hot blast, like the simoon of the East. It is almost intolerable. The stench arising from the filth and dead horses laying around is awful in the extreme.”23 Another newspaper described how, after reviewing “the whole army,” Lincoln had ridden “to the extreme front, and not satisfied with that, dismounted and ascended the ramparts in view of the rebel pickets”—the closest he had ever been to battle.… Everywhere he was received with deafening cheers.”24

The sincerity with which the men had welcomed the president’s presence was attested by personal accounts sent home to family and local newspapers over the following days. “Our division,” ran one, published in eastern Virginia, “like the other divisions of the Potomac army, had an opportunity last evening to show their power of jubilant expression and utterance to their fullest extent. Loud and far the air rang with their clear shouts. The occasion was the passage through our long drawn up lines of President Lincoln, Gen. McClellan and staff. It was after nine o’clock when the President and party reached our lines. Each successive booming of salutes made known his progress, and, although our men had been kept waiting two hours, the impatience to see the President only increased with the lapse of time. Some were disappointed at only being able to get a glimpse of him by moonlight. His tall figure, like Saul of old, pointed out our chief, and his long stovepipe hat, unmilitary dress, and position at the head of the reviewing column by the side of Gen. McClellan, left no doubt as to the man. As he passed each regiment he was most enthusiastically cheered, as was also Gen. McClellan. The effect of the visit will be splendid. It shows an interest in the army of President Lincoln, and an earnest of fulfillment of his promise to furnish every required aid of men and money to enable the army to push into Richmond.”

The daytime temperature prior to Mr. Lincoln’s visit had reached 104 degrees, but in the cooler evening there was pride in having survived such fierce fighting and slaughter. “Our tattered flags and decimated regiments told more eloquently than words the services rendered by this division daring the past week in the field of battle. An order has just been issued to every regiment of this division, informing them what battles each may inscribe on their flags. There is not one that does not have a list to show it can always be proud of. This is another thing that is having an inspiring effect, on our troops. The inscriptions are to be made forthwith. And here begins the noble record of the future history of the Grand Army of the Potomac.”

The unexpected visit of President Lincoln “to this army has had an excellent effect. He was as before stated, most enthusiastically received, and appeared to be much pleased to find the army in such condition, after the labor which it had undergone. Each division was soon under arms and in line, and was visited and reviewed in turn. The division of General Sykes, which is composed mainly of regulars, but with its severe losses in the recent battles, made a very good appearance.… As the President and his party rode slowly along the line, the cheering was most enthusiastic, it evidently gratified and cheered both officers and men to witness this evidence of lively interest in their welfare and sympathy with them by the President.

“On his part,” the survivor continued, “he seemed to be much pleased with his reception, and to be satisfied that the army of the Potomac was a living institution and destined to enter in triumph the rebel capital, and that before a very long period. The thunder of the cannon as they posted forth a salute, the long lines of soldiers, and the gay uniforms of the officers, all made up a scene silvered by the rays of Diana, the Goddess of Night, long to be remembered.”

It had been a long day, but well worth it, the president felt—indeed, it seemed extraordinary that he’d left it so long to visit the primary army of the Union in action on the peninsula—four months since it had embarked from Washington. Even William Seward, the secretary of state, had visited McClellan on the Pamunkey River in May, yet it had taken defeat in battle before the president had had the confidence to visit his general in the field.

Now that he was doing so, however, there were some terrible decisions to be made, as in the past—the president seeing for himself, in fact, how much harder it would be for him to order the men to evacuate, now that he’d witnessed their pride in themselves as soldiers of the Union.



[image: image]





Bidding the president goodnight, McClellan had gone to his own bed in his “Berkeley Headquarters”—the Berkeley mansion. The president, for his part, retired to the Ariel—the steamer closely guarded by the USS Galena.

As Mr. Lincoln retired, McClellan penned a new letter in his room, addressed to Mr. Stanton, the secretary of war—a letter that he would ask the president to take back to Washington with him. In it, the general would give new vent to his unwillingness to accept any responsibility for the defeat—and placing the blame for their bad relations on Secretary Stanton’s attitude. “From the time you took office” in January it had been a history of insult, he claimed. “Your official conduct towards me as commander of the Army of the U.S. and afterward as commander of the Army of the Potomac was marked by repeated acts done in such a manner as to be deeply offensive to my feelings and calculated to affect me injuriously in public estimation,” McClellan claimed. Stanton, not he himself, was responsible for the army’s debacle. Despite the fact that McClellan had gone into battle with 115,000 troops, far outnumbering those of the enemy, the war secretary had nevertheless withheld a “large portion of my force, so essential to the success of my plans”—so much so, in fact, that McClellan had been “led to believe that your mind was warped by a bitter personal prejudice against me.”25

A recent letter of quasi-apology from Secretary Stanton—designed to encourage the general in his hour of greatest need—augured well, however. “I have briefly given,” McClellan added to his own diatribe, “in a confidential letter to the President my views (Please ask to see it), as to the policy which ought to govern this contest on our part,” beyond the current crisis—meaning the government’s policy over military high command. And slavery.

According to McClellan, it was the government’s distraction, in the face of congressional and Radical calls for the abolition of slavery, which had led to the government’s inability to support its generals in the field. As he reminded the war secretary, Mr. Stanton had “agreed” with him on slavery the previous summer, in 1861, as former attorney general under President Buchanan, and as an anti-abolitionist Democrat. For his own part, nothing had changed in McClellan’s mind since then—or in the country, he insisted. Ending slavery was out of the question—the “nation will support no other policy” than leaving slavery well alone, and fighting simply as white armies against white armies. “None other will call forth its energies in time to save our cause,” McClellan declared ex cathedra; “for none other will our Armies continue to fight.”26

The “confidential letter” he’d given the president was a “strong frank” one, McClellan admitted to his wife, Mary Ellen. One which, “if he acts upon it,” McClellan judged, “the country will be saved.”27

One that would leave slavery in the South in place.
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McClellan’s “Harrison’s Landing Letter,” which the president reread aboard the Ariel that night, was as outspoken as his letter for Mr. Stanton. In it, McClellan admitted that the situation facing the nation was “critical”—though the general admitted no responsibility, let alone apology, for having caused the military crisis.28

Following on Mr. Lincoln’s expressed willingness, some months earlier, to be open to receiving a sort of politico-military tour d’horizon, were McClellan to offer one, the general now felt it right and proper that he should set forth his own views as a battle-tested commander about the whole war—and how the national crisis should be handled.

“This rebellion has assumed the character of a War; as such it should be regarded; and it should be conducted upon the highest principles known to Christian Civilization. It should not be a War looking to the subjugation of the people of any state, in any event. It should not be, at all, a War upon population; but against armed forces and political organizations,” or combinations, he declared. A preamble that led to the general’s primary argument.

“Neither confiscation of property, political executions of persons, territorial organization of states or forcible abolition of slavery should be contemplated for a moment,” McClellan declared, referring to General Frémont’s rescinded effort in Missouri the previous summer. “In prosecuting the War, all private property and unarmed persons should be strictly protected; subject only to the necessities of military operations.… Military power should not be allowed to interfere with the relations of servitude”—by which McClellan meant slavery—“either by supporting or impairing the authority of the master.”

The enslaver, North as well as South, must remain “master,” with one adjustment only: that, where appropriate, the federal government itself should on occasion take on the role of enslaver, as per the law of contraband—but adequately compensating owners of the contraband.

“The right of the Government to appropriate permanently to its own service claims to slave labor should be asserted and the right of the owner to compensation therefore should be recognized,” McClellan explained. This principle of confiscation, he continued, “might be extended upon grounds of military necessity and security to all the slaves within a particular state; thus working manumission in such [a] state—and in Missouri, perhaps in Western Virginia also and possibly Maryland [—] the expediency of such a military measure is only a question of time,” he allowed.29

Coming from a proslaver like McClellan, this declaration of the government’s rights, similar to those of eminent domain, but exerted in war, was interesting, even if restricted to the middle states. “A system of policy thus constitutional and conservative, and pervaded by the influences of Christianity and freedom, would receive the support of almost all truly loyal men, would deeply impress the rebel masses and all foreign nations, and it might be humbly hoped that it would commend itself to the favor of the Almighty,” McClellan’s letter continued.

The alterative was failure. “Unless the principles governing the further conduct of our struggle shall be made known and approved, the effort to obtain requisite forces [volunteers] will be almost hopeless. A declaration of radical views, especially on [abolishing] slavery,” however, “will rapidly disintegrate our present Armies.”30

Rereading the letter, Abraham Lincoln was pensive. He’d expected a catalogue raisonné of government and War Department missteps—his own. Instead he’d gotten a senior commander’s political testament—its most interesting passage being its mention of permanent appropriations, though fully compensated, of enslaved people under the rubric of “military necessity.” And the use of federal military authority, or power.

“The policy of the Government must be supported by concentrations of military power,” McClellan—who was no lawyer—had argued, in particular: not congressional power.31 And certainly not Radical congressmen.

The government as enslaver, undertaken by the U.S. Army? Enslaved people as government “property,” acquired and employed in the course of war, according to military, not political, necessity, under martial law, operating through Union officers and men? Manumission acceptable, in McClellan’s view, in the middle states if compensation were given to the slaves’ “owners,” in response to local military necessity—thus preserving existing national laws of “property,” and ensuring the loyalty of Democrats in the border or middle states?

As for the war itself, instead of prosecuting it by dispersed efforts and in a confusing mix of political and military authorities, the war should now be conducted as if they were on another continent, facing a foreign (though Christian) foe, McClellan had argued. War waged as a purely military “contest,” as in the time of Napoleon’s Europe. The Union’s armies should be “collected into masses and brought to bear upon the Armies of the Confederate States.” Once “those Armies” were “thoroughly defeated,” McClellan argued, “the political structure which they support would soon cease to exist.”32 The Southern states—those of the Deep South—could then decide how they wished to proceed, regarding slavery. But the Union, as a Union of all the United States constituting the nation in 1860, would have been preserved.

In order to institute and pursue such a clear policy—the militarization of a country at war against an enemy army or armies—the president would need a new commander in chief of the U.S. Army, or supreme commander, to pursue it ruthlessly on behalf of the U.S. government. For Mr. Lincoln was, from the catastrophic evidence of recent months, clearly not the man to wear both hats.

Was McClellan, though? That he wasn’t the man to “thoroughly” defeat the Confederate armies in the field had been amply demonstrated, Mr. Lincoln could only sigh as he reread McClellan’s letter and contemplated the “crisis” that “George” had now brought upon the nation.

In Lincoln’s view, the very general he’d promoted and to whom he’d given the largest army ever assembled in American history had proven a broken reed, for all that McClellan had begged in January for the president only to have “faith” in him—and in his wild Peninsula plan, a plan so simple a child could see it. Despite all his—and others’—misgivings, the president had shown that faith. After six months of military preparation and prosecution, however, what was there to show, beyond thousands of brave volunteers’ deaths, and tens of thousands of casualties, with no sign whatever of defeating the Confederate armies in the East, or taking Richmond, however enthusiastically and loyally the troops had cheered him and General McClellan?

No matter how many men or guns or fresh supplies—seven hundred tons necessary each day—that McClellan was given, it would not be enough, Lincoln could see, even if they could be transported there to the little beachhead on the James River.

Even after he’d plainly been worsted, McClellan could not admit that he’d been wrong: adamant, still, that his Peninsula campaign had been the right offensive to mount—and should be continued, given the courage of the men. Men who’d seen their general beside the president, on his horse, during the evening’s parade, yet had never seen the general once during the battle…

Quite apart from strategy, would McClellan’s officers and men still follow him as their army commander, though, if by some herculean effort by the navy and army their ranks could be reconstituted, and their diversion from the defense of Washington risked?

Here, as the president had seen for himself, the situation was more nuanced. Men in battle may scoff at their senior officers, yet there remains almost by the nature of battle, an esprit de corps that is real, if hard to define—and which transcends even bad leadership from above. As Lieutenant Colonel Francis Barlow of the 61st New York Regiment wrote home, “McClellan issues flaming addresses though everyone knows he was outwitted.… I think the Division Genls & about everybody else here have lost confidence in him”—yet there had been little or no sign of unrest, despondency or defeatism among the men with whom the president had talked during his inspection.33

Was McClellan, then, still worth keeping as army commander—or even re-elevating to supreme command? McClellan’s own letter certainly assumed that he was. “I do not ask that place for myself,” the general had ended his document, urging the appointment by the president of a ruthless general-in-chief of the Union Army. “I am willing to serve you in such position as you may assign me and I will do so as faithfully,” McClellan promised in the letter, “as ever subordinate served superior.”34

Ever?

Refolding the letter, Mr. Lincoln put it back in its envelope, and extinguishing the light in his cabin, went to sleep.
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The next morning Mr. Lincoln, on the Ariel, addressed the more pressing tactical question: Should the Army of the Potomac be reinforced or evacuated, now, while there was still time and sufficient U.S. Naval gunboat support?

The army’s predicament was already requiring the presence of 50 percent of the Atlantic Blockading Squadron. Even the limited amount of naval support the army was receiving might well be compromised if President Davis were to dispatch artillery batteries down the far side of the James to shell the Union gunboats and ferries once such an evacuation were to take place on the opposite side of the river.

What was clear, either way, was that the troops themselves seemed undaunted—despite the army commander blaming the president and his war secretary. Should the president therefore, in deference to the men’s spirit, bow to General McClellan’s request: namely authorize a massive expansion of the Army of the Potomac on the Harrison’s Landing beachhead, with tens of thousands more troops sent, along with adequate supplies, ammunition, and artillery, if they could be transported safely and in time? And if he didn’t, would he be blamed again by McClellan for failing them?

If substantially reinforced on this new “base” on the James River, could the Army of the Potomac really resume its attack on Richmond, twenty-five miles to the north, with any chance of success, though? Even readers of ordinary daily newspapers in faraway Europe would scoff at the obvious strategic corner into which McClellan had painted himself, given that he’d never done anything to dovetail his campaign with other Union offensive efforts in fighting the battle; the general seemed unable to think strategically.

The conundrum—reinforce, attack, stay, evacuate—would not be the first—or the last!—faced by an army pinned down on a peninsula, for national pride understandably plays a great role. But could the army ever get out of such a hole, or self-inflicted plight, given its recent failure near Richmond—moreover an army still fighting on its own, in isolation, without thought, let alone preparation, for a companion Union pincer movement from the north? And even if reinforcement and attack were to be the strategy, what would such a plan need in order to be successful: how many men, supplies, guns, vessels would be required? If 135,000 trained, well-fed, well-armed Union troops had failed to break through and seize Richmond in June, how many would be necessary to mount a more effective attack later that month, or in August? And what would the enemy do in the meantime? Stand and watch?

There was, in this respect, the nagging matter of Washington’s security as the nation’s capital. How, if the president bowed to McClellan’s demand for tens of thousands—hundreds of thousands!—more troops, would the move of so many soldiers from the Washington area to Harrison’s Landing, two hundred and sixty miles away, affect the security of the U.S. capital, if diverted from that defensive task?

Resorting to his now-standard “interrogatories,” the president thus interviewed each of McClellan’s corps commanders in turn, early on July 9, 1862, as well as several divisional commanders.

Once again, however, there was no consensus! Some of the generals were imbued with offensive ardor. Some argued national “pride” would be dented by abject departure. Others counseled immediate, forthright evacuation, or a fighting retreat, at least, down the Virginia Peninsula to the safety of Fort Monroe, where a resumption of the status quo ante in May could be achieved. Or further still: a return of the whole army to Washington, and a revival of the Army of the Potomac as an army operating from its bases on the Potomac, or at Manassas, from which the army could undertake the overland campaign that Generals McDowell and Franklin had recommended six months earlier.35

The night before, the president had asked General Erasmus Keyes—the officer whom he knew probably best among Potomac Army generals on the peninsula, from the time of Keyes’s service under Scott—if he would go for a walk with him, out of McClellan’s earshot.

“What is to be done with this army?” the president had asked.

“His question was so abrupt,” Keyes later recalled, “that I replied: ‘Take it back to Washington.’”

“What are your reasons?” the president had pressed—and Keyes had told him.

“I said: ‘Mr. President, this army is in retreat’”—though mercifully not destroyed. However proud that it had survived initial panic and the rout, “it is certain the rebels feel great exultation at having chased us into these limits. If we could not take Richmond before coming here,” to Harrison’s Landing, “what hope is there of taking it with this same army after such an acknowledgment of defeat as you see before you. It would be folly, in my opinion, to advance again without strong reinforcements, and before such reinforcements could reach us the malaria of the James would damage this army twenty per cent”—an estimate that would prove amazingly accurate in the days that followed. “If we remain here much longer,” Keyes warned in addition, “the rebels may strengthen the defenses of Richmond, and dispatch an army to occupy Washington before us.”36

It had been a salutary warning—one, in fact, that Keyes put in writing on July 10. A letter which, once the president received it on his return to Washington, he could show to War Secretary Stanton.
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In the letter—perhaps the clearest exposition Lincoln would ever receive at the time—Keyes took issue with General McClellan, his army commander: asking, in the manner of the president, a series of rhetorical questions, beginning with: “Can this army remain here encamped at Harrison’s Bar?” and continuing with: “Can this army leave its present camp to go and attack Richmond?”

Keyes’s emphatic answer was no, and his recommendation as sage as any the president would see. “Bring this army back to the neighborhood of Washington,” Keyes urged, as a real soldier, “to spacious, healthy camps, pass some laws which I could suggest [on keeping men in the army], and at the end of three months it will be worth much more against an enemy than it was last March.” For, when “a large army reaches, or is placed in, a position where it cannot hold the enemy in check nor operate effectively against him, it is a military axiom to move that army without delay.

“This army cannot be employed here,” Keyes concluded; moreover “the enemy may close its egress, for which reasons and many others I respectfully recommend that immediate instructions may be issued for its withdrawal. All the available gunboats and men-of-war ought to assist in the movement, which ought to be made within the next forty-eight hours.”37
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The next forty-eight hours?

If Keyes truly hoped the president, as commander in chief, would be so decisive, he was misguided.

The president had meantime thanked all the generals at Harrison’s Landing. He was impressed by their undaunted spirit, despite their most recent defeat and heavy casualties—casualties amounting to some twenty-three thousand men—just as he’d been impressed by the morale of the troops themselves with whom he’d talked during his tour of the battlefield the evening before. He’d even been moved to make a speech to some of them, near General Sumner’s headquarters, when riding to see the trenches. “Coming into the trenches, the President dismounted, and, ascending the ramparts of the nearest fortification,” another reporter had written, he “briefly addressed the soldiers,” saying “he had ‘come to see for himself and to know’ the situation of affairs, and that he should go back satisfied. It was said they had been whipped. It is not so, and never would be. He knew the men he saw around him would prove equal to the task before them, and never give up without going into Richmond. He had been unable to sleep for anxiety but, after he had set in and heard, he could go back to Washington satisfied that it was all right with the Army of the Potomac. He declared his confidence in the army and its commander, all the men all the officers were all able men deserving the confidence of the country.… He was cheered at every sentence,” the Richmond Dispatch had reported.38

He might be cheered, even feel cheered—but this had not meant that Abraham Lincoln, master of rhetoric and a man of inveterate caution, was prepared to make a decision on the spot; as always, he would take his time—vacillating, perhaps, but understandably unsure as to quite what was best until he got home, and loath to make an impetuous commitment, let alone decision.

One thing was clear to Abraham Lincoln, however: George McClellan was a man of rhetoric more than action—just as he, Abraham Lincoln, was. In offensive battle McClellan was no Cromwell; he was unlikely to beat Jeff Davis and his lieutenants: generals such as Stonewall Jackson, James Longstreet, Jeb Stuart—and now Robert E. Lee. Lee a general whom Lincoln might have persuaded to command the entire Union armies, if Mr. Lincoln had only interviewed him in person, before Lee had absconded to the South.…

McClellan was no match for those aggressive commanders. He was, nevertheless, a strange bird—as a battlefield warrior a charlatan, yet able still somehow to manipulate and maintain the loyalty of most of the troops, at least, by what seemed to be a quasi-hypnotic or beguiling power of rhetoric, of bombast, and of sneering at others: a boundlessly narcissistic, shameless self-admiration and openly insulting charisma, both in person and in published orders, in which the general claimed undying “love” for his men, as for his children.

McClellan’s deliberate miscasting of the reality they themselves had experienced and could see in front of them was truly extraordinary—and extraordinarily effective. His wild, unauthenticated exaggeration of enemy numbers; his whitewashing of his own failed strategy, for all that the president had assigned to him all the troops he’d asked for; his re-characterization of defeat and retreat as a mere “change of base”; his unwillingness to simply tell the truth, but always, instead, to argue that grease was butter…

McClellan had never been near any actual fighting, the president was told—indeed had even spent one night safe aboard a boat on the river in the middle of the battle, the better to save his own skin. Nevertheless he had, as far as possible, ensured that the men were always well-clothed, well-provisioned, and well-attended when sick or wounded. He’d certainly done everything he could to intimidate the enemy, without incurring casualties, so he could not be condemned as the type of general who ruthlessly sacrificed infantrymen’s lives in the hopes of glory. In fact, as Lincoln mused, the opposite was the case: that, behind his mask of arrogance and glory-seeking, he was a small, timid, very cautious general who imagined that it would be sufficient, in war, to frighten his opponent by bombast and big guns: a show of superior numbers alone.

But where had that gotten him after six months? The once-great Army of the Potomac was now “completely boxed up,” in General Philip Kearny’s words, “like herrings.”39 And if McClellan truly believed what he said—“that I had 200,000 enemy to fight,” a “good deal more than two to one, and they knowing the ground,” as McClellan claimed to Mr. Lincoln—what hope was there that the “Little Napoleon” would ever be able to intimidate Davis and his generals?40
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As the Ariel steamed back to the Union capital at eight and a half knots, its sidewheel paddles thrashing the dark water into a frothy, turbulent white foam, there was clearly much to be pondered, and grave decisions to be made—yet the president still unsure which ones to make.

Despite his tour d’horizon letter and its call for more dictatorial command, McClellan would never be a Cromwell. Nor did President Lincoln believe McClellan’s assurances that he could rely upon such a potential, all-powerful general, who “understands your views and who is competent to execute your orders by directing the military forces of the Nation to the accomplishments of the objects by you proposed.”41 It sounded too much to him like the road to McClellan’s own military dictatorship—the transfer of the power of a democratically elected president to a general who would supposedly do his work ruthlessly, in a new American “militocracy”—but probably try to take political power if balked. An approach to the current civil war, moreover, that paid no attention to Congress—including its Radicals.

Besides, he had no such dependable general at hand. The enemy did, however—as Mr. Lincoln would soon find out.

41







2

Order No. 28

ON JULY 8, 1862—the day that Abraham Lincoln stepped ashore at Harrison’s Landing on the James River—a well-concealed lady with a laissez-passer had arrived at the Confederate White House on the corner of 12th and East Clay Streets in Richmond to see President Jefferson Davis. It was Varina, Davis’s wife and the mother of his children.

Supposedly still in Raleigh, North Carolina, according to newspaper reports, Varina had in fact surreptitiously slipped back into the city.1 As accounts of the increasingly fierce fighting had been published in North Carolina—and knowing Jeff would not be content to remain in the rear of the battlefield—Varina had searched even deeper in her feelings. “I have been waiting years to become commonplace and indifferent like other people to their Husbands, but woe is me,” she had confessed to him tenderly on June 28, “I am in love still, and am not content with quiet friendship and feel every month’s absence an irreparable loss.”2

Varina had therefore decided that she would simply ignore martial law in Richmond and steal into the city on her own to be with Jeff—which, once the Seven Days Battles were won, she did.3 Anyway, what harm could her presence now do to the fortunes of the Confederacy?4 She was, after all, the First Lady of the “nation”—though news of her visit had to be kept quiet, lest it arouse contention among other residents who, under martial law in the capital and its environs, still awaited the official end of the crisis, and permission to return.

Delighted that she had come—even if he feared possible backlash should the news be leaked—Jefferson Davis himself was far from boastful or bombastic in public, despite the Confederate victories. More than twenty thousand Confederate soldiers killed or wounded—“terrible in their Casualties but glorious for the Confederate Arms,” Davis wrote in a letter to John Pettus, the governor of South Carolina—a letter soon printed even in the North, in the New York Tribune.5

“The Enemy has been beaten on every field,” Davis had added, “& our army still pursues him from the point to which he retreated to the Cover of his Gun Boats on the James River.”6
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Confederate casualties in the Seven Days Battles were certainly awful: numbering more than 20 percent of the total Confederate force, the largest losses in a single battle in the war thus far. Trained men who would be hard to replace quickly, even under the new and unpopular Confederate conscription act—an act signed by Davis on April 16, but still contested by state governors like Joseph Brown of Georgia in July, “at a moment when our very existence is threatened by armies vastly superior in numbers to ours.”7

Davis was not exaggerating the difference. Which amounted to an almost one-to-three inferiority in the numbers of “present-for-duty” troops between Union and Confederate armies.8 Yet the failure by General Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia to capture or annihilate McClellan’s beleaguered Union army as it retreated onto a mere spit of land by the James River had aroused widespread negative comment in the South, alongside relief that the capital had been saved. Even Varina had remarked on the failure to eliminate the Federal forces before she arrived in Richmond—an implied criticism for which Jeff had chided her on July 6, two days before Varina arrived in Richmond. Such a comment, he wrote, was “quite common but very unreasonable.” After all, he confided to her, the Union forces had been “more numerous” as well as “battle appointed,” so that “we could neither surround them nor close all the roads against them.” And what “if we had caught them all,” he asked, “what could we have done with them?” Some six thousand Union troops had actually surrendered; but more than eighty thousand on top of that, to be housed as prisoners of war? “Our success has been so remarkable that we should be grateful and believe that even our disappointments were ordered for our gain.”9

George McClellan’s men could pride themselves on having retreated with their army mauled yet intact, “but there is little cause to laud a General who is driven out of his entrenchments by a smaller and worse armed force than his own and compelled to abandon a campaign in the preparation of which he had spent many months and many millions of Dollars, and to seek safety by flying to other troops”—or ships—“for cover, burning his depots of provisions, and marking his route by scattered arms, ammunition and weapons.”10

This was well observed, and accompanied by that rare sentiment for a pragmatist such as Davis: optimism. “Our troubles you perceive have not ended,” Jeff wrote, “but our chances have improved so I repeat be of good cheer. Kiss my dear Children,” he’d ended his letter, “tell them each and all how much I love them.… Farewell my dear Wife I would that I were with you in person as I am ever in spirit. May God shield you and restore us to each other soon is the constant prayer of your Husband.”11
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Restoration was, to Jeff’s surprise, soon effected. Whether or not Varina was right in wondering why Jeff had not ordered Lee to attack and force the surrender, if possible, of McClellan’s army on the James River despite the bloodshed at Malvern Hill, his prayer for their reunion had been answered within two days.

Once Varina came, secretly, and was by his side and in their marital bed, reading to him each night, Davis did not bother to defend himself to individuals who wrote to him. With General McClellan claiming to all who would listen (especially journalists) that the Army of the Potomac had been vastly outnumbered by Confederate forces and that he would shortly renew the fight, there was nothing to be gained by revealing the reality: namely that Mr. Lincoln’s army in the East had been manifestly larger than that of his opponent on the peninsula, and that Mr. Lincoln could probably have ended the war there and then, had he simply ordered the army to advance en masse, overland, from Washington, instead of choosing the harder, endlessly complicated way up the Virginia Peninsula from Chesapeake Bay.

Why tell Mr. Lincoln—rather than Varina—the truth, though? Moreover if, in the wake of the Confederate triumph, the governments of foreign countries, including Britain, France, Austria, and Spain, proved willing to recognize the Confederacy—which would lead to the lifting of the Union blockade—under the false impression the Confederate army had not only won a great victory in Virginia but currently numbered some “200,000” men, according to McClellan, and was invincible on the battlefield, why give away the Confederacy’s actual inferiority: namely that his troops numbered less than a third of what McClellan claimed?12

The “misapprehension as to our ability to achieve what the country desired does not surprise me,” Davis did confide to one critic, confidentially, however, on July 18, “for the people have generally no measure of military operations.” How could they? Ordinary citizens had, after all, “little opportunity to obtain correct information,” thanks to current military censorship.13 He and General Lee were also being condemned for the failure of the triumphant army to march north immediately and seize Washington in the wake of the victory by the James. With what? An army that had suffered 20,000 casualties, and was inferior in numbers even to the Union forces still protecting the Federal capital?

“Never having preferred defensive to offensive war,” he wrote, somewhat disingenuously, “but pined rather for the day when our soil should be free from invasion and our banners float over the fields of the Enemy,” Davis declared, “with what propriety could I say, ‘we stand on the defensive no more,’” Davis asked his correspondent.14 What value “would the declaration have,” he asked tartly, “unless it was followed by an advance into the enemy’s country”?15

Even had he enough forces to do so immediately—“if I could to-night issue orders to an army adequate to the work of invasion”—how “could I,” in all conscience, garner “public applause” for himself, he asked, “by revealing to the enemy the ordeal to which he was about to be subjected, and thus diminishing our chances for success”?16

As president, Davis had thus kept his counsel regarding his next possible steps, rather than announcing “our weakness and want of the munitions of war” to the public at home or to the enemy. In fact, he had concealed such “weakness” ever since the Battle of Manassas the previous year, in 1861—for this “could not have been done without publishing to the enemy our assailable points.”17 His disciplined policy of pretense had worked, moreover—and in the Union’s exaggeration of Confederate strength might lie the secret path to further victory. Thanks to McClellan’s self-congratulation, and the Union general’s apparent ability to bamboozle his own authorities in Washington, “little Mac” and his men could be held on the Virginia Peninsula, in situ, like a big white rabbit before a small stoat, while surprise, shock, and awe could perhaps be applied, in complete secret, somewhere else.…

Clandestinity thus had much to recommend it, Davis felt as Confederate commander in chief. By deceiving McClellan as to the real size of his Confederate forces, President Davis and his generals had already won a “glorious” victory over an enemy far superior in numbers.18 Loose talk could only help the enemy. Whereas now, behind a veil of post-battle reticence, President Davis and his prime field commander could hatch alternative military plans in Richmond, once fresh troops arrived. Plans for possible operations that might well persuade Mr. Lincoln to back off, and back down over Confederate independence.

To effect this, in the watching—and largely admiring—eyes of the world, there also must be no talk about slavery, however: the one word which, spoken abroad, could only tarnish the pure white flame of the Confederacy’s grand response to Northern “tyranny” and invasion.
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The numerical inferiority of his own armies, and the matter of slavery—the crucial agricultural output and financial credit provided by three and a half million enslaved Black people for the Confederacy in war—these were two subjects President Davis did not, at any cost, wish to be discussed openly, if the Confederacy was to have a genuine chance of securing international recognition as an independent new nation.

Slavery must not be permitted under any circumstances to become a “war issue,” Davis was adamant. Rather, the war must continue to be framed in public, and prosecuted on the battlefield, entirely as a head-to-head struggle between white men in uniforms gray and blue: soldiers organized in titled armies observing the time-honored rules of war: a modern version of a formal, medieval joust. Let the best man—and the best army—win. He’d authorized General Lee to negotiate a “general exchange of all prisoners taken” in the battle, as well as transfer of sick and wounded.19

The public, North as well as South, should be encouraged to see and accept the contest, therefore, as one of honor, Davis insisted—honor between gallant gentlemen. Officers who were guilty of discourteous, uncivil, ill-bred behavior on or off the battlefield were to be cautioned, and if necessary dismissed or demoted.

General McClellan, in this respect, should not be openly maligned. He had been roundly defeated on the peninsula, but his proslavery views were well known and respected in the South—as when McClellan had authorized Thomas Key to explore the chances of “peace negotiations” back in June, during the flag-of-truce prisoner-exchange meeting.20 In his role as the Union’s top general, George McClellan was not to be publicly disparaged, even in defeat.

By contrast, President Davis thus made clear, General Benjamin Butler, the commanding officer of the Union troops occupying New Orleans, was to be cursed, indeed pilloried in public.

Butler’s General Order No. 28, issued on May 15, 1862, only weeks after the capitulation of the fabled city on the Mississippi River to the forces of Admiral Farragut and General Butler, had aroused moral furor across the South—even in some quarters in the North, too.21 It was already considered bad enough that Benjamin Butler had been the general who’d given rise to the first “contraband” law, passed by the U.S. Congress the summer before, in 1861. The general’s new order in New Orleans in 1862, however, was even more injurious in Southern minds. “As the officers and soldiers of the United States have been subject to repeated insults from the women (calling themselves ladies) of New Orleans,” Butler’s edict had run, “in return for the most scrupulous, non-interference and courtesy on our part, it is ordered that hereafter when any female shall, by word, gesture, or movement, insult or show contempt for any officer or soldier of the U.S., she shall be regarded and held liable to be treated as a woman of the town plying her avocation.”22 Prostitution.

White women as prostitutes?

Jefferson Davis had affected outrage. “Butler properly surnamed the Beast,” he’d excoriated the Union general in a letter to Varina in late June, even as the great Seven Days Battles began. And had shared with her a scurrilous report he’d received that General Butler was personally corrupt—in fact, that Butler was reported to have sold sales licenses for his own private gain, to wit, the export of salt past the blockade, at “five dollars per sack.”

Jefferson Davis—as financially incorruptible as his opponent in the Washington White House—had quite believed the allegation, given Butler’s views on Black people’s right to be free and to be paid for their labor, which made him instantly suspect. “How much better it would have been had the city [of New Orleans] been left a pile of ashes,” Davis had commented in high moral indignation over General Butler’s Order No. 28, “than that it should shelter such thieves and brutes in human form.”23 A remark that Varina, for her own part, took to be a reflection of Jeff’s often wooden posturing that had irritated her since the day they first met.

Davis hadn’t meant it literally, of course; it was an instinctive, unthinking remark, he knew, at least with regard to New Orleans, a city far closer to his heart than Richmond would ever be. Yet his moral disgust reflected the ongoing, quasi-medieval culture of privileged white Southern enslavers to which he belonged: a society in which a white woman’s offended dignity—even after she’d insulted Butler’s highly disciplined Union soldiers who were now occupying the city—was considered of far greater significance than General Butler’s efforts to free the enslaved people now under Union control in the Mississippi Delta, as well as his immediate efforts to improve sanitation and medical facilities in the backward city.

The simple truth, though, was that “Beast” Butler’s social faux pas was an unexpected public-relations weapon for the Confederacy: a form of propaganda that could be used—and was, immediately and internationally—to distract from the more dire matter of slavery and the measures that Butler was already taking to free the Black population of New Orleans. Months later, President Davis would claim, in a widely published Message to his Congress, that General Butler was a lawless renegade: a general “who has been found [guilty] of instincts so brutal as to invite the violence of his soldiery against the women of a captured city.”

Violence?

Davis’s sanctimonious denunciation was not limited to “Beast” Butler. Two other Union generals had by then gone still further: officers responsible—“unchecked by their Government”—for “exciting servile insurrection, and in arming and training slaves for warfare against their masters, citizens of the Confederacy.” Black soldiers had been enlisted in the Union army, in other words. This, the Confederate president would declare, was unacceptable. He’d hoped Mr. Lincoln would see fit, by “stern and exemplary punishment,” to stop such behavior, but Mr. Davis rather doubted that the U.S. president would do so, given the fact that even “clergymen” in the North were “urging an excited populace to the extreme of ferocity.”24

It was a lamentable failure of Northern chivalry. A chivalry that, if its rules were followed, would allow the “contest” of the war to continue as a whites-only quarrel. A duel to be conducted between gentlemen rather than between “murderers and felons who, disgracing the profession of arms, seek to make of public war the occasion for the commission of the most monstrous crimes.”25

Butler’s ill-considered Order No. 28, disrespecting Southern white women who spat at Union soldiers, in short, could serve the Confederacy well. Mention of slavery and emancipation could not.
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Monstrous crimes?

Whether Jefferson Davis truly believed a word of his persistent moral outrage would be hard for historians—and Davis’s own biographers—to evaluate. Were his words genuine, or pour le peuple—even pour l’histoire?

Certainly Jefferson Davis knew he was now a marked man—whether as the target of assassination, or if caught, tried by U.S. authorities and executed. Once he’d run for election and been anointed as CSA president, after all, he could no longer claim to be a co-opted civilian, reluctantly carrying out responsibilities that he’d been asked or compelled by others to undertake, as many other soldiers had done. He’d stood for office—and would surely fall by sword of treason should he fail.

Ergo, as the Confederacy’s first elected president, Jeff Davis must do his best, like many a rebel leader before him, to ensure he did not fail. By hewing closely and determinedly to the concept of war as a contest conducted solely by gentlemen and between white gentlemen, observing the time-honored codes of conduct known as “the profession of arms,” he could sleep less anxiously at night.

From the very start of the war, as provisional president, Davis had in fact contested the notion that the inhabitants of the Southern states were operating as rebels, or pirates. Rather, he’d insisted upon Southern volunteers being inducted into the Confederate army: soldiers of an independent, sovereign, national government first, in other words, and representatives of their states’ militias second. Such an approach promised—as in the Mexican War, where regiments were raised by states but fought under the banner of the United States—to maintain Confederate, rather than state-militia-like, army discipline. Federalized troops, following con-federalized rules, regulations, and civilized, professional military codes of conduct: behavior that, Davis hoped, would persuade foreign governments to overlook the nasty—and complicated—role of slavery in the rebellion: its use of millions of enslaved people to feed and fund the armed insurrection.

The high moral stature of the rebellion’s administration, and the discipline of its “national” forces was, in effect, to be cast as no different from that of the national military forces of England or France—or the United States in the North. By pursuing such a course, the lives and status of Confederate prisoners of war could be protected. And if ethical war-making norms were ignored or abandoned by Union forces, the same could be threatened against their prisoners.

Which left, then, the status of President Davis himself, as Chief Rebel.
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It was small wonder that Varina worried over reports by Jeff’s aides of her husband’s exposure to enemy fire in battle—and possible capture.

Union Brigadier General John Reynolds had been captured in the Seven Days Battles; two thousand men were killed, eight thousand wounded, and six thousand Confederates reported missing or possibly taken prisoner. The number of other generals killed on the battlefield had been substantial. Varina had therefore written Jeff on July 6, asking rhetorically, “Why are our best friends killed”?26 Knowing, though, that this could scarcely be avoided in war.

Accepting this as God’s will, Varina had nevertheless been determined that the very proximity of death should bring the two of them still closer, if possible—noting how her husband struggled in his letters “with reticence,” in spite of “a desire for that sympathy which eighteen years of devoted love”—did he not realize?—had made “spontaneous” on her part?27 Slipping back to the Richmond White House but staying indoors, she certainly made sure Jeff had her sympathy, as well as spontaneity. She left his side only on July 23, 1862.28

Ignoring the shadow of treason, then, Jefferson Davis was thus able, while Confederate president and commander in chief, to keep at least the affection and devotion of his wife. And, instead of attempting a final, bloody attempt to crush the remnant Army of the Potomac on the James River and obtain its surrender, to explore instead with General Robert E. Lee a possible plan to capitalize on McClellan’s monumental mistake—namely to turn the tables on the enemy defending Washington, with some expectation of success. Perhaps even force Mr. Lincoln to negotiate independence for the South, as Lee now believed could be done militarily, and Davis himself thought might be the final spur, goading the European powers to recognize the Confederacy diplomatically.

Davis and Lee were born soldiers: focused, clear in intent, moreover relentless in pursuing their goal of Southern independence without even mentioning let alone touching the issue of slavery. Two peas in a pod, they were extraordinarily respectful of each other, and intent upon working well together in their cause. Neither man was susceptible to public opinion—especially now, at a moment when the Confederate Congress would not be present in Richmond for a new session before the end of August.

In short, on the crest of the recent wave of Confederate military victories over the largest army the United States had ever put into battle, Davis and Lee could do as they wished, operating temporarily as a kind of purist military regime, or militocracy.

Neither man imagining that Abraham Lincoln, the enemy’s commander in chief, if they exhausted his legendary patience, might beat them to the punch by taking a hitherto political issue and making it a military one.
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3

Washington

MARY LINCOLN was not at the president’s Soldiers’ Home summerhouse when Mr. Lincoln got back from Harrison’s Landing—the First Lady having decided to go to New York on July 10, and then to West Point, on the Hudson, along with oldest son Robert, who was currently studying at Harvard.

Abraham was relieved, in truth, for Mary was no longer herself. Or perhaps, in her black depressions, more herself than ever: mourning still for little Willie.

A proud woman who had formerly reveled in voluminous dresses and hats, quite immune to the sniffing snobbery of Washington matrons, Mary Todd Lincoln now wore only black. She was at times inconsolable, at other times given to uncontrollable “frivolity.”1 She seemed almost demented half the time, according to Orville Browning,2 even to her sister Elizabeth, who’d come at the president’s request to stay at the White House to help deal with Mary’s grief. Unable to enter the room in which little Willie had died, Mary said she could hear Willie’s voice forbidding her enter, his ghost saying, “I wish you would not come in here. You make me cry.”3 The Marine Band was also forbidden to give its weekly performance on the South Lawn—or even in nearby Lafayette Square.

Mary’s dressmaker, Elizabeth Keckly, remembered how the First Lady “could not bear the sight of anything he loved, not even a flower. Costly bouquets were presented to her, but she turned from them with a shudder, and either placed them in a room where she could not see them, or threw them out of the window.”4 Mary even gave away all Willie’s toys, too, rather than keep them for Tad—unable “to look upon them without thinking of her poor dead boy.” For her “to think of him, in his white shroud and cold grave,” Keckly described, “was maddening”—literally.5

At times the president, too, had broken down in tears, thinking of Willie and his last ordeal—leaving both parents fearful of losing another son, even after little Tad recovered from his own brush with death. When Robert pressed to be allowed to volunteer in the military, Mary was overheard by Mrs. Keckly saying to her husband: “Of course, Mr. Lincoln, I know that Robert’s plea to go into the army is manly and noble and I want him to go, but oh! I am so frightened he may never come back to us!” To which Mr. Lincoln responded, “Many a poor mother, Mary, has had to make this sacrifice and has had to give up every son she had—and lost them all.”6

Mary’s instincts about General McClellan, however, had proven all too sane and accurate—as they had been about Seward. “He is a humbug,” Elizabeth remembered Mrs. Lincoln warning her husband when he’d first promoted McClellan. When the president asked what made her say such a thing, she’d snapped: “Because he talks so much and does so little. If I had the power I would very soon take off his head, and put some energetic man in his place.” The president’s attempts to cast McClellan as a “patriot” and the victim of jealous subordinates had failed to convince Mary. “McClellan can make plenty of excuse for himself, therefore he needs no advocate in you,” Elizabeth recalled Mary’s words. “If he would only do something, and not promise so much, I might learn to have a little faith in him. I tell you he is a humbug, and you will have to find some man to take his place, that is, if you wish to conquer the South.”7

By July 1862, tragically, Mary had not only lost a precious, beloved son, but been proven right about the humbug.
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Joseph Barrett, who wrote Lincoln’s first biography, in 1864, was meanwhile not mistaken in describing the situation in July 1862 as a “most important emergency” that had arisen, as the Army of the Potomac lay encircled by the enemy on the James, and the president had to make up his mind what to do.

To deal with such an emergency, Joseph Barrett would write, “some new power must be brought to his aid”: namely, he posited, a decision to declare all Black people in the South free. Attempting to reconstruct in retrospect the eureka moment in the life of his hero, Barrett claimed that it had been “under these circumstances, and while on the steamboat returning from Harrison’s Landing to Washington, that Mr. Lincoln wrote the first draft of his Emancipation Proclamation. This he retouched soon after reaching Washington.”8

Emancipation Proclamation?

No one at Harrison’s Landing had ever mentioned such a recourse—one that George McClellan’s letter had expressly ruled out as a solution to the crisis. Making such a momentous decision would hardly have been in character, either, given that the president had not even possessed the self-confidence to fire McClellan—as the little general himself acknowledged when assuring Ellen, his own wife, that the president “would relieve me tomorrow if he dared to do so.”9

Barrett might have invented Mr. Lincoln’s waterborne revelation on the Ariel’s return trip from Harrison’s Landing, but the biographer was not misstating the crisis facing the president in mid-July 1862. McClellan had been humbugged, but given the mess in which McClellan had landed the country, literally and figuratively, would even the appointment of an alternative general be able to turn defeat into victory?

The troops, for their part, would fight—indeed Mr. Lincoln now had nothing but admiration for their tenacity and courage, as he would confide to his friend Orville Browning, having talked with many of them at Harrison’s Landing, as well as listening to their woes as he rode alongside their ambulances on his way back each day to his summer cottage on the Soldiers’ Home estate, three miles from the White House.10

High command in war, however, was a different matter. It required more than courage, more than high intelligence, more than empathy: it required a commanding personality—one that few generals possessed. Moreover it needed battlefield generals capable of translating plans into successful military action; generals good enough to match in battle those who, upon secession, had treacherously absconded to the South, taking their West Point training and credentials with them.

That said, not even smarter, more determined Union generals, Abraham reasoned, could perhaps have altered the outcome of the huge and willful strategic gamble he himself had authorized, as commander in chief, permitting General McClellan to undertake it against all his own—and Mary’s—best instincts. By deferring to the charismatic young Napoleon and his mad Peninsula plan, without dovetailing it with a larger tactical strategy in seeking to seize Richmond, President Lincoln had himself been responsible for six months of wasted Union effort, expense—and tens of thousands of now lost and broken lives.

McClellan assured his own wife the president wouldn’t dare remove him. Would he be proven right? Despite the disaster on the Virginia Peninsula, and in spite of a host of corps commanders who could take command of the beleaguered army there, Mr. Lincoln still wondered if he had the confidence and courage to fire McClellan on his impending return to Washington on July 10—something both Secretary Chase and Secretary Stanton had already begged him to do.

Firing anyone had been Abraham’s nightmare, though, from the very start of the war. And there loomed the strategic question when he got back: namely whether to evacuate the army from Harrison’s Landing, or not?

Almost everyone had assured the president that General McClellan was vastly exaggerating the size of the opposing Confederate army at Richmond and on the peninsula. At Harrison’s Landing, McClellan had still insisted to the president that Lee had 200,000 men.11 Even after the president left, McClellan claimed that they were still surrounding him—that he, the Potomac Army commander, was, as he put it, facing “nearly the whole army” of the Confederacy ranged in front of him, including troops commanded by Confederate Generals A. P. and D. H. Hill, Stonewall Jackson, James Longstreet, John Magruder, and Benjamin Huger, “all only 4.5 to 5 miles from us,” and “on all the roads,” with some five thousand cavalrymen.12

Was McClellan’s claim really true, though, Mr. Lincoln had wondered as the Ariel had steamed home, and he’d read through his own tabulated record of what he’d been told, individually, by the Army of the Potomac’s senior battlefield generals.

McClellan’s own officers had denied their commander’s claim—Generals Edwin Sumner, Samuel Heintzelman, Erasmus Keyes, Fitz John Porter, and William Franklin all telling the president that Lee’s Confederate army had now substantially “retired from our front.” To do what? Was that not a serious concern? In fact, General Keyes had explicitly warned the president that Lee’s army had now not only “withdrawn” from the front, but was surely “preparing to go to Washington.”13

To Washington?

Understandably, Mr. Lincoln had not known whom or what to believe. Still without a new general-in-chief—at least until General Halleck, the new supreme commander, assumed his post in Washington—the president had, in truth, found himself little clearer about what to do, after leaving McClellan, than before.

If General McClellan was to be dismissed as commander of the Army of the Potomac, by whom exactly was he to be replaced? And what should be done with the beleaguered Army?

Of the handful of McClellan’s battle-tested veteran corps and division commanders on the Virginia Peninsula, he recapped in his mind, three generals considered that it would be “ruinous to the country” to withdraw the Army of the Potomac from Harrison’s Landing, or at the very least “a delicate & very difficult matter,” as McClellan had also said.14 Two others, however, had disagreed. Generals Keyes and Franklin had both thought that evacuation of the army could and should be done, swiftly, before the enemy took further action there or elsewhere, and before summer pestilence (a peril on the swampy peninsula) disabled the army.15

This had always been the trouble with Mr. Lincoln’s “interrogatories,” however: interview transcripts that sounded so good in court, but only made decision-making more onerous for a president who, unfortunately, hated conflict and could never make up his own mind without consensus.

And as for McClellan’s fate, or replacement?

“Wade,” Abraham had said to Senator Benjamin Wade when the senator told him that “anybody” would be better than McClellan: “anybody will do for you, but I must have somebody.”16
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McClellan’s Harrison’s Landing letter was no help either.

The bitter truth was that, after fifteen months of fighting, the president of the United States felt no closer to an ending of the war itself, which McClellan had promised in his memorandum at the end of February—in fact, Lincoln was now even less sure of how to win the war. He’d summoned General Henry Halleck from the Department of the West to make “Old Brains,” as Halleck was nicknamed, the new U.S. general-in-chief in Washington.17 But Halleck, he knew, had been ponderously slow in the West, as well as incapable of imposing his authority over Generals Grant and Buell, commanding his two field armies there.

To a great degree, Abraham thus now felt like a blind man leading the blind: a president who, to assist him in his role as U.S. commander in chief, had appointed to the cabinet a war secretary without any prior knowledge of the military, nor any better idea of how to win such a war than Mr. Lincoln had himself.

The appointment of Edwin Stanton—a former attorney general under the hapless Democrat, President James Buchanan—had probably been as much of a mistake as appointing McClellan as supreme commander and leaving him in command of the Army of the Potomac. Though loyal to his new Republican master, the irascible, high-strung, panicky Stanton was performing worse than his predecessor, Secretary Cameron, who’d at least had executive experience as a governor. Indeed, in terms of calm under pressure, command appointments, vision, or simple emotional consistency, Stanton was manifestly worse than Simon Cameron: General Ethan Hitchcock tendered his resignation within days of being appointed military adviser to the new secretary and the War Department, on grounds of personal incompatibility.18

And all this when facing an opposing president and commander in chief who was the very opposite! A man who had all the advantages of military and political experience; an opponent who’d been, after all, a U.S. secretary of war for four years. A man who was a U.S. Army officer. A man who’d been a U.S. war hero and distinguished regimental combat commander in the Mexican War. A man, in other words, who did know about war, and who knew his own mind. A warrior paid and trained by the U.S. government, but now leading forces whose gunsights were currently aimed at the United States as his “enemy.” A Confederate commander in chief whose command appointments, in contrast to Lincoln’s, had been exemplary.

Joseph Barrett, in his Life of Abraham Lincoln, was thus not wrong in his description of the “most important emergency” facing President Lincoln on his return from the James River, and in the ensuing days.19 But in claiming that Abraham had therefore turned straightway to an alternative means of waging the war—namely by drafting a revolutionary political document aboard the Ariel—Barrett not only invented the locus of Mr. Lincoln’s act of creation, but completely misrepresented the shambles in Washington when the president returned from the peninsula—and how far Mr. Lincoln still had to go before he would reach what, in conversation with the painter Frank Carpenter, he would eventually call “the end of the rope.”20

For the bitter truth was that, in the days after his visit to the battlefield, Mr. Lincoln would remain Mr. Lincoln: a well-meaning but vacillating politician and lawyer, not only by virtue of his character, one that was too weak to fire his commander in the field, but a president whose views about slavery were still all over the place.

Leaving President Jefferson Davis carte blanche, so to speak, to conduct the war from Richmond very much as General McClellan had urged Mr. Lincoln to do in his Harrison’s Landing Letter: namely, drawing up a clear new “civil and military policy,” and using a “Commander in Chief of the Army” to ruthlessly “execute” the orders he would give.

Which Davis would not be slow in doing—producing a real end-of-rope crisis for Mr. Lincoln.
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Options

IF ABRAHAM LINCOLN failed to think through what his adversary might do in the wake of the great Southern victory on the Virginia Peninsula, Jefferson Davis now failed, in Richmond, only a hundred miles away, to think through the pressures his opponent was under—and to consider the possible consequences of an overambitious Confederate war-waging policy, just when the CSA was garnering greater support in Europe for recognition, even intercession.

“The Impression which this great military event has made on English society is not to be mistaken,” the London Times reported on July 12, shortly after Mr. Lincoln’s return from Harrison’s Landing. “If there was before any who thought that resistance of the South was likely to be overcome by the exploits of General McClellan they are now undeceived. It cannot now be doubted that a battle of the highest importance has been fought, and that the federal army has been thrown back a considerable distance”—nay, “defeated in a four day engagement.

“The moral to be deduced from these events is clear. There is probably, at the present moment, in Europe not a single society where the defenders of this hateful and atrocious war” could make the moral less clear, the Times continued, as the implications of Union military defeat on the peninsula were absorbed. “The impartial opinion of every civilized nation is being more and more strongly expressed against the enterprise in which the federals are embarked.

“The orators of the Northern states may inveigh as much as they please against the interference of England, and the mob may shout scorn on English advice,” it thundered, as well as “defiance of English arms,” but “English opinion is, after all, the opinion of the world, and we may hope that, in spite of affected indignation and highflown eloquence, the good sense which has uniformly marked our counsels in this affair may at length prevail.

“We must repeat and repeat our earnest recommendation to the federals to put an end to this horrible war. What have they gained by it? What can they ever gain by it? Do they think that these men of their own race, whose exploits they are daily witnessing, can ever be so subjugated as to submit to the yoke which a Hunter and a Butler are preparing for them? Can they, in fact, wish for such a consummation? Do they not feel the common pride of humanity in the exploits of a gallant people, who are defending their homes by a display of the most transcendent valor and devotion? There would be no disgrace in desisting from the hopeless and, consequently, wicked attempt to conquer and govern the South.

“Every one knows that the Northern man is as good as the Southern, and that if any section of the late Union were invaded by the rest it would assuredly give the same proofs of unflinching resolution,” the Times attested. “The whole difference between the two belligerents is that the South is thoroughly in earnest and fights as for life and death. This makes up for want of food, of arms, of medicines, of all that makes war easy. As long as this resolution lasts, and millions of people are in arms to resist subjugation, so long must the efforts of the North meet with the failure which has thus far attended the Virginia campaign of 1862.”

Make peace with the South, the Times counseled. “No war of independence ever terminated unsuccessfully except where the disparity of force is greater than it is in this case,” the newspaper had opined the year before, at the time of Bull Run; now a year later, the Times congratulated itself for its prediction. “July 3, 1862—‘We have been right, and the North wrong.’”1

Had Jefferson Davis read this report—republished in America on July 25—more closely, he might well have pondered the word invaded. The term had hitherto provided him, as president of the Confederate States of America, with a perfect and moral rationale for defensive war—a rationale with which the Times was content—and had kept slavery completely out of the picture. But that was invasion of the South by the North—not the opposite.
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It was thus at what was probably the highest point in his presidency that Jefferson Davis now failed to do what a real politician in his place would have done: namely review his options with other people around him—especially his cabinet—before making decisions that could imperil the prospects of Confederate independence.

It was not, after all, as if the Confederacy stood to win greater kudos in Europe than it had just garnered on the battlefield. It had, after all, been only a few months earlier that the Confederacy had suffered huge casualties, and defeat itself, in the Battle of Shiloh—followed by loss of New Orleans, the Confederacy’s crucial trading city, as well as control of the Mississippi River. Numerous coastal areas in Georgia and North Carolina, too. Had those sufferings not rendered Davis privately despondent about the Confederacy’s chances of survival as a “nation”? Lee’s recent counterstroke at Richmond, after Joe Johnston’s brave battle of the Seven Pines, had proven a sort of miracle on the Virginia Peninsula—a vast enemy army now stranded on the James like a blundering whale sprawled across a three-mile beachhead at Harrison’s Landing. Why, then, attempt anything reckless now? A miracle, in short, is not necessarily a license to attempt the foolish.

The miracle, in fact, raised strategic concerns just as vexing as those facing Abraham Lincoln in Washington. The Union army had, in the Seven Days Battles, been forced to retreat, but it had done so in rushed but mostly good—indeed, remarkably good—order, thanks to their Union field commanders. This was not the army of three-month volunteers that had fled home after Bull Run. The troops had reached Harrison’s Landing savaged and surrounded, but still intact as an army: demonstrating that commanders and men—the army’s brigade and divisional generals, as well as brave Union infantry and artillery soldiers—had not fallen apart, despite their army commander’s strategic bêtise. Inflicting heavier casualties on the Confederate Army of Northern Virginia, in fact, than Confederates had done on Union troops, as Lee confidentially admitted to Davis in his after-action report.2

What, then, would be the Confederacy’s own best strategy, now? Reform and launch a costly but decisive attack on McClellan’s surviving Army of the Potomac: forcing it, if possible, to surrender on the James, but at the cost of great bloodshed, thereby diminishing the number of trained Confederate troops? Far from having an army of 200,00 men, as McClellan claimed, Lee had in fact only 56,000 combat-ready troops left on the peninsula—tens of thousands of troops fewer than McClellan. How many men would General Lee have left, after a possible assault to take Harrison’s Landing?

Or should President Davis, as General Lee urged, use the Union army’s paralysis on the James to strike Lincoln’s remaining forces in western Virginia, at least, while the Confederate iron was hot, and the enemy understandably anxious? Or even—if the Army of the Potomac was kept surrounded on the James, like an animal in a bear trap—possibly threaten Washington?

The year before, after victory at Manassas, and again in the fall, when his generals had urged an assault on Washington, Davis had resisted, citing the lack of sufficient Confederate men and arms. Ranged in myriad forts around Washington and along the upper reaches of the Potomac, Union troops might now prove even tougher defending Washington, their own city, than they had on the peninsula—no matter how enthusiastically the new Confederate battle hero, General Lee, recommended a sudden and surprising switch of major Confederate direction.

Casualties, if such an attempt were to be made, would probably be the same as in June: possibly 23,000 trained white men whom the Confederacy could ill afford to lose, if the new republic were to hold out long enough for the North to weary of the war, and for foreign nations to intercede—as seemed, judging by Davis’s commissioners’ reports from Europe, to be their growing intent.

Even if General Lee’s aggressive recommendations to Davis made military sense, moreover, did it make political sense to abandon a war of defense and opt for invasion of the North, just when European nations, favoring the “innocent” underdog (as the London Times kept casting the Confederacy), were showing real intent to intercede?3 Was it worth endangering the possibility of an imminent British recognition of the Confederacy, the lifting of the blockade, even international arbitration in settling the war, by going for broke?

What would happen to the crucial possibility of recognition, then, if Mr. Lincoln were pushed against the proverbial wall and prove no longer willing, as U.S. president, to ignore abolition, the freeing of three and a half million people kept as enslaved workers to support the South’s rebellion, as a potential war issue?

President Lincoln was, Davis knew from clandestine reports as well as from Northern newspapers, increasingly burdened by pressure from Radicals in his U.S. Congress: Republican members who were insisting that Mr. Lincoln sign a second Confiscation, or Contraband, Act—and who wanted still further efforts toward the emancipation of people enslaved in the South: the very bedrock of Southern wealth in waging civil war. Could the huge Confederate rebellion—eleven Southern states—be kept going without their Black population being used as slave labor?

The conundrum thus boiled down to this for Davis: Either continue to cauterize the main U.S army bottled up on the James River, and stick to a “righteous” war of defense against Northern invasion, on the promise of his commissioners that European nations would soon intercede—guaranteeing thereby the Confederacy’s ability to fund and prosecute the war. Its ports could then be reopened for export and import—allowing the South to capitalize on its cotton production.

Or—more domestically risky, in political terms—if the move in the U.S. Congress toward abolition was becoming too threatening, then why not preempt any possibility of Mr. Lincoln pursuing emancipation as a war issue by undertaking an even more aggressive policy himself? Why not, as CSA president, raise the possibility of “graduated emancipation” himself within the Confederacy, as sympathetic observers and even officials like James Spence in Liverpool were urging?4 Given the military predicament that the Army of the Potomac had gotten itself into on the James River, would this not leave Lincoln without his main army; without a moral cause; and without European tolerance for a Union blockade that was depriving them of much-needed cotton?

Or the third alternative: namely, to attempt to win one further, decisive military victory? A victory that would convince even those European governments reluctant to recognize the CSA as a slave-nation to now go ahead and abandon their neutrality, and press Lincoln to seek a negotiated truce, or even peace?

In short, to go for broke?
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Varina Davis, safely and secretly ensconced with Davis in the Richmond White House, might well have warned Jeff to be extra careful: not to overreach, but to weigh seriously—and not tempt—fate. For there was, Varina was aware, growing pressure in the North for their government to grasp the national nettle of slavery: a new U.S. policy of emancipation that would vastly complicate the South’s bid for independence in the international arena, not just at home.

Savaging McClellan at Seven Pines, or Fair Oaks, after the general’s misguided invasion of the Virginia Peninsula, and then administering a second, near-knockout blow to the invader in the Seven Days Battles, was one thing; hitting the North too hard—and in the North—however, might well compel an extraordinarily patient Mr. Lincoln to alter the terms of the war as seen by the outside world. Thereby vitiating any possibility of a negotiated settlement, even if General Lee succeeded militarily.

Varina’s closest friend, Mary Chesnut—whose husband had ridden beside Jeff on the recent battlefield as the president’s military aide-de-camp—certainly worried about this tenet of the Confederate bid for independence: its dependence on slavery. Again and again Mary Chesnut had shared with Varina her shame at slavery’s continued stranglehold on Southern legislators and firebrands, which had made diplomacy, or compromise, impossible in Europe during the heady first months of secession and rebellion.

Economic necessity and racial fanaticism made an unfortunate pair, in Mary Chesnut’s view, rendering enslavers’ defense of their unpaid “peculiar institution” as ostrichlike as had been the attitude of Russian property owners, the kulaks, until Tsar Alexander had finally taken matters into his own hands as emperor in March 1861—and freed more than 20 million serfs.

Every controlling faction in a society tends to cling to its advantages, though, not only kulaks. If Varina—whose grandfather had been governor of New Jersey, after all—did warn Jeff, she was not successful, however; nor was she any longer in Jeff’s house or bedchamber, to counsel caution after July 23, 1862, having returned to Raleigh and their other children.5 Moreover, Southern newspapers in Richmond kept up an even more insistent drumbeat for Southern counteraggression, now that the troops of the Army of the Potomac had been so soundly trounced and bottled up on the James River like flies in a glass—even begging for nurses and doctors to help with their sick and wounded.

Nevertheless, political debate, unfortunately, was hard to come by in Richmond. Thoughtful, open discussion of war aims and objectives had ceased with the imposition of martial law during the recent, mounting war-crisis—and suspension of habeas corpus in Virginia during the summer battles. The Confederate Congress, furthermore, had not met since their session ended on April 21, 1862, and would not meet again till August 18, 1862. All President Davis had to check or guide him, therefore, were newspaper editors with whom he did not speak, and executive “colleagues” in the Confederate states: state governors, some of whom, even after the passing of mandatory conscription, had not only not discouraged people from defying Congress’s new conscription bill, but distanced themselves from him as the head of state.6 Vice President Alexander Stephens, outraged by the notion that “states’ rights” would have to play second string to “national emergency”—indeed survival—had himself broken with his president, in fact: the two were virtually no longer on speaking terms.7

In short, there was really no one in Richmond to warn or advise President Davis in his hour of greatest military success—and need for counsel.

To the extent that Richmond newspapers were permitted to report on military matters, they all urged attack—the Richmond Daily Dispatch egging the president, in its columns, to “Follow Up the Victory.” This, the newspaper exhorted, was no longer the time to be defensive, but to be aggressive. At the earliest moment, the newspaper declared, “the enemy should be made to feel some of the horrors of invasive warfare”—meaning that Davis should launch a counter-invasion of the North to punish Lincoln, and very possibly to end the war on terms that, until recently, had been for the rebel president unimaginable.8

In this strange way, both presidents—though in opposite ways—moved gingerly toward the endgame: the one politically, the other militarily.
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5

“Something Must Be Done”

IN WASHINGTON, meanwhile, President Lincoln, back in the White House, found himself less and less able to make a decision about what to do.

Day One of the president’s return to Washington had initially been spent at the Soldiers’ Home, where—in the absence still of the First Lady—Senator Orville Browning spent the morning with the president.

Mr. Lincoln seemed optimistic; he had even swum in the Potomac when the Ariel grounded in the river approaching Washington. Physically, at least, he felt restored. And certainly he seemed far from defeatist, telling his Illinois friend that, contrary to alarmist rumors in the press, the actual number of casualties on the peninsula, according to his “interrogatories,” was “only” twelve thousand men killed, wounded, or missing. (A considerable underestimate, it would transpire.)

Leaving, however, a yawning question: Namely, how many troops were actually alive and surrounded at Harrison’s Landing—men McClellan wanted him to substantially reinforce, lest they be pushed into the James River?

The vagueness of the numbers was appalling. Had not McClellan been furnished with a whopping 160,000 men for his campaign? Why was the general down to fewer than 80,000—but “certainly 75,000,” at least, as McClellan had assured him?1

Whatever the reality, General Henry Halleck, U.S. commanding officer of the Western Department, arriving momentarily in Washington, would now take supreme command of all the U.S. armies, relieving the president of that acting burden. Not only would the U.S. Army have a new general-in-chief, a genuine military strategist, but the president—who had balked at firing McClellan at Harrison’s Landing—would be able to shift the burden of that harsh deed, also, onto General Halleck.

As Mr. Lincoln reasoned, that would be better—especially following his recent visit, riding along the serried ranks of battle-scarred soldiers beside their commanding general, and hearing their cheers. It would be an order, a dismissal, that the army would more easily accept coming from a decorated soldier like Halleck, rather than from a politician who, on his own admission, knew little about war, or the military. An order that Halleck would understand it was his duty to make—though one which, in the event, would terrify Halleck as much as it did the president. (As “Old Brains” would later confide to his wife: It was what “they”—the president and secretary of war—were more or less forcing him to do, since it was “what they were afraid to attempt!”)2

This would not, in the meantime, solve the problem of naming an army field commander to replace McClellan. But still, it might reduce the fear of a military coup.

Feeling better after talking with Senator Browning, the president initially sensed new purpose. He ordered a military takeover of the Missouri part of the Transcontinental Railroad’s construction, a nice signal of faith in the future of the country. He also signed off on the new Anglo-American Agreement or Treaty, allowing British and U.S. naval vessels to stop and search any vessel that defied the ban on the slave trade and continued to trade in African men, women, and children. The crew of such a vessel was subject to arrest and could be brought to justice before a special court; a guilty verdict would result in the destruction of the vessel and punishment of the crew.3

Day Two of President Lincoln’s return he spent at the White House, meeting political representatives of the border states—attempting to get them to stomach the idea of what McClellan, even, had urged in his Harrison’s Landing letter: namely to accept financial compensation for the loss of their enslaved workers if he went ahead with the idea of freeing slaves in the middle states—and if Congress should approve the financial measure.

Had the middle states only shown willingness to embrace “gradual emancipation,” as Lincoln had hoped when issuing his Message to Congress in March, the war might well now be over, he reasoned. “Let the states which are in rebellion see, definitely and certainly, that, in no event, will the states you represent ever join their proposed Confederacy” merely to preserve slavery; in fact, if the border states were now prepared to emancipate their slaves in return for fair compensation, the president pleaded, then the Confederacy would eventually collapse, for “they can not, much longer maintain their contest.”4

Sadly, the “political representatives” of the loyal middle states demurred.

Sunday, Day Three of the president’s return from the battlefield, saw the president telegraphing McClellan, complaining that, according to his math, McClellan seemed to have lost “73,000” men somewhere, if it was true that the general had only 86,500 troops left at Harrison’s Landing, according to the revised estimate that McClellan had telegraphed the president from the James.5

It was also the day—according to Navy Secretary Welles’s diary—on which he shared with two of his cabinet colleagues something else that was on his mind.
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The president was in a carriage, together with Secretary Seward, traveling to the burial of Secretary Stanton’s infant child in a cemetery about three miles north of Georgetown. “It was on this occasion,” on July 13, 1862, and on this ride, Welles recorded, “that he first mentioned to Mr. Seward and myself the subject of emancipating the slaves by proclamation in case the Rebels did not cease to persist in their war on the Government and the Union”—the outcome of which there was currently, however, “no evidence.6

“He dwelt earnestly on the gravity, importance and delicacy of the movement,” or decision, Welles recounted, and “said he had given it much thought.” He had “about come to the conclusion that it was a military necessity absolutely essential for the salvation of the Union, that we must free the slaves or be ourselves subdued, etc., etc.”7

Both Seward and Welles were, apparently, stunned.

Had not General McClellan—Seward’s protégé—warned against emancipating the people enslaved in the South in the letter he’d given the president at Harrison’s Landing just days prior, which the president had shared with Secretary Stanton, and in all likelihood William Seward, too, on his return? Moreover, had not the president resisted all pressure—pleas, advice, warnings—to even discuss taking presidential action emancipating the enslaved as a war measure, or fiat—most publicly when forcing General Frémont to retract his emancipation proclamation in Missouri, then making War Secretary Cameron redact his annual Message to Congress—even issuing a presidential proclamation “Revoking General Hunter’s Order of Military Emancipation of May 9, 1862,” stating he “reserved to myself” the “supposed power” of emancipation as “Commander in Chief of the Army and Navy,” in “any state or states”—a reservation “which I can not feel justified” in allowing a local commander to reserve for himself?8

According to Welles, two months after the president’s striking down of the Hunter proclamation (and that of “any other commander” attempting to “make proclamations declaring the slaves of any State free”), this was “the first occasion when he’d mentioned to any one” his own intention to free slaves in the South by presidential edict.9 In sharing this idea, he “wished us to frankly state how the proposition struck us”—aware that Welles was not a staunch abolitionist, per se, while Seward was perhaps the most relentless opposer in the entire cabinet to the idea of making slavery a domestic let alone international war issue.10

Clearly, the president, as was his wont, seemed to be feeling out the most likely opposition in his cabinet before it next met.

As the carriage rattled on, north of Georgetown, William Seward did what he had always done, prior to sabotaging whatever did not appear likely to work to his advantage. He prevaricated, as if the subject had not hitherto occurred to him. “Mr. Seward said the subject involved consequences so vast and momentous,” Welles recorded, “that he should wish to bestow on it mature reflection before giving a decisive answer.”11

The war had become more and more complicated, certainly, following McClellan’s defeat and retreat on the Virginia Peninsula. Besides, for Seward the problem was distinctly marital: Seward’s wife, Frances, was an ardent abolitionist and intimately involved in the Underground Railroad in Auburn, New York, helping fugitive slaves to escape from the South. She’d become more and more critical of her husband’s loss of his erstwhile moral resolution. Seward’s equivocal response to the president was thus typical—a posture of preparing to ride whatever wave was coming rather than be tumbled by it. That, at least, was Welles’s reading.

Seward’s dealings with foreign nations had become more demanding of his time, and more alarming, given the current slide in Europe toward recognition of the Confederacy. How would emancipation as a war measure help that? Would it look like an act of military despair, rather than a determination to deprive the enemy of the only thing, at bottom, that was enabling secession and insurrection?

Hitherto, Seward had been wholly against emancipation, political or military, much to his wife’s disgust and the fury of Radicals. To Welles’s equal disgust, this had not stopped Seward from constantly meddling in army and navy matters, to the navy secretary’s ongoing frustration. Indeed, Secretary Welles could never understand why Seward, as secretary of state, was allowed to attend almost all critical military meetings to which even Welles, as secretary of the U.S. Navy, was not invited. Clearly Seward was someone who made everything his business—so the sight of him now posturing as if he had given no thought as yet to the matter the president had put before him was ridiculous. Seward not only had had thoughts, but possessed ambition and a gift for manipulation to his own advantage second to none.

As the carriage had rolled on to the burial—one that brought on memories of little Willie’s interment, too—Welles had recognized that the president was not merely floating an idea, however; he was actually serious, at least as Welles afterward recorded the president’s explanation.

It was the “reverses before Richmond,” the president told his fellow mourners, “and the formidable power and dimensions of the insurrection, which extended through all the Slave States, and had combined them in a confederacy to destroy the Union,” that now “impelled the Administration to adopt extraordinary measures to preserve the national existence”—measures that might require a policy of punitive emancipation of all people enslaved in the South, irrespective of U.S. property laws.

This would be in keeping, in a sense, with the U.S. government’s existing contraband policy—something that had been pointed out to Lincoln time and time again. Were not the vessels of Atlantic slave traders to be destroyed or confiscated, under the terms of the new Anglo-American Treaty—and the captive “negroes” given a “certificate of emancipation,” and “delivered over to the Government to whom the cruiser which made the capture belongs, in order to be forthwith set at liberty”?12 As secretary of the navy, Gideon Welles was familiar with the treaty—and had come to see the Black people enslaved in the South as equally deserving of emancipation by the U.S. Army as by the U.S. Navy. Though not currently “armed” by the Confederacy, these laborers “were in the service of those who were: the Confederate army of insurrection. Not only as field laborers and producers” of cotton, sugar, and other produce, moreover, “but thousands of them were in attendance upon the [Confederate] armies,” against their will, and at the end of a gun, “employed as waiters and teamsters”—and even the Confederacy’s “fortifications and entrenchements were constructed by them.”13

The Confederate rebellion, in short, was being enabled by “slave labor”—on a massive scale. And might well succeed—especially if the major European powers of Britain, France, Spain, and Austria all combined to recognize the Confederacy.

Unless, of course, that crutch or supporting post was knocked out from under them.
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If Gideon Welles’s memory was correct and Mr. Lincoln did say this in the president’s carriage to the funeral on Day Three of his return from Harrison’s Landing (as Welles in fact wrote to his son Edgar and his wife on July 13, 1862),14 it was amazing not only in being the first time the president had talked positively of general emancipation in the South by presidential fiat, but the first time he had posited a military rationale for it: namely, to deny “the enemy” its underlying means of armed insurrection.15

Clearly sensing a shift in the president’s thinking on the matter, Secretary Seward, according to Welles, had gone from flabbergasted to fawning as the carriage rolled on. Pressed to say something, at least, Seward now allowed that “present opinion inclined to the measure as justifiable, and perhaps he might say expedient and necessary.”16

“These were also my views,” Welles added. “Two or three times on that ride the subject, which was of course an absorbing one for each and all,” was discussed—Welles insistent that, “until this time in all our previous interviews, whenever the question of emancipation or the mitigation of slavery had been in any way alluded to, he [Mr. Lincoln] had been prompt and emphatic in denouncing any interference by the General Government with the subject” of slavery.

At any rate, Welles recalled, “before separating the President desired us to give the question special and deliberate attention, for he was earnest in the conviction that something must be done.”17
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The president hoped to do something—moreover something morally right, as well as militarily justified, in ending the armed rebellion.

Even as he posed the question to Welles and Seward—yet another one of his interrogatories!—Mr. Lincoln seemed to have made a personal decision to explore “general” emancipation further with his colleagues. A measure that would be made on military grounds, but would involve, inevitably, the removal of his and Seward’s current gag on U.S. ambassadors abroad, whatever the consequences.

Day Four after his return from the peninsula had seen the president urging General Halleck—whose appointment as the new supreme commander had been made public on July 11—to make greater haste in getting to Washington to take up his new role. And Mr. Lincoln and Secretary Stanton hoped that the new general-in-chief, once at the War Department, next to the White House, could be persuaded to fire McClellan and recall the battle-hardened men of the Army of the Potomac back to the capital, pronto.

That same day, Mr. Lincoln sent a new draft bill to the Senate and House of Representatives regarding the enslaved within the loyal middle states. The proposed bill was to “compensate any State, which may abolish slavery within its limits”—such states to be paid in 6 percent government bonds for each enslaved person freed, at an as-yet-undetermined amount of dollars.18

Although it would fail, Mr. Lincoln’s new financial compensation bill did promise to be, he felt in sending it to Congress, a wiser, gentler alternative to Congress’s own latest confiscation, or contraband, bill currently being debated: a proposed law that, were it to make it to the president’s desk and were he to sign it, would offer no money to rich enslavers, moreover would make manumission of fugitives from slavery mandatory, though such a bill might well prove to be illegal and be struck down by Judge Taney’s proslavery Supreme Court. A possibility that increased Mr. Lincoln’s ever-anxious constitutionalist concerns still more.

Such a congressional confiscation bill, if enacted in the border states, would be “a violation of the Constitution and ought to be vetoed,” the president’s good friend Senator Orville Browning certainly urged as a fellow lawyer. In fact Mr. Lincoln must, as president, decide “whether he was to control the abolitionists and radicals, or whether they were to control him,” as Browning saw the situation. By vetoing Congress’s draconian bill, the president would “consolidate all truly loyal men into one party,” Democrats and Republicans alike—indeed, there would be, Browning believed, “a storm of enthusiasm in support of the Administration in the border states” for the presidential veto—one worth “100,000 muskets.”19

This was pure (and very questionable) conjecture. The president said he would “give it his profound consideration”—doubtless to placate the senator, since Browning still felt sure that the support of border states, including their enslavers, was key to winning the war, militarily. Permitting Congress’s new bill to pass would only harden Democratic opposition in the North to the federal government, Browning worried, destroying any chance of “unity” between the parties. The senator thus saw it as his task (though Illinois itself was not a slaveholding state) to plead the enslavers’ case for military as well as political reasons.

“The tide in his affairs had come,” Browning noted in his diary, and the president “ought to take it at the flood”—with compensation offered, rather than Radical abolitionist threats issued—and passed—in Congress.20
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Senator Browning was not the only one offering President Lincoln emphatic advice.

There was also the question of military-commander appointments—and dismissals. In fact the president received, in person that day, a delegation of gentlemen representing “loyal and patriotic bodies” in New York who begged him to fire McClellan and replace the Taugenichts and his proslavery cabal with more-experienced, older generals such as Generals Edwin Sumner or Sam Heintzelman, corps commanders under General McClellan—and on no condition to appoint the proslaver General Halleck, as per current announcement: a promotion, they predicted, that would be “a deplorable mistake.”21

Day Five, Tuesday, July 15, provided perhaps the most telling moment, emotionally—for that morning, in the library of the White House where he was busy “writing, with directions to deny him to everybody,” Abraham shook Browning’s hand and, when Orville asked if everything was all right, Abraham responded: “Tolerably well.” He looked “weary,” Browning noted in his diary, “careworn, and troubled.”22 A turnaround from his mood only a few days before.

Browning told Lincoln openly “that I felt concerned about him” and in fact “regretted that troubles crowded so heavily upon him, and feared his health was suffering. He held me by the hand, pressed it, and said in a very tender and touching tone—‘Browning, I must die sometime.’”23

Die?

Both were in tears as Browning left the White House.
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Thinking later over the strange ride to Secretary Stanton’s child’s funeral, Gideon Welles—bewigged, short, and serious—described how struck he was by how, until that time, not only the president but most of the cabinet had considered slavery to be “a local, domestic question appertaining to the States respectively, who had never parted with their authority over it.” Adding that it “was, I think, the sentiment of every member of the Cabinet.”24

Until now, suddenly.

The “reverses before Richmond”—the June Battle of Seven Pines and the Seven Days Battles—had raised the specter of the demise of the United States as an integral, democratic nation stretching from the Canadian border to the Gulf of Mexico; had, increasingly, made what had been a “local, domestic problem” the nation’s problem.25 For slavery, in the South, was what was might enable the rebels to win the war, militarily, and achieve their independence.

In the wake of these military catastrophes, the president was seriously pondering the ramifications of government military intervention, Welles now recognized—but might yet be swayed or diverted by men like Seward and Blair in the cabinet. The outcome of the carriage ride, in Welles’s eyes, had therefore remained uncertain, until Congress’s Second Confiscation Bill, two days later, had added further fuel to the notion of government action on the issue.

On Day Seven of the president’s return from the front, therefore, all eyes were on the president’s veto pen. Lincoln had certainly seemed to Browning to be intending to veto the new, more aggressive Second Confiscation Bill, “forever” feeing slaves of civil and military Confederate officials—revised legislation that was punitive (offering no compensation), impractical, and unconstitutional, Mr. Lincoln had claimed. For how, the president asked Browning, lawyer to lawyer, in advance of his probable veto of the bill, could such a piece of legislation—at least as Congress had drafted it—conform to the U.S. Constitution? Exactly how, moreover, would a congressionally ordered forfeiture of “property” of those engaged in insurrection be put into legal practice? How could “a personal hearing” be given to every enslaver affected by the new law—especially if the enslaver was absent, fighting—even fighting treasonously, against the Union? Administering such a law—one affecting enslaved persons only in areas occupied by the U.S. military—would be a legal nightmare, and was “certainly not very satisfactory,” as the president wrote in the draft negative response he’d concocted on his own in the library, and which he showed to Browning in advance of penning his intended veto.26

But then, later that same day, after Browning had gone home, came the astounding—to Browning—news. News that the president had actually signed Congress’s bill into law!

To Browning the president seemed, in short, to be not only “weary” and “careworn,” but all over the place.
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To Senator Browning’s equal surprise, Mary Lincoln—with whom Browning and his wife got along extremely well—supported her husband’s decision to sign Congress’s bill.

Mary had returned from New York to Washington on July 17, 1862, the same day her husband signed the Second Confiscation Act into law—a law giving all rebels against the U.S. government due warning, according to Section 5, that it would be the “duty of the President of the United States to cause the seizure of all the estate and property” of rebels who did not cease insurrection—indeed that, under Section 6, if, “within sixty days of public warning by the President of the United States,” such rebels did not “return” to “allegiance to the United States,” the president could lawfully seize and sell such property, without compensation.

The First Lady seemed well rested and happy to be back at the Soldiers’ Home. Her father had kept enslaved people in their family’s mansion in Lexington, Kentucky, and at least some of them had waited upon Mary and the Todd family members. Mary thus knew enslaved people to be, at the very least at the domestic level, fellow human beings—whereas Abraham, for his part, was more theoretical, never having actually gotten to know an enslaved person to talk to, save perhaps Mrs. Keckly, who’d formerly been enslaved, as he was aware.

Humanity was not, however, the issue now. Nor was social, cultural custom. Or the dearth of cotton, even, which many skeptics saw as the reason why European powers might be persuaded (as Commissioner Mason, in London, was attempting to do) to intercede in the war. Winning the war—or, rather, not losing the war, thanks to McClellan’s mad bêtise—was.

On Day Nine of his return, Abraham therefore met with a delegation of senators to discuss the prosecution of the war, as war: senators who urged him to pursue it more aggressively, and with less fantasy than McClellan had done in his wild escapade on the Virginia Peninsula.

The following day, Day Ten, the president proceeded to church with Mary, where he reflected on the situation sub specie aeternitatis.

The time was coming, he felt more and more, to act.

Some, like Secretary Welles, thought this a good thing.

Others, like Secretary Seward, however, thought it a very bad thing. Treachery was brewing—indeed starting.
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In his diary, Treasury Secretary Chase recorded a tale related to him by Count Gurowski about an event that took place that tenth day since the president returned from the Virginia Peninsula, in the house of the Spanish Ambassador, Mr. Gabriel Tassara.

There, Count Gurowski told Chase, William Seward—with only one other American present—had “remarked that he had lately begun to realize the value of a Cromwell,” the better “to appreciate the Coup d’etat: and that he wished we had a Cromwell or a Coup d’etat for our Congress.” A Congress which had just passed the Confiscation Act, which the president had signed, calling for an eventual presidential proclamation emancipating all enslaved people in the South, unless their states returned to the national fold.27

An Oliver Cromwell to silence Congress—and its Radicals calling for the abolition of slavery? A declaration made by the U.S. secretary of state in front of foreign ambassadors? Coup d’état? This was not new for Seward, but a treasonous suggestion nevertheless. It was enough that, for the past year, Seward had forbidden U.S. ministers in its European embassies to mention the word slavery in connection with the war. But forbidding Congress to do so now?

“The count,” Secretary Chase noted in his diary, “said that the language of Gov. Seward injured the Administration much in the estimation of all intelligent followers.”28

Could Seward have been serious, Chase had wondered, or was he seriously ignorant about English history, and its own civil war in the seventeenth century? Surely Seward did not mean there should be a coup d’état in which a new U.S. leader would take control of the administration and pursue a simple, unadorned, military proslavery agenda in fighting the South, as General McClellan had recommended in his recent Harrison’s Landing letter from the peninsula?

Treasury Secretary Chase had no way of knowing that Seward had proposed the same idea of a coup d’état to fellow conspirators the year before—with Seward himself the proposed beneficiary—in the company of the current ambassador to England, Charles Adams, and several newspaper editors. Secretary Chase was, however, all too aware of the hundreds, perhaps thousands, of people who were swallowing McClellan’s anti-government reason for his defeat in the columns of certain newspapers—newspapers that happily published the general’s leaks to reporters, and were treasonously “urging” the general “to march on Washington & assume the Govt!!” as McClellan had confided to his wife already on July 11.29

Lincoln might well have prayed, in church on Sunday, that rumors of a Cromwellian coup by McClellan—perhaps backed by Seward—would be proven false. But in his heart, he knew the time for prayer had passed. Now was the time to stand up and be counted by his fellow mortals, ten days after his arrival back from the peninsula.

The next day, Monday, July 21—Day Eleven—the president thus at 10:00 a.m. convened a full cabinet meeting at the White House: the first since his return from the Landing.

Once the members were all seated in the president’s office—which became the Cabinet Room when the cabinet deliberated—the president explained he was “profoundly concerned at the present aspect of affairs,” as Chase recorded in his diary, “and had determined to take some definitive steps in respect to military action and slavery.”30
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6

To Strike or Not to Strike

AS MR. LINCOLN JOSTLED with his colleagues in Washington over the matter of slavery and the war, his adversary in Richmond was facing a very different calculus.

Thus far in the contest, President Jefferson Davis had performed his role as war president with far greater effectiveness than his opponent. Now, however, Davis faced perhaps his most fateful decision since his decision to launch civil war in Charleston’s harbor: a choice between continuing a strategy of defense against enemy invasion, and—while McClellan was stranded on the James River like a beached whale—attack the enemy to the North in a coup de foudre while he possessed the military advantage. A victorious Confederate army, its prowess confirmed in battle and convinced now of its invincibility. Given the positive reports from Europe, such an additional attack might well be what was needed to get the Europeans to act, and Mr. Lincoln to concede. Two independent nations, separated by a color line.

In the aftermath of the Seven Days Battles, there was certainly a flurry of pressure in Europe for recognition of Confederate independence. This was no dream, moreover. From Brussels, Commissioner Ambrose Mann had reported to the Confederate capital on July 5, even before the mails from America arrived, that President Davis’s name was the toast of well-heeled Oxford University students in England—exciting “thrills of joy” there. “Europe is at this moment upon the very tiptoe of expectation with respect to the result at Richmond of probably the greatest battle, as concerns numbers, which has been fought in modern times,” Mann wrote. If “our arms have been as victorious as they were at Bull Run, we shall have definitively won our right, as no country with the odds of brute force arrayed against it ever won its right before, to an exalted place in the family of nations”—namely recognition of Confederate independence that would be “accorded to us even by the most stiff and calculating courts of the Old World.”1

Anticipating news of Confederate victory on the Virginia Peninsula, recognition certainly seemed imminent to Mann, who predicted a retreat or evacuation by McClellan that would be comparable to that of Napoleon Bonaparte in 1812, whose vast army invading Russia had been whittled down to fifty thousand. The Army of the Potomac, half a century later, was in fact facing “a fate more terrible” still than that of Napoleon, “under the burning sun and in the death-bringing swamps of the South.”2

The next day, July 6, with Confederate battlefield victory confirmed, Mann planned to set off “to see my colleagues” in Paris and London.

“England and France, if they will now lead off in the matter of our recognition, will be followed without delay by this and other Continental Governments. My own opinion is that Lord Palmerston,” the British prime minister, “will soon be disposed to do so. He can not hesitate now to admit that our independence, as well de jure as de facto, is a perfected reality.”3

On July 17, Mann sent more good news: there was a report that the Austrians, in Vienna, were pressing for an Anglo-Austrian sponsored international conference, while in London a motion was actually presented in the House of Commons for the British government to “mediate” in the U.S. civil war in recognition of the Confederacy.4

The French seemed even more likely to recognize the Confederacy now. In Vichy the day before, at 2:00 p.m. on July 16, Emperor Napoleon III had consented for the first time to meet Commissioner John Slidell of the Confederate States of America—indeed “received me with great kindness,” as Slidell reported to the newly appointed Confederate Secretary of State Judah Benjamin and President Davis. “He commenced the conversation by referring to the news contained in the evening papers of the previous day of the defeat of the Federal armies before Richmond, which appeared to give him much satisfaction. He spoke of Lincoln’s call for 300,000 additional troops as evidence of his conviction of the desperate character of the struggle which the Federal forces had sustained.”

Although saying that he hoped the United States, with its powerful navy, would continue acting as a counter to the maritime power of Britain, the French emperor’s “sympathies had always been with the South, whose people were struggling for the principle of self-government, of which he was a firm and consistent advocate,” Slidell reported to Benjamin and the president.5 All Slidell was asking for, in response to the emperor’s question, however, was “recognition”—not intercession. When asked if he thought England would go ahead and “agree to cooperate with him in our recognition,” Slidell had assured the emperor that the British government would, indeed, so far as he’d heard from London: Anglo-French recognition, in short.

As to slavery and “whether we anticipated no difficulty from our slaves,” Slidell wrote, “I replied that they had never been more quiet and more respectful and that no better evidence could be given of their being contented and happy. This was the only allusion made to slavery during the interview.”6

Given the three and a half million enslaved people who were forced to work for the Confederate rebellion, this was an astonishing, if typical assurance. “Although he said nothing to commit himself as to his future course,” Slidell concluded the memorandum of his seventy-minute interview with the emperor, he had left “with the decided impression that,” even if “England long persevered in obstinate inaction,” the emperor “would take the responsibility of moving by himself” to recognize the Confederacy.7

Recognition!

Nor was Slidell entirely mistaken, for his expectation was simultaneously being entertained in London by Mr. Lincoln’s ambassador, Charles Adams—though manifested as grave fear, not hope. The situation, as Adams saw it, was now truly dire for the United States of America, if not terminal—unless something, finally, could be done about slavery back home.
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Military failure made for poor diplomacy, Ambassador Adams grieved. News of the retreat of McClellan’s army, Adams noted in his diary, “almost equals the days of Bull Run.”8

By July 17, the ambassador was confiding, in anticipation of British recognition of the Confederacy, that “I must prepare myself for the contingency of a sudden termination of my mission.” He utterly despised Lord Palmerston, who was “the main instigator of the policy which looks to the final disruption of our country as the true interest of Europe. It seems to me,” Adams noted wisely, that nevertheless “this makes emancipation on our part a positive necessity.” Adding: “I write so home.”9

For the Confederacy, a policy of general emancipation, if declared by the Union, was a threat that Secretary of State Judah Benjamin and President Davis, for their part, had reason to be anxious about. What would happen if the ending by President Lincoln of Southern slavery—the very means by which the Confederacy was able to mount its armed insurrection—was to be made a casus belli by the United States government? Would the British and other European governments—most of which were run, as Ambassador Adams noted, by pro-Confederate aristocrats—dare to recognize the Confederate States of America, in that case? “There certainly is much sympathy felt in the lower classes” for President Lincoln and the Union, “but little or none” by the “upper,” Adams would write in his diary—a division that could make it politically dangerous for their governments if they chose to intercede in support of Confederate slavery, rather than simple independence.10

Would British or foreign suppliers, in that case, continue to offer loans and accept slavery-based credit for arms trade with the Confederacy—a Confederate government whose president had already placed orders for hundreds of thousands of European rifles, as well as gunpowder, ammunition, artillery, and naval vessels? Would a Northern decision to pursue emancipation as a war issue be seen as a significant, irreversible, and inevitable step in the ending of slavery in the modern civilized world? A step along the same path as the recently codified Anglo-American Treaty, which used their powerful navies and prize courts in Britain and the United States to suppress the transatlantic slave trade? Or for that matter, the freeing of 23 million serfs in Russia? Or Spain’s decision not to reinstitute slavery in Santo Domingo, even after annexation on March 18, 1861?11

Why, then, tempt or taunt President Lincoln by renewed aggressive military action into taking a formal step toward compulsory, punitive abolition, a step that Mr. Lincoln himself still seemed reluctant to undertake—moreover a punitive step opposed, Davis knew, by certain members of Lincoln’ own cabinet, such as William Seward?

Why push Mr. Lincoln to take such a disastrous move, as far as the Confederacy was concerned, when Britain, France, Spain, Austria, and Belgium already looked upon the Confederacy’s bid for independence with such admiration and favor—salivating, it was claimed by some, at the prospect of the United States being reduced in size and power as a commercial and even military rival to European nations?12

Jefferson Davis was no longer known for his pride and impetuosity, as in his days as a cadet. He was now a mature leader: a battle-hardened, highly disciplined, successful chief executive. Moreover, he was an individual who probably knew more about enslaved Black labor in the South than any white man in the country.

How, then, could Davis not be concerned that the issue of slavery might be weaponized against the Confederacy—especially in the international arena—were he to push his opponent too far?

Why take the risk, in short, of causing slavery to be pulled out from under the proverbial rug by being too aggressive toward the Union? Why discard the moral, even legal, defense of simply defending oneself against attack, against “invasion”?

Why not, for that matter, undertake emancipation of the Black population of the South himself: as a Confederate proposal that could be framed as necessary to the South’s struggle to achieve independence, and which would take the wind from the moral sails of the North?
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Jefferson Davis—who, as president, would in fact propose just such a program to his own Congress two years later, when it was too late—was certainly in no rush to take military action that might halt the favorable tide in Europe, reports of which his secretary of state, Judah Benjamin, was giddily sharing with him.

Which left emancipation by proclamation by the Confederate president rather than the United States president a beguiling thought. This would, after all, not only place the North in an awkward moral as well as political position internationally, but would also address a matter that Southerners could truly say Northerners did not understand: a complex slavery-based economy that had existed for several hundred years in the South. Besides, who better to oversee the practicalities of emancipation than Southerners?

Would it not be better in the international arena, then, for the Confederacy to be seen to be tackling its own problem, in this respect—especially the inevitable difficulties involved in switching to an economic system that did not rely on slavery? Mr. Lincoln’s references to “colonization” of Black people had demonstrated how nettlesome was the challenge to Northerners themselves, who had no idea, in truth, how to deal with slavery or plantation economics in practice. What did Northerners really understand of the problem, after all, of emancipating millions of enslaved and hitherto (deliberately, by state injunctions) uneducated Black people? Could Northerners run plantations successfully, taking over properties and paying wages, to succeed economically on the world market?

Union General “Beast” Butler was already facing the challenges involved in the seizing of plantations and employing freed people in New Orleans. Did Mr. Lincoln or his colleagues think it could be done so easily? If so, why were they seeking to circumvent the thorny issue by simply exporting—as authorized in the text of the twelfth section of Congress’s new Second Confiscation Act—those manumitted people “of the African race” who were willing to emigrate to “some tropical country beyond the limits of the United States”? And how easy would such “colonization” even be for the United States government, given that it had just signed a U.S.-British treaty banning the transportation of enslaved Black people on the high seas?

Furthermore, even if these formerly enslaved people agreed to be transported away from the United States, who would then work on the former plantations? Would white immigrants take on the task of cotton cultivation? Or of growing rice, tobacco, and sugar? White men objected, Lee had told him, even to digging military entrenchments. “Our people are opposed to work,” Lee had complained. “Our troops, officers, community & press. All ridicule & resist it.”13

Yes, the more Davis considered it, the more sense a Confederate emancipation proclamation would seem to make. It would not need to happen all at once, either: it could be a gradual process, carefully managed so as to avoid political fallout, social turmoil, and the perceived security risks of having suddenly freed Black people living side by side with their former enslavers. The South had plenty of experience “managing” a large population of enslaved people in their midst; better to leave it to them to unwind this precarious system than to risk having it upended in an instant by blundering Northern abolitionists.

Even without broaching the possibility of Confederate emancipation, however, there was every reason for continuing to maintain a strictly defensive military posture, in international eyes—to exploit the world’s sympathy for the underdog and the global need for all-important Southern cotton, five million bales of which could be released for export per annum once recognition was granted and the blockade, under European pressure, was lifted.14

It was at this point, however, that Jefferson Davis’s shortcomings as a politician and a statesman came to the surface. For the lure of battlefield victory would prove simply too compelling for Davis, as a soldier, to turn down—especially now that he’d found his avatar in the illustrious form of General Robert E. Lee.
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President Davis’s fatal mistake began slowly in the aftermath of the Seven Days Battles, but steadily gained speed and traction.

On July 5, 1862, four days after the last fight at Malvern Hill, Davis approved General Lee’s decision to withdraw the Army of Northern Virginia “to a better position.”15 In a letter to the president, Lee proposed leaving only a “small light force with the cavalry” to guard McClellan’s beached whale.16 This would be the best way, the two men agreed, to safeguard Richmond from any possible surprise Union attack south from Fredericksburg, while nevertheless keeping an eye on the surrounded army—and arrange for a “general exchange of all prisoners” in accordance with War of 1812 rules.17

For his own part, Davis then focused on hitherto untended “office work” during Varina’s clandestine visit to the White House in Richmond.18 Varina would eventually have to leave to attend to their children in North Carolina, however—and from then on Jeff would be on his own, and in the saddle: back in battle-business, so to speak, together with General Lee, who’d meanwhile ordered General Stonewall Jackson north to Gordonsville, alongside the crucial rail link to the Shenandoah Valley and the West. There the redoubtable general, feared by all in the North, would be ready to spoil any local attack by the new commanding officer of Union troops whom Mr. Lincoln had assigned in the area, General John Pope, having brought him from sterling performances in the West.

After a meeting with Generals Lee and Jackson at the Richmond White House on July 13, however, General Lee pointedly asked the president whether they shouldn’t try to do more than simply defend the vital Virginia Central Railroad.

Five days later, on July 18, Lee wrote the president from his field headquarters outside Richmond, saying he was anxious about “heavy re-enforcements” reaching McClellan on the peninsula. “We must endeavor to arouse our people,” Lee now urged. His Army of Northern Virginia “is improving, increasing, reorganizing, and undergoing daily instruction.” He’d already sent General Jackson north in the hope of striking a blow at the enemy.19 To be, in other words, one step ahead of the enemy.

As one historian later commented, this did not sound like “a man who had given up on decisive battles,” regardless of casualties, after the ruthlessly directed Seven Days Battles.20

No: Lee was out for more blood.

20







7

Damp Squib

TREASURY SECRETARY CHASE, at the full cabinet meeting at the White House on July 21, became more attentive.

“Definitive steps” to be taken, the president had begun by saying.

Was it possible that Mr. Lincoln had finally decided to do something bold as president and commander in chief, Chase wondered? Abraham Lincoln—a president who never decided on anything without seemingly endless prior discussion, and the issuing of “interrogatories”? Could it be so?

If Secretaries Chase and Welles had hoped or expected the president to present a draft document actually announcing emancipation, however—a move which Congress’s Second Confiscation Act, which he’d signed on July 17, authorized him to do—they were disappointed.

And confused.

Instead, in the handwritten pages the president produced and presented to the cabinet that morning, following his verbal preface, there was no mention of emancipation. The president proposed only that, first off, Union commanders be allowed to “subsist their troops”—or take—whatever they needed in order to sustain themselves in “hostile territory.”1

A second presidential order was to be that such commanders should also be allowed to “employ negroes as laborers” for pay, if enslaved people came into Federal lines—a policy much like the one that General McClellan had recommended.2

A third order called for keeping scrupulous “accounts” of these transactions, to ensure that all was above board—and legal, if compensation were to be made.3

Finally: an order proposing, as president of the United States, the “colonization of negroes in some tropical country”—thereby exporting the problem.4

Salmon Chase, for his part as Treasury secretary, was appalled. Indeed disgusted. This was surely no way to deal with the parlous state of affairs facing the country! These mincing “steps” were the “decisive” ones Mr. Lincoln proposed to take? Was their waffling president really so unreformed?
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Adding insult to injury, in Secretary Chase’s view, was the next order of business: Secretary Stanton’s report, as secretary of war, of General David Hunter’s latest request to the government: the arming of loyal Black people as Union soldiers. The general—whose own emancipation order had been struck down in May—had now asked to be permitted to enlist into the army “all loyal persons without reference to complection” (skin color) in North Carolina.5

Mr. Lincoln’s response was equally disappointing to Secretary Chase. Once again the president, in his role as U.S. commander in chief, “expressed himself as averse to arming negroes,” Secretary Chase recorded that evening in his diary. And with that the whole matter “was postponed until tomorrow.”6

To Secretary Chase, the government officer responsible for the funding of the runaway costs of the war—a war that was now clearly not going to end that year, or anytime soon—the president’s pusillanimity seemed yet another sign of his hopeless inability to take charge of the war as commander in chief, despite the constant urging of Chase, month after month, pleading with him to rise to the occasion, and use his existing war powers as president.

There was worse that evening for Secretary Chase, however.

Dining with General John Pope, who’d recently been summoned, like General Halleck, from the West, Chase learned that President Lincoln had definitely decided not to fire McClellan himself, and thereby assert his authority as commander in chief.

Instead, the president was going to ask General Halleck to handle the matter as the new general-in-chief-to-be on his expected arrival from the West the next day—if “Old Brains” thought this was warranted. Any such decision would be made by the new general-in-chief, not the president, Mr. Lincoln saying only that General Pope could be “present at his interview with Genl Halleck,” when Pope could “give the latter his opinion of McClellan.”7

To Chase, this was the president’s most infuriating quality: his timidity in taking executive decisions. Twelve days since his return from the Virginia Peninsula—and still no decision made as to the future of the nation’s biggest battlefield army, or who should now command it, following its defeat.

Or what the enemy might do in the meantime.

Or what Lincoln’s own subordinates, like McClellan, might do, either.

The president’s faintheartedness had already encouraged men such as McClellan and William Seward to dream of a Cromwell, a military chieftain, to rescue the country—a dream that had caused Count Gurowski, who’d heard Seward’s remark, to despair of his adopted nation.

The longer Mr. Lincoln stuck to his meandering, indecisive course, Chase lamented, the more perilous that course would be—for the president, and for the shattered nation whose geographic and sovereign integrity he was charged with defending.
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John Nicolay, the president’s personal secretary, was equally puzzled by the president’s caution: aware that the public, too, was growing despondent about the leadership of the country, and the burgeoning military shadow: the prospect of a military assumption of power that was hanging over the nation more and more ominously, unless the president acted more firmly.

“The average public mind is becoming alarmingly sensational,” Nicolay had written his fiancée from the White House the week before. “A single reverse or piece of accidental ill-luck is enough to throw them all into the horrors of despair. I am getting thoroughly disgusted by human nature,” he’d added.8 Anguish was creeping into the White House.

Just to confuse the issue, it was the very “human nature” of the president himself that made Mr. Lincoln, in Nicolay’s eyes, so very… comforting. Even Congressman Julian had been amazed at the president’s humility, for all that the congressman despaired at Mr. Lincoln’s inability to read the signs: namely that his own appointee, General McClellan, would never match the bravura of Confederate commanders such as Generals Robert E. Lee and Stonewall Jackson.

In his memoirs, Julian later recalled hearing how the president had approved a scheme to switch commanders between Western and Eastern Departments. The president’s order, however, had been overruled by War Secretary Stanton.

“But we have the President’s order,” the Reverend Charles Lovejoy—chairing the committee responsible for the transfer scheme—had exclaimed.9

Stanton had been unimpressed. “Did Lincoln give you an order of that kind?”

“He did, sir.”

“Then he is a d—d fool,” the irate Secretary of War had commented.

“Do you mean to say the President is a d—d fool?” asked Lovejoy, disbelieving.10

Stanton had snorted that he was saying it. “Yes, sir, if he gave you such an order as that,” Stanton had confirmed.11

When told of the conversation—and accusation—Mr. Lincoln had, according to Lovejoy, been unfazed.

“Did Stanton say I was a d—d fool?” Lincoln had asked Lovejoy.12

“He did, sir, and repeated it.”13

“After a moment’s pause, and looking up,” Congressman Julian recounted of what Lovejoy had told him, “the President said, ‘If Stanton said I was a d—d fool, then I must be one, for he is nearly always right, and generally says what he means.’”14

Was the story true or false? As to its veracity, Congressman Julian had been skeptical—but how well the anecdote illustrated the “character of the two men,” he later reflected!15 Edwin Stanton, an irascible but hard-working fool, the other man foolish in that he was simply too compliant and indecisive for his own—and the nation’s—good.

A president still veering to and fro, side to side, in and out, back and forth, one day to the next—his mind as agile as that of a fox, his heart on the right side, but his dithering behavior exasperating.

Had he simply been testing the reactions of his cabinet for the morrow, though, when it was slated to reconvene, eodem tempore?
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It was then, on the twelfth day after his return from the peninsula—as if to confound all witnesses of his indecisive, vacillating character—that Abraham Lincoln summoned the full cabinet again and, supposedly, “read” out to his colleagues the 325-word draft of the new presidential proclamation he’d written himself by hand, at least according to Francis Bicknell Carpenter, the painter of the occasion, who would spend six months painting his visual memorial of the moment in 1864, grandly titling it “First Reading of the Emancipation Act, July 22, 1862.” A painting which, in due course, would be made into a best-selling engraving that would hang in hundreds of thousands of homes and halls.

“‘I said to the Cabinet,’” the painter later wrote, recalling the president’s exact words, “‘that I had resolved upon this step, and had not called them’”—the cabinet members—“‘together to ask their advice, but to lay the subject matter of a proclamation before them; suggestions as to which would be in order, after they had heard it read.’”16

An immediate order, or edict?

In the account of one distinguished historian—speaking for many others across a century and a half—the “Cabinet was almost struck dumb, since Lincoln had kept this measure”—an emancipation proclamation—“from their attention for more than a month, perhaps as long as three months.”17
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“It had got to be midsummer, 1862,” the president recalled of the slightly vague timing of his announcement or revelation, and the background, to Carpenter.

“Things had gone on from bad to worse, until I felt that we had reached the end of our rope on the plan of operations we had been pursuing; that we had about played our last card, and must change our tactics or lose the game! I now determined upon the adoption of the Emancipation policy; and, without consultation with, or the knowledge of the Cabinet, I prepared the original draft of the Proclamation.” Then, “after much anxious thought, called a Cabinet meeting upon the subject.”18

Since this was Mr. Lincoln’s own account, given in 1864 and in his very own words to Frank Carpenter as visual recorder of the memorable occasion, it would go down in historiography as, at the very least, the demi-official version, based on Mr. Lincoln’s own testimony.

Sadly—given the magnificent group painting that Carpenter produced, purporting to represent the White House meeting on July 22, 1862—the date of the occasion wasn’t true.

The fact was: young Frank Carpenter had not yet met the president back in the summer of 1862—and to be sure, in conflating Mr. Lincoln’s different accounts of the cabinet’s meetings that chaotic “midsummer,” it was not of profound significance if the painter—or the president—muddled the moment when the greatest edict of the century was dictated to the cabinet: the foundation stone of what was to become, in Carpenter’s view, one of the greatest of American Moral Commandments, equivalent to the issuing of the Ten Commandments of Moses. Whether the occasion had been in mid-July 1862, or August, or a bit later, was therefore of no material importance to Carpenter in chronicling it—nor, indeed, to President Lincoln. For in one account that he gave the painter, Mr. Lincoln had been distinctly hazy in his chronology, saying: “This was the last of July, or the first part of the month of August, 1862.” The “exact date,” Carpenter cautioned, “he did not remember.”19

Did it really matter, then?
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In the course of events—and certainly in terms of the fall of the Confederate government, pace President Davis’s own later account (one in which Jefferson Davis called Mr. Lincoln a “tempter like the serpent in Eden,” who had “decoyed” enslaved people from their “happy dependence” on their enslavers), it probably didn’t.20 Chronicles are never ultimately definitive; they often depend on sources that are not truly contemporaneous, or are incomplete; moreover, they inevitably reflect the memories of people who are in the position of Schrödinger’s famous cat: altering the picture by the very fact of their observation.

What became increasingly suspicious to historians was Carpenter’s acceptance of Mr. Lincoln’s claim to have called the cabinet together around mid-July 1862, or thereabouts, seeking not “to ask their advice” but to hear their response and give a presidential order. Not, the president had emphasized to Carpenter, merely “to lay the subject-matter of a proclamation before them,” but to declare it as a kind of fait accompli, one cast in rough stone—soliciting their responses, but not permitting himself to be deflected from his new purpose.

This account would puzzle historians, as well as biographers, because Mr. Lincoln was not known for decisiveness—it was simply not his style or forte.

Besides, in what way had Mr. Lincoln been at the “end of his rope” on July 21 or 22, 1862? His huge Union Army of the Potomac was still boxed in on the James River, but it was mercifully intact, with the enemy having largely withdrawn, amid swirling opinions expressed in Washington (as in the Army of the Potomac) whether that army should be evacuated and brought back to the safety of Washington, or reinforced (as McClellan was still pleading with Mr. Lincoln to agree to). Moreover, with no good intelligence about—or even any attempt to find out—what President Davis and General Lee would do next, how would a general emancipation edict be so urgent? Why would Mr. Lincoln have used a phrase like the end of our rope, or needing to play our last card, by issuing an immediate emancipation proclamation at that moment?

It made no sense.
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In his diary—whether written on the day or filled in subsequently—Secretary Welles had no entry at all for July 21, or July 22. This hardly attested to a shattering presidential declaration.

Nor did Secretary Bates, the attorney general, make an entry for those days in his diary.

Nor John Nicolay or John Hay, the president’s personal secretaries.

The truth was that, as the diary of the Treasury secretary for July 21, 1862, attested, there was no mention of slavery per se. What the president wanted was their advice on “military action and slavery” in terms of what officers should do with fugitives from slavery, as well as those enslaved people encountered during Union advances on the York Peninsula and in North Carolina. Far from being concerned with the issuing of an edict of national emancipation, moreover, the president’s proposed fourth order—which was “not much discussed” on July 21—had not addressed emancipation at all. The order had been about the president’s concern to provide for “the colonization of negroes in some tropical country.”21

Secretary Chase had been deeply disappointed by the first three proposed orders, and a “good deal of discussion” had taken place on these points, he noted in his diary—discussion that was reprised the following morning, July 22, 1862.

With Congress not due to reconvene until December 1862, there seemed little of great significance, in short, in what the president wished to do, beyond conforming with Congress’s recent Second Confiscation Act.

The president did, nevertheless, add one new item on July 22.

According to Secretary Chase’s diary entry, Mr. Lincoln said that he was thinking of proposing “at the next session of Congress,” in December—that is, in six months’ time—that he might recommend “compensation to States adopting the gradual abolishment of slavery.” It would be an idea in keeping with his earlier transmittal to Congress of a draft “compensation bill” that would permit Congress to pay loyal states for each enslaved person within their borders who was freed—a modest step, and not a new idea for the president, or the cabinet.

To this old idea, however, Mr. Lincoln now added, according to Chase’s diary, a new one: his desire to issue as president an edict “proclaiming the emancipation of all slaves within States remaining in insurrection on the first of January, 1863.”22

In the South!
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Freeing all enslaved people, in all the rebelling states?

This truly was a radical new “intention”—even if it hardly sounded to later historians and biographers to be the mark of an invigorated, firm-minded President, at the end of his rope, standing before his people (or the people of his cabinet) and reading aloud to them his supposed new Commandments.

In his journal, Treasury Secretary Chase recorded that he volunteered his “cordial support” to the idea—though he suggested that such emancipation would best come from military commanders “within their Districts,” à la General Frémont, not just by a presidential decree. And not in December, when Congress reassembled, but as “soon as practicable.”23

Either way, the president’s speech to his cabinet did not sound anything like Moses speaking from the mountain, let alone Jesus before his Apostles. Nor did it sound like a proposal for immediate emancipation by presidential proclamation which, according to Carpenter’s later account, might have caused William Seward, the secretary of state, to object on grounds that it should only be done following victory, not defeat. In Carpenter’s account, Seward had been moved to object to such an instant draconian proclamation, lest it appear to the public and to foreign countries as “the last measure of an exhausted government, a cry for help”—a “last shriek, on the retreat” of the U.S. government “stretching forth its hands to Ethiopia,” that is, Africa, as savior of the U.S.—“instead of Ethiopia stretching forth her hands to the government.”24

According to Frank Carpenter, the ever-plotting Secretary Seward had suggested to Mr. Lincoln that, as president, he should shelve such an immediate proclamation: “I suggest, sir, that you postpone its issue, until you can give it to the country supported by military success, instead of issuing it, as would be the case now, upon the greatest disasters of the war.” He was recommending, in effect, that the president wait for a Union victory before mooting the idea of general emancipation, a policy Seward disapproved of.25

Lincoln’s ambassador to Spain, Carl Schurz, however, recalled that Seward had done everything in his power since the beginning of the war to forbid U.S. diplomats “ever to mention the subject of slavery”—and had thereby “positively stripped our cause of its peculiar moral force.” Nothing in the situation of July 1862 had changed Seward’s utter “misapprehension” of possible European responses to emancipation. “He actually believed that the dependence of their cotton industries upon the supply of the raw material to be furnished by our Southern States would be the decisive element to determine the policy of England and France. Incredible as it now would seem in the retrospect,” Schurz—who soon became a fighting Union general—recorded in his memoirs, “were it not verified by documentary evidence, even as late as July 1862, when Lincoln first revealed to the Cabinet his intention to issue a proclamation of emancipation, Seward feared that, if we attempted to free the slaves, Europe would interpose for the purpose of keeping them in bondage.”

Schurz even quoted a “written memorandum” by Secretary Stanton, describing the July 22 cabinet discussion at the White House, one in which Stanton had recorded how “Seward argues, that foreign nations will intervene to prevent the abolition of slavery for the sake of cotton”—Seward even arguing that, if Lincoln did so, it would “break up our relation with foreign nations,” as well as trade in U.S. cotton, “for sixty years.”

This did not sound, in other words, very much like a secretary of state—the nation’s chief diplomat—urging only that the proposed emancipation edict, while unobjectionable, be delayed for better military weather. Snake Seward was, in Schurz’s view, a man whose “mind was warped by such strange conceptions—I might say hallucinations”—a man, unfortunately, whose influence on the president was “gravely prejudicial to the Union cause” as most Europeans saw it.26

Since neither Chase nor anyone else recorded a proposed immediate announcement of an emancipation proclamation by the president on July 22, 1862—only one that might be proclaimed on January 1, 1863, the next year—the president’s proposed edict appeared to have gained little traction: yet another example of Seward’s malfeasance and his subsequent attempt to pervert historical memory.

As for young Frank Carpenter, it had all been something of a jumble, in any event, as he painted his group portrait of the grand July 22 occasion—one that he would, moreover, transcribe from visual composition, several years later, into a companion volume: his best-selling memoir, Six Months in the White House, in 1866.
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With no more to say on the subject of emancipation, the members of the cabinet left the president’s office and went home on Tuesday, July 22.

The president’s suggestions about emancipation had been less than emphatic, and had gone off, in short, like a damp squib. As if to emphasize the president’s tentativeness about emancipation, moreover, some three weeks later, on August 14, 1862, Mr. Lincoln received a “Committee of colored men” at the White House, headed by Edward Thomas, president of the Anglo-African Institution.

A newspaper correspondent was also present at the reception—fortunately for historians. For his record of this infamous meeting made abundantly clear the moral cloud that still hung over Abraham Lincoln when it came to the subject of Black people’s future in the United States.

As the New York Tribune reported the next day, once the visitors had been seated at the White House on August 14, “the President, after a few preliminary observations, informed them that a sum of money had been appropriated by Congress, and placed at his disposition for the purpose of aiding the colonization in some country of the people, or a portion of them, of African descent, thereby making it his duty, as it had for a long time been his inclination, to favor that cause,” namely their exodus. He wished therefore to pose the first “question for proper consideration,” to them, as leaders of their community: Why “should the people of your race be colonized, and where? Why should they leave the country?”27

Having asked his visitors this inflammatory question, the president gave his own answer.

“You and we are different races. We have between us a broader difference than exists between almost any other two races. Whether it is right or wrong,” the former Springfield lawyer remarked, “I need not discuss, but this physical difference is a great disadvantage to us both, as I think your race suffer very greatly, many of them by living among us, while ours suffer from your presence. In a word, we suffer on each side. If this is admitted, it affords a reason at least why we should be separated. You here are freemen, I suppose?”28

They were, a voice said.

There followed, according to the Tribune, a presidential plea for Black people to leave the country voluntarily, since even when released from slavery they would suffer racial prejudice. They could not, in other words, hope to remain separate and equal—neither Lincoln nor most other white Americans at this point in history having any notion how the races might be integrated, even after a hypothetical emancipation. By choosing to remain, moreover, they were being, the president announced, “extremely selfish.” There was the colony of Liberia, Lincoln noted, where there were between 300,000 and 400,000 people in a state the size of Rhode Island or Delaware, with up to “12,000” American returnees or expellees or emigrants already living among them. South America, though, sounded to him personally a better alternative, with great ports and natural resources, including coal—the extraction of which he was ready, somehow, to help finance. The exiles could become coal miners. “The Government may lose the money, but we cannot succeed unless we try; but we think, with care, we can succeed.”29

Who the “we” in the government was, the president left unclear. William Seward, the secretary of state? Edward Bates, the attorney general? Treasury Secretary Chase? Had the cabinet even known what the president was offering in mid-August 1862?

“I want you all to let me know whether this can be done or not,” Mr. Lincoln said, concluding his interview. “These are subjects of very great importance, worthy of a month’s study,” not of a speech “delivered in an hour,” he acknowledged.30 The American Colonization Society had, after all, existed since 1816, and he himself had had a “lifelong commitment of black Americans as a vital part of the plan to end slavery,” as one scholar would put it, memorably expressed in Lincoln’s obituary for Henry Clay in 1852.31

“But for your race among us there could not be war,” Mr. Lincoln would remind his visitors. Without them, he implied, whites would be just fine. “It is better for us both, therefore, to separate.” The members of the committee were to “take your full time—no hurry at all.”32

With that, the “delegation then withdrew,” and the meeting ended.33
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Given the tenor and content of the president’s August 1862 interview with people of color, and his exhortation to the Black committee members not to be rushed, but to take their time in thinking over his astonishingly presumptuous, arrogant proposal, it would seem impossible for historians to believe, as Frank Carpenter did, that Mr. Lincoln could have proposed, three weeks before this meeting, the immediate public announcement of the emancipation of all people enslaved in the Confederacy.

In short, President Lincoln’s memory, two years after the events, had been understandably cloudy—and Frank Carpenter’s account of it the wishful thinking of a committed, idealistic abolitionist on behalf of his hero. For the fact was, the president still had a long way still to go before reaching the “end” of his rope.

A hundred miles away, across the Potomac, someone else was in a hurry, however—the U.S. president seemingly unaware that his opposing president was working on a completely different timetable.
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PART NINE

THE END OF THE ROPE







1

Confederate Invasion

COMMANDING 28,000 troops—a full army corps—Confederate General Stonewall Jackson set off on the afternoon of August 7, 1862, secretly marching his men eight miles in scorching heat along a country track to Orange Court House, north of Gordonsville—the troops moving as fast as they could in order to stop Union General John Pope’s slower army from reaching Culpeper, twenty miles still further north, ahead of them.

General Lee’s military plan was simple—and foolhardy. First, test out the remainder of Mr. Lincoln’s Union forces under General Pope in the Shenandoah Valley, in northern Virginia; then, while McClellan’s Union army was either still cornered on the banks of the James River, or even while it was being laboriously withdrawn to Fort Monroe, to hit hard across the Potomac, into Maryland: a Union state.

No longer defense, then, but an invasion of Davis’s opponent’s country—and north of Washington, at that.

Without Varina in Richmond, Jefferson Davis found himself fully on board with the first part of the plan. To General Kirby Smith, recovering from typhoid in Knoxville, Davis had written secretly on July 28, 1862, confiding: “We hope to strike another blow here and are making every effort to increase the force so as to hold one [enemy] army in check [the Army of the Potomac] whilst we strike the other”—the Union army under General John Pope. “McClellan is still on the James River,” the president explained, “Pope at the foot of the Blue-ridge north of Rappahannock”—the mountains of the Shenandoah Valley—the two enemy armies therefore too far apart to assist one another: Lincoln’s fear since January that year, when McClellan first proposed a plan that only a child could have conceived.1 The distance between the two armies had been the fatal flaw of McClellan’s mad Peninsula campaign from the start, and Davis intended to continue exploiting it as long as possible.

The notion of another “strike” was especially choice to President Davis, since General Pope, a declared abolitionist, had issued on July 23, 1862, soon after his arrival from the West, a swiftly infamous document: one that so incensed Davis, who got hold of a copy several days later, that he sent General Lee a demi-official letter which seemed slightly unhinged.2

In Frémont style, Union General John Pope’s new edict had stipulated that all “disloyal citizens” in the general’s military jurisdiction—western Virginia—would henceforth and immediately be arrested unless they took an oath of allegiance to the United States. If not, they would be “conducted South beyond the extreme pickets of this army” and compulsorily expelled from his domain. If caught returning, moreover, such citizens would be considered “spies,” subject to “the extreme rigor of military law.” Furthermore, if anyone did take the oath of allegiance to the Union and was then “found to have violated it, he shall be shot,” Pope had warned, “and his property seized and applied to the public use.”3

Expulsions and executions of Virginians? Jefferson Davis had already decided on an aggressive military strike in the wake of McClellan’s defeat on the Virginia Peninsula and reduction to a toehold at Harrison’s Landing, but General Pope’s Order No.11 sent him into a kind of self-justificatory tailspin: an anger that, without the presence of Varina to mitigate his response, now caused him to lose all sense of proportion.

Instead of insisting upon the withdrawal of such uncivilized orders on the part of U.S. generals, moreover, Edwin Stanton, the U.S. secretary of war—and thus President Lincoln, presumably—had endorsed them: doubly incensing Davis.

General John Pope and his own officers of the Union’s newly titled Army of Virginia had thereby, in Davis’s deteriorating eyes, lost their entitlement to be “considered as prisoners of war,” if captured, President Davis announced. They had become “robbers and murderers,” and should be treated as such. “We find ourselves driven by our enemies by steady progress toward a practice,” Davis declared on July 23 in a formal letter to General Lee, which he wanted Lee to pass on to his subordinate officers, “which we abhor and which we are vainly struggling to avoid. Some of the military authorities of the United States seem to suppose that better success will attend a savage war in which no quarter is to be given and no [age or] sex to be spared than has hitherto been secured by such hostilities as are alone recognized to be lawful by civilized men in modern times.”4

Overblown or not, Davis figured, such announcements would add to the fire of his forces as they undertook their new mission—and, once Lee passed on the president’s message, it did.

On August 9, two days after leaving Gordonsville, far from withdrawing in fear of General Pope’s advancing forces, sent to stop and hammer the Confederate advance, General Jackson pushed on to Culpepper, past Slaughter Mountain, on what would be the Confederate’s most brazen step of the war to date, reaching as far as Cedar Creek. There, in danger of losing what first appeared to be the crucial encounter-battle, Jackson himself stemmed the retreating tide. Drawing his sword “for the first time in the war,” and shouting “Rally, men, and follow me!” from his horse, he led the Confederate counterattack that would win the day.5

This was made-to-order material for subsequent battle historians: a to-and-fro saga of gun smoke, musketry, and bayonet, taking place in the very heart of America. Cheered by his troops, Stonewall Jackson was the man of the hour—and of the Confederate advance that followed. For, although General Pope’s main body of troops had come up and had forced Jackson back to more defensible terrain, the devout Confederate general—who did everything in his power to avoid fighting on Sundays—had tasted blood, and wanted more: certain that, with General Jeb Stuart’s cavalry to reconnoiter potential openings for outflanking Pope’s army, he had the measure of his opponent.

Meanwhile, just as McClellan had done earlier on the peninsula, General Pope reported to Washington that he’d won a great victory in the battle of Cedar Creek, but that he could not counterattack, given that he was facing, he claimed, far superior numbers, instead of manifestly fewer—Pope in truth commanding 47,000 men against Jackson’s 24,000.

The die was thus cast for a second great Battle of Manassas.
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What now took place was one of the seminal campaigns in military history, as Jackson pulled back to Gordonsville, having successfully covered the vital Virginia Central Railroad railway running to the west, to await General Lee’s full army.

Thanks to General Jackson, Lee now knew the size of his opponent in the Shenandoah Valley and—receiving confirmation that McClellan’s dolorous 140,000-man army was finally reported to be evacuating the Virginia Peninsula at Harrison’s Landing on steamers, after a month and a half of inactivity and sickness—President Davis’s military avatar now decided to attack north in great strength, before McClellan’s forces could possibly be transported back to Washington, form up again, and rescue Pope.

A chance to exploit a divided enemy, in short—and to smash Pope’s Union Army of Virginia before it could be augmented.

General Lee himself took to the field, and though his quiet, handsomely bearded countenance belied the fact, the Virginian was nothing if not a cold-blooded battlefield commander. Of a subsequent victory several months later he would admit, “It is well that war is so terrible, otherwise we should grow too fond of it.”6

Instead of meeting General Pope’s army head-on, Lee proposed to outflank and cut into Pope’s lines of communication with Washington, defeating Pope in detail before he could be reinforced. He thus ordered Jackson’s infantry and cavalry, with General Longstreet behind him, to race north and seek to envelop Pope’s new Army of Virginia before any of McClellan’s forces could reach Pope. “I wrote you on this subject yesterday,” Lee wrote President Davis on August 17, referencing the latest plan. “The troops had better march, beginning at once, using the railroad as far as it goes, and as a help to transport the feeble of all the divisions.”7

How much Lee leaned on the intrinsically more cautious President Davis to get his way would be questioned in subsequent decades, since Lee wrote so little about his strategy after the war.8 That Lee sensed, however, with his Fingerspitzengefühl, that he had perhaps a unique opportunity not only to wound, but even cripple a slow, obese, frightened, and hopelessly misdirected Union military was incontrovertible—accompanied by his sheer deference and charm in getting the commander in chief’s backing in Richmond. Theirs was a relationship between army field commander and his commander in chief that Mr. Lincoln had never enjoyed, ever since the day he’d promoted little George McClellan, nor in the one meeting Mr. Lincoln had had with the bombastic General John Pope, his new battlefield commander, whom he’d appointed to serve under his new Union general-in-chief. Lee now held nothing back from the president, as General Johnston had formerly done, but begged that “you will excuse my troubling you with my opinions & especially these details, but your kindness has led you to receive them without objection so often, that I know I am tempted to trespass.”9

Lee was not trespassing, he knew—merely pushing past the natural caution and realism of his president, in order to get Davis to release the remaining thirty thousand troops that the commander in chief had been holding back to cover McClellan’s beleaguered army on the James, as well as to defend Richmond against all eventualities.

General McClellan’s army was now definitely evacuating in full, though—and with this confirmed, there had been no time to lose: Lee intending to hit Pope with a sheer impact and ferocity that the abolitionist general had no idea could be brought, after his recent success in beating General Jackson back, to bear upon him.
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The swiftness alone with which General Lee moved was discomfiting. On August 21 he was across the Rapidan River, as General Pope wisely withdrew north of the Rappahannock, the better to defend access to Washington. “General, we little thought that the enemy would turn his back upon us thus early in the campaign,” Lee sneered to Longstreet.10

Aware of his chance to envelop Pope’s relatively small army, compared with that of McClellan on the Virginia Peninsula still stuck or evacuating from Harrison’s Landing, Lee asked President Davis that same day for more troops to be released from Richmond to increase the 72,000-man army he already had in the field: almost as many men as he’d had on the peninsula when launching the Seven Days Battles. He’d promised, the week before, he would “keep you informed of every thing of importance that transpires—When you do not hear from me, you may be sure I do not think it necessary to trouble you.”11

He was as good as his word. Logistics were no problem, Lee had recognized, as he’d confided to the president. The very audacity of his offensive would be matched by its originality: namely his decision to rely for speed on local resources for subsistence (“provisions & forage”)—whether freely offered or taken for Confederate cash in promissory notes.12

Here, clearly, was a general proposing a new tactic of maneuver, involving great risk in forced marches without backup, but offering great reward. Deciding to back Lee with almost everything he’d possessed to defend Richmond, President Davis acknowledged that the city would then be vulnerable to possible Union naval or marine attack up the James or York rivers, with barely two thousand men to man the banks, and limited numbers around Richmond—“less than 2000 men” defending the capital, as Davis informed Lee, leaving both the York and James Rivers “open to enemy’s fleets.”13 But Davis no longer cared—or rather, as he confided to Lee, he was willing to take the gamble. “Confidence in you,” Davis telegraphed on August 26 to confirm his authorization of Lee’s campaign, “overcomes the view which would otherwise be taken of the exposed condition of Richmond.” Even the troops covering the Virginia Central Railroad were to go north.14

What had once been a defensive war, in Davis’s strategic view, was now exactly the opposite.
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General Lee’s notion to invade Maryland certainly merited the word audacity. His plan of campaign—namely to split his army in two and seek to envelop Pope’s smaller, opposing army before Pope could be reinforced—was equally foolhardy, since, after days of refusal and malingering, General McClellan had been given a direct order by Halleck to evacuate his army from the peninsula by steamer and return it to Washington, where it could provide a backstop to Pope’s men.

Lee’s plan of action seemed ill-starred from the outset—for Lee’s orders to his field commanders were captured by Pope’s men. Pope thus knew exactly what his Confederate counterpart was going to attempt—though not whether he himself could be reinforced in time to meet Lee’s two-pronged assault.

Copies of Pope’s own communications with Washington, contained in his dispatch book, had also been captured, however—this time by Lee’s men. The two generals thus knew each other’s tactical strategy, with Pope’s army of about eighty thousand men sandwiched “about midway between the two [Confederate] halves,” as Confederate General Edward Alexander, responsible for artillery munitions in the battle, later described.15 With President Davis agreeing to send virtually every soldier he had at Richmond to reinforce Lee, the illustrious commander had gone ahead with his pincer-plan, despite the knowledge that his opponent was expecting it, ordering Stonewall Jackson to perform his magic around Pope’s northern flank.

What followed saw even more risky judgment being exhibited now, on both sides: Marching twenty-six miles in a single day, in secret—but the regiments stupidly bearing their banners—Jackson’s outflanking maneuver was seen by Pope’s scouts, prompting Pope to order a withdrawal to Manassas, wisely maintaining concentrated strength. Halleck, however, countermanded the order, as general-in-chief—telling Pope to stay where he was and “fight like the devil.”16 Stonewall Jackson’s march thus continued, allowing Jackson to seize Manassas Depot with all its stores—while Pope, unaware that General Lee was moving with perhaps 25,000 men to join up with Jackson, attempted vainly to “bag Jackson,” instead of stopping Lee from reinforcing him.

The result was disaster for the Union army. Had Pope waited for the divisions of the returning Army of the Potomac that were supposedly being sent his way by McClellan, on the orders of General Halleck, the general-in-chief, Pope would have had 130,000 men to meet Lee’s advance; instead, he joined battle again at Manassas, on much the same battlefield as the previous year—and with the same result. Thinking—like McDowell the year before, at Bull Run—that he was on the point of winning, poor Pope telegraphed General Halleck in Washington that the enemy was retreating toward the mountains after “a terrific battle.” He would, Pope thought, also shortly have two fresh corps—General Sumner’s and General Franklin’s from the evacuated Army of the Potomac, making at least “107,000 in the field,” and more to come.17 But with Lee receiving 20,000 of the reinforcements sent up by President Davis, Lee ordered an all-out battle—and by dusk had won a resounding victory, putting Pope’s army to abject flight, confusion—and fury on Pope’s part, since not one of McClellan’s promised former corps had been ordered by McClellan to race forward to help Pope fight Lee.

In Richmond there was both relief and pride. At the Confederate War Department, clerk John Jones, reading the telegrams coming in from Lee to President Davis, exulted in his diary:


AUGUST 27TH—Huzza for [cavalry] Gen. Stuart! He has made another circumvention of the enemy, getting completely in Pope’s rear and destroying many millions worth of stores, etc.

AUGUST 28TH—Pope’s coat was captured, and all his papers. The braggart is near his end.

AUGUST 29TH—Bloody fighting is going on at Manassas. All the news is good for us. It appears that Pope, in his consummate egotism, refused to believe that he has been outwitted, and “pitched into” our corps and divisions, believing them to be merely brigades and regiments. He has been terribly cut up.

AUGUST 30TH—[General] Banks, by the order of Pope, has burnt 400 Yankee [rail]cars loaded with quartermaster’s and commissary stores. But our soldiers have fared sumptuously on the enemy’s provisions and captured clothing enough for half the army.

AUGUST 31ST—Fighting every day at Manassas.

SEPTEMBER 1ST—Official dispatches from Lee, announcing a “signal victory,” by the blessing of God, “over the combined forces of the enemy.” That is glory enough for a week. When Lee says “signal victory,” we know exactly what it means, and we breathe freely.18



No one was breathing more easily now, however, than Jones’s boss, the Confederate president himself, who’d risked everything to mount an aggressive campaign against the Union before Lincoln and his forces had the wit or urgency to move—with Lee’s gamble seeming to have paid off.

“General,” President Davis congratulated his army commander on August 30, “I have just rec[eive]d your telegram of yesterday evening and rejoice at the good news it brings.”19

It had been a Confederate victory, again—a tremendous Battle of Second Manassas, with the enemy in full flight. Leaving the question: where—or how far—would the Confederate forces go next?
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The answer came all too soon.

Confederate casualties at the Battle of Second Manassas in the two days of combat from August 28 to August 30, 1862, had exceeded eight thousand men killed and wounded—reducing the forward elements of Lee’s army to fewer than fifty thousand men. But for Robert E. Lee this was no obstacle.

“Mr. President,” General Lee wrote Davis on September 3, 1862, even before the dead at Manassas were all buried, “The present seems to be the most propitious time, since the commencement of the war, for the Confederate Army to enter Maryland.”20

Maryland?

In the triumph of the moment, President Davis raised no objection, waiting for Lee to explain what exactly he meant by “enter.”

The following day, General Lee duly confided to the president his latest plan, reiterating he was now “more fully persuaded of the benefit that will result from an expedition into Maryland, and shall proceed to make the movement at once, unless you should signify your disapprobation.”21

The next day Lee again reiterated to the president in Richmond in writing, from his headquarters in Leesburg, that “this army is about entering Maryland, with a view of affording the people of that state an opportunity of liberating themselves”—and even if Marylanders didn’t avail themselves of the chance, he would “annoy and harass the enemy.”22 Liberating words which, in the course of time, would come back to bite the general, mightily.

Though Lee no longer wanted “His Excellency’s” approval, he was taking for granted that the president would approve; he was, after all, a battle-winning commander. Lee revealed that he was not going to advance on Washington directly, eastward, in pursuit of Pope (who had, in retreat, finally been reinforced by the first evacuees from the peninsula, Lee had learned). Rather, “if found practicable,” he explained, his plan was to cross the Potomac River from his home state of Virginia, invade Maryland, a Northern state—and place his army between Washington and Philadelphia!23
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Explaining why he was not simply going to strike the U.S. capital directly from the west, General Lee gave President Davis his reasons.

He had, as Lee wrote from his headquarters near Dranesville, Virginia, on the Leesburg Road, “no intention of attacking him [the enemy] in his fortifications” around the city, “and am not prepared to invest them”—rejecting the tactic that General McClellan had adopted at Yorktown, earlier that spring.24 Instead of a laboriously slow, blundering siege à la McClellan, Lee was proposing a war of movement, once again: swift and dynamic, forcing the enemy to react, if possible, on ground of Lee’s choosing.

Even if he were to possess the necessary munitions, Lee explained, he would be unable to supply his men with provisions; hence his proposal of living on the fat of the enemy’s land during the invasion. “The army is not properly equipped for an invasion of an enemy’s territory,” Lee conceded. “It lacks much of the materials of war, is feeble in transportation, the animals being much reduced, and the men poorly provided with clothes, and in thousands of instances, are destitute of shoes. Still we cannot afford to be idle, and though weaker than our opponents in men and military equipments, must endeavor to harass, if we cannot destroy them. I am aware that the movement is attended with much risk, yet I do not consider success impossible.”25

Leaving the Confederate capital, Richmond, still virtually undefended, and the enemy’s capital not even besieged, Lee’s plan was either audacity of a Napoleonic order, or idiocy. And with what ultimate aim? Beyond clearing the enemy “from our borders,” Lee did not say, taking it also for granted: he wanted nothing more or less, “if practicable,” than the destruction of the enemy’s army in the field, and Washington as cornered as McClellan’s army had been on the James River, forced to surrender, or evacuate the capital.26

There was relatively little downside to the plan, Davis’s top general insisted. For, as Lee explained to President Davis, “The purpose, if discovered, will have the effect of carrying the enemy north of the Potomac”—i.e., away from Richmond—“and if prevented, will not result in much evil.”27

This would turn out to be one of Lee’s most misguided, or unfounded, predictions. Whether he could get away with this—a deliberate “invasion” of the Union, north of Washington—and lure Lincoln’s remaining army to impale itself on his own more maneuverable Army of Northern Virginia, seemed as chancy to Lee as it did to President Davis. Nevertheless, Lee’s battlefield brilliance appeared suddenly—now, in the first days of September 1862, following his great victory at Second Manassas and the flight of the enemy—to offer President Davis a kind of tantalizing manna from heaven, one that was as unexpected as it was enticing. Lee was a battlefield commander: a pearl whose shell the president could not bring himself to clamp shut, given the Confederacy’s underlying weaknesses, which must surely become clear to Lincoln’s commanders and their War Department. And to European governments standing on the sidelines—ready, currently, to recognize the battle-winning Confederacy.

Davis did not have the luxury of time, he knew, if this pièce de résistance was to come off. The latest Confederate Conscription Extension Act was deeply unpopular. The Confederate economy was, in truth, in perilous condition, floating on credit collateralized by the enslaved population as “property.” The Union blockade had caused imports to dry up—and exports to cease. As Commissioner Slidell had admitted to Emperor Napoleon III, the Confederacy, for all its high-quality cotton, lacked mills and thus clothing—hence the jubilation displayed by Confederate troops at Manassas Depot when ransacking Union commissaries. Domestic corruption, in seeking to circumvent such shortages and even trade illicitly with the enemy, had become rife. Only Vicksburg—still in Confederate hands and dominating the Mississippi from its high bluffs—had stopped Union forces from controlling the entire length of the bisecting national waterway, and must sooner or later fall, like New Orleans.

Behind the veil of battlefield successes, then, the future of the Confederacy as a prosperous, economically independent “nation” was an illusion. It possessed only two things: slavery on a massive scale, producing high-quality cotton that needed foreign markets if the “nation” were to survive. And its armies, which Jefferson Davis, as Confederate commander in chief, controlled, West and East, backed by a compliant cabinet. Could the matter of slavery continue to be kept under the rug as a war issue, and the international illusion of self-sustaining Southern defense against “domination” and “invasion” by the North be maintained any longer, if Davis himself switched to invasion of the North? Could the illusory façade of Confederate economic and military strength be maintained long enough, in the meantime, to achieve European recognition and the opening of world markets—or, if it failed, would Lee’s latest gamble wreck the masterful construct that Davis had patiently created as the new Confederate “nation”?

Lee had assured Davis the worst that could happen if he failed would be a withdrawal to the starting line, with nothing—save soldier’s lives—lost. Not even Confederate supplies, since Lee’s army was living off gunpowder and provisions seized from Federal stores and local people!

Thus did Lee’s fantasy of a final coup de main—a surprise attack that would slice through Maryland and Pennsylvania, encircling Washington and cutting it off from the North, in Napoleonic style—serve to carry the Virginia general’s audacious imagination away—and with it, that of his commander in chief, former General Jefferson Davis. The two soldiers utterly ignoring the danger—if they altered the publicly framed war of Southern “defense” against Northern “aggression” (and “beasts” like Generals Butler and Hunter) into a Confederate invasion of the North—that they would present the world—including President Lincoln—with a very, very different new challenge. One that might easily backfire politically, and have consequences for the South far beyond battle casualties.
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Had Jefferson Finis Davis wished, he could, as president and commander in chief of the armed forces of the Confederate States of America, certainly have said no to General Lee—a general who was so careful to write and telegraph him daily, addressing him always as “Mr. President,” and who sought always diligently to obtain the president’s written, telegraphic, or messengered approval of his plans, thereby granting the president at all times the opportunity to stop him.

The sheer alacrity and extent of Lee’s advance, however, had been breathtaking to observers—and to the president, too. Lee was now so far away from his base at Richmond and the War Department that, when the president informed Lee that he’d like to go up to speak with the general and his field commanders to discuss pros and cons of the campaign in person, as he’d done during the battles for Richmond, Lee’s response was deferential, but negative. Given the Army of Virginia’s tenuous lines of communication with Richmond, it was simply too dangerous a journey for the president to undertake, Lee insisted. The president could be captured; it was simply too great a risk.28

The relationship between Davis and Lee, as observers at the time noted (and military historians later, too), thus subtly changed in early September 1862, in the wake of Lee’s battlefield triumphs: victories on the Virginia Peninsula and at Manassas which would duly go down in history.29 True, General Lee remained scrupulously courteous toward “His Excellency,” the commander in chief, yet the general’s own authority and renown as a battlefield commander was now quite different from that of General Beauregard, the Louisiana general who’d lost his former popular adulation in the aftermath of the disaster at Shiloh, his subsequent sickness, and absence from the field on extended leave.

In Robert Edward Lee, it was clear, President Davis had promoted a new and different kind of general, one willing and seemingly able to command a new kind of war: one of dexterity, light provisions, surprise, maneuver, and tigerlike ferocity. But a commander whom the president could not, or would no longer, rein in.
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Lee, for his part, was deftly applying the courage, intuition, and fleetness of foot of the star performer under his command: General Stonewall Jackson, whose moniker belied the fact that, far from being a man merely immovable in defense, Jackson had become a kind of woodland fox. A general able to move his men great distances with extraordinary swiftness and secrecy—save on Sundays, which he did his utmost to observe as the Lord’s day of rest.

Thus was the die cast that would doom the Confederacy in its hour of greatest military achievement. “On Sept. 5 the army began to cross the Potomac,” Colonel—later General—Edward Porter Alexander recalled decades afterward, “and on Sept. 7 the advance reached Frederick”—Maryland.

A Union state!

“We have authentic accounts of our army crossing the Potomac without opposition,” clerk Jones had noted in his diary on September 6, in Davis’s War Department. And the next day Jones scoffed at Northern newspaper claims that the Federals had thrown Lee’s forces back to the Potomac River. “Well, Lee’s dispatch to the President is dated ‘Headquarters, Frederick City,’” in Maryland, far north of the Potomac, Jones recorded, negating such Northern ignorance. “We believe him.”30

Jones was right. Writing on September 7 to General Gustavus Smith, commanding the few troops defending Richmond, Lee exhorted: “We must leave no stone unturned to expel the enemy from our borders”—but the way to do that, now, was no longer by stout defense of Richmond, where Smith was in charge, but by aggression, Lee felt: invasion of the North!31

The omens looked good to General Smith—and to President Davis. “I have seen official accounts of the complete evacuation of Fredericksburg,” on the Rappahannock River in Virginia, south of Washington, and “official reports from the [Shenandoah] valley state that Winchester was abandoned on September 2,” five days earlier, as Lee informed Smith. The gates to the North were open. Union “General White, commanding at that place, is stated to have retired into Pennsylvania.”32 The enemy, clearly, was in full flight.

“I think the enemy will concentrate about Washington,” Lee predicted—but that would make them only more vulnerable to encirclement.33 Smith’s job was merely to keep Richmond safe, and ensure that the city was not accessible to enemy gunboats coming up the James River.

The following day, September 8, 1862, Lee wrote to President Davis from his headquarters two miles from Frederick, in Maryland, with a proposal.

The general certainly seemed transported by his own bravura—and by the military opportunities waiting to be seized.

Without thinking, the Virginia warrior—a man who had never been a politician, and had only a very limited understanding of politics—now made the recommendation, as commander of the Confederacy’s armies, that, in retrospect, would doom the very Confederacy he so wanted to serve with distinction.
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“Mr. President: The present condition of affairs, in my opinion, places it in the power of the Government of the Confederate States to propose with propriety to that of the United States,” he wrote, “the recognition of our independence.”34

“For more than a year both sections of the country have been devastated by hostilities which have brought sorrow and suffering upon thousands of homes,” as Lee explained his recommendation, “without advancing the object which our enemies proposed to themselves in beginning the contest”—namely the restitution of the borders of the old United States.

Recognizing the independence of the South, Lee argued, would be good for all—or all whites, in any case. “Such a proposition, coming from us at this time, could in no way be regarded as suing for peace,” Lee argued. “But, being made when it is in our power to inflict injury upon our adversary,” as Lee delicately put it, the demand or proclamation “would show conclusively to the world,” he claimed, “that our sole object is the establishment of our independence and the attainment of an honorable peace.”

The “rejection of this offer,” Lee went on, “would prove to the country that the responsibility of the continuance of the war does not rest upon us, but that the party in power in the United States”—Lincoln’s Republican Party—“elect to prosecute it for purposes of their own. The proposal of peace would enable the people of the United States to determine at their coming [midterm] elections whether they will support a prolongation of the war, or those who wish to bring it to a termination, which can but be productive of good to both parties,” Lee concluded, “without affecting the honor of either.”

“I have the honor to be, with high respect, your obedient servant, R. E. Lee, General.”35
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No mention was made of how foreign countries might react to the Confederate invasion of the North, or to such a blackmail offer being made, under the “power to inflict injury” on the U.S. capital.…

Lee’s proposal was, in short, to obtain recognition purely by the sword. But was it wise, when the entire premise of the Southern right to independence was that it was not attacking anyone, but merely defending itself against Northern invasion and domination?

The major European powers were already on the brink, Davis had heard from his secretary of state, Mr. Benjamin, of recognizing the Confederacy, following the South’s crushing of the invading Union army on the Virginia Peninsula. Why poke the North in the eye too savagely, and announce grand demands of the “party in power in Washington”? Could not European recognition be obtained merely by a show of determined resistance to Northern aggression, without taking such a military—and political—gamble?

It was small wonder that Jefferson Davis had wished to confer with Lee about their next steps—in fact, the president had already set off from Richmond the day before, but he’d only reached Warrenton before realizing that General Lee was too far forward, in enemy territory, to catch up with him. The “risk of capture,” according to Lee, would be too great, the president conceded, before returning the next day to Richmond.36

It was, in other words, too late to stop Lee. Moreover, the general had drawn up his proposal already in the form of a formal proclamation, under martial law in that area of Maryland, that same day—determined to see whether his recent victory, his occupation of Western Maryland and threat of further Confederate invasion and the envelopment of Washington, would cause President Lincoln to negotiate an armistice and recognize Southern independence. Lee was intent on profiting from the panic he’d incited not only in Washington but, according to the latest reports, in Pennsylvania, too—to achieve now what might possibly be unachievable later.

It was risky to the point of madness—yet had not Napoleon applied such audacity to the lexicon of military and political history?

Thus it was that Jefferson Davis, a president so disciplined, cautious, and essentially conservative, found himself unwilling or unable to rein in his top general. But then again, this was the warrior who’d trounced two different Union armies in just two months. Why not therefore give it a try?

Not only give it a try, but, as president and commander in chief, issue a similar proclamation in Richmond in the next days—and even instruct his two top commanders in the West, Generals Braxton Bragg and Kirby Smith, to do so, too, in order to add to Mr. Lincoln’s mounting woes, at a moment when Lee, Bragg, and Kirby Smith were all preparing their military attacks: all three army generals striking the enemy while the iron was hot.

It was thus as president of the Confederacy and commander in chief of the armed forces of the CSA that Jefferson Davis—unlike President Lincoln in the cases of General Frémont and General Hunter—took the opposite approach, namely a robust, firm, and fateful decision to back his field commander’s quasi-political proclamation to the people of Maryland—and the U.S. government.

For good or ill, then, Davis went ahead and authorized—in fact formally instructed—all three Confederate army commanding officers in the field to issue proclamations to the enemy: demands to Northern troops and populations to put down their arms and negotiate Southern independence, or face the military consequences. Proclamations that were not to so much as mention the word slavery, or the use of millions of enslaved laborers by the Confederacy to undergird its armed rebellion. Proclamations that—while the Lincoln administration was in panic, confronting the new military situation—could be painted by Confederate Commissioners Mason and Slidell, in London and Paris, as examples of the “honorable peace” intentions inherent in the Maryland invasion, albeit intentions expressed by force of arms.

This, at least, was Davis’s hope as president. But hope is not a plan. And Lee’s plan had failed utterly to take into account President Davis’s adversary, President Lincoln. Or the possibility that, by striking up through Western Maryland and into Pennsylvania via the aptly named town of Sharpsburg (Lee’s next target)—and meantime issuing a grand military proclamation in Maryland by the “power to inflict injury” in the North, not simply to defend the innocent South but to force the North to concede a permanent slaveholding independence of the South—the famed Confederate general might well vitiate Davis’s stern defense strategy, which had brought sympathetic European powers to the very point of recognition and the lifting of the Union’s naval blockade.

Striking while the iron was hot was one thing, militarily. Would it not, though, be like pushing a red-hot poker directly into President Lincoln’s hitherto relentlessly patient, slavery-kept-out-of-the-picture eye? Might it not, by brazen admission of the “power of force,” force Davis’s opponent to do what, as U.S. president, Abraham Lincoln had hitherto done everything possible to avoid: namely, to bring the matter of slavery out from under the proverbial rug, and issue his own counter-proclamation?

36







2

Whipped Again

FOR PRESIDENT LINCOLN in the Washington White House in the aftermath of military defeat on the Virginia Peninsula, meantime, events proved almost more catastrophic, if that was possible, than McClellan’s disaster at Harrison’s Landing.

The main problem, as so often, was the “Little Napoleon” himself. First objecting to evacuation, then arguing seemingly ad infinitum with General Halleck, the new general-in-chief, and deliberately tarrying on the peninsula, General McClellan had done his best to sabotage his new superior’s attempt to reconstruct Union strategy in the East. The last Army of the Potomac units from Harrison’s Landing, despite Halleck’s insistence that they make haste, had left the peninsula only on August 16—by which time General Lee had swept forward with his whole army toward Manassas, twenty miles from Washington—leaving little chance that McClellan’s evacuees could reach General Pope in time. Which, on McClellan’s specific orders, they refused to do.

Thus did the whites-only saga unfold: “our white men cutting each others’ throats,” as Mr. Lincoln lamented to the Black delegation on August 14.1 By August 27, 1862, renewed mutual slaughter began to take place at Manassas, Virginia—the very area that McClellan had abandoned to pursue his wild Peninsula caper in the spring. General Stonewall Jackson’s men successfully cut communications between Pope’s Army of Virginia and Washington—and President Lincoln was left for two days completely without telegraphic news or reports.

On August 29, 1862, the same day that Confederate General James Longstreet attacked Pope with thirty thousand men near Manassas, General McClellan, having arrived belatedly by boat at Arlington from Aquia, then committed his arguably most treasonous military act of the war thus far.

General Halleck had vainly pressed McClellan to expedite the withdrawal of the Army of the Potomac, given the overstretched forces of General Pope’s Army of Virginia southwest of Washington. But when finally responding to a direct order by General Halleck to do so, McClellan—having deliberately delayed preparations for two weeks—took so long making the Army of the Potomac’s movement that General Lee felt free to hit Pope with all he had, before McClellan’s reinforcements arrived—piling as much as he could into Jackson’s assault.2

Indifferent to what he’d declined to do, McClellan cynically told President Lincoln by telegram that the president was now faced with a choice. He could try to reinforce Pope, if there was still time, which McClellan doubted. Or he could use McClellan’s evacuated forces from the peninsula to protect Washington, and “leave Pope to get out of his scrape” on his own.3

The dilatoriness, disobedience, and disloyalty of “little Mac” over the past two months had been galling enough—but once word of his latest shenanigans emerged, something inside the Lincoln administration seemed to break. In Washington, members of Mr. Lincoln’s cabinet cried treason. Secretary Chase wanted McClellan shot.

Only on Sunday, August 30, 1862, however, did the full scale of Pope’s catastrophe at Bull Run—deprived of reinforcement—become clear. President Lincoln rode early into town, visited the Telegraph Office, and surprised John Hay at 7:30 a.m. in his bedroom, where the young secretary was dressing.

There, by the window, the president announced sadly: “Well John we are whipped again, I am afraid. The enemy reinforced on Pope, and drove back his left wing and he [Pope] has retired to Centreville where he says he will be able to hold his men. I dont like that expression. I dont like to hear him admit that his men need holding.”4

By the next day, August 31, 1862, things looked still worse—reports of Union stragglers and deserters from the field of battle causing panic in the city.5 The president felt that the nation’s crisis was coming to a boiling point—“the cause of the Union,” as one later chronicler, Elizabeth Leech, recorded, having “never seemed so hopeless.”6

“We must whip these people now,” the president told Hay. If Lee was too strong for Pope, Pope should fall back to Washington itself, where there would be a last stand of the Republic. “If this be not so, if we are really whipped and to be whipped,” then “we may as well stop fighting.”7

Which was now very much General Lee’s intention.
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The situation in Washington—already critical—deteriorated further still, however, in the next hours, becoming a competition between farce and chaos.

Lest Confederate cavalry reach the Potomac before Pope’s retreating forces could do so, McClellan ordered Washington’s Chain Bridge to be destroyed (though the order was overruled). The would-be Napoleon simultaneously wrote his wife, Ellen, nevertheless, to tell her he would try to “slip” into town and get his wife’s family “silver” sent to Maryland, in case Lee’s army did get through and the city of Washington became a battle zone.8

Bitterly risible as McClellan’s scheming may have been, the panic was no joke. War Secretary Stanton, for his part, arranged for a steamer to take state and military papers to New York—while railing against the army commander, McClellan, who might have just lost the war for the Union. At dinner with General Halleck, who was “loud about the McClellan business,” as John Hay noted in his diary, Secretary Stanton “said that after these battles, there should be one Court Martial, if never any more. He said that nothing but foul play could lose us this battle & that it rested with McC. and his friends.” Stanton felt desperately sorry for General Pope in such nefarious circumstances, and “the President,” too, “for that matter.”9

Meantime, in order to offer medical help to the many thousands of wounded men either lying on, or being brought back from, the battlefield, “a vast army of Volunteer Nurses” were sent “out to the field” by Secretary Stanton, as Hay also recorded in his diary—“probably utterly useless.”10

The young secretary would be proven right—though by circumstances he could scarcely have imagined.
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“In the afternoon, agitated crowds gathered around a bulletin on the Treasury,” as Elizabeth Leech described the tumult in Washington on August 31, 1862.11 The bulletin “stated that ten thousand Federal dead and wounded were lying on the old battlefield of Bull Run, and that surgeons and male nurses should gather at five o’clock to go to their assistance.”12

“Similar notices,” the chronicler recorded, “were posted by Stanton’s order in the hotels, and appeared in the afternoon newspapers, while the telegraph flashed the War Department’s appeal to the cities of the North.” Trains were still “running as far as Fairfax,” but were needed by the military for supplies, so freight cars were used, taking a thousand people per trip.13

Things did not go well at the front—or even the rear. “The nurses had been asked to bring stimulants for the wounded. By the time the cars reached Alexandria,” Leech chronicled, “half of them were drunk.”14

The behavior of the male nurses would say it all: the saddest days in Washington’s history, perhaps, since the British torched the White House in the War of 1812. Many people also set off from Washington by horse, cart, and wagons—so-called ambulances. “In the warm light of a fine sunset,” as Leech described the scene, “curious citizens, women and children, congressmen who wanted to visit the battlefield, sight-seeing officers, and convalescents from the hospitals went clattering over the Long Bridge; and a number of well-known traitors seized this excellent opportunity to pass freely through the lines” to inform the enemy.15

Soon every horse and buggy in the city—even those of foreign diplomats—had been commandeered to go succor the wounded of General Pope’s defeated army. It was a demonstration both of extraordinary citizen compassion and complete mayhem—with hundreds leaving the city in the opposite direction, too, toward safety in Maryland (if Maryland could be considered safe) and beyond. “Fifty nine ministering angels from Washington” had been captured behind what were now enemy lines, not even having reached Manassas; rumors were rife, and had it that the “fall of the city was a certainty.”16

It was in this chaos of rumor and false report that President Lincoln convened the cabinet on Tuesday, September 2, 1862, at the White House. There, he was faced by a quasi-petition, or “Protest,” signed by a majority of members of the cabinet, demanding that the president finally and irrevocably dismiss the general who was not only the author of the country’s military misfortunes, but the arch-cause of General Pope’s defeat and the panic gripping the Union capital: the thirty-five-year old, irresponsible, and treacherous proslaver general, George Brinton McClellan.
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The draft cabinet petition that Secretary Stanton handed to Mr. Lincoln pulled no punches. In an attempt to make it unanimous (save for Seward, who had mysteriously left town, possibly to save his own hide in case Lee attacked the city), however, the document had taken several days to draft and was deferential, yet firm.

“The undersigned feel compelled by a profound sense of duty to the government and people of the United States and to yourself as your connotational advisers, respectfully to recommend the immediate removal of George B. McClellan from the command of any army of the United States. We are constrained to urge this by the conviction that after a sad and humiliating total of twelve months and by the frightful and useless sacrifice of the lives of many thousands of brave men and the waste of many millions of national means he has proved to be incompetent for any important military command. And also because by recent disobedience to superior orders and inactivity he has twice imperilled the army commanded by General Pope and while he continues in command,” it ended, he “will daily hazard the fate of our armies and our national existence, exhibiting no sign of a disposition or capacity to restore the national honor that has been so deeply tarnished in the eyes of the world by his military failures.17

“We have the honor to be with great respect, S. Chase, Secy of Treasury, Edwin M. Stanton, Secretary of War, Caleb B. Smith, Secretary of the Interior.”

Edward Bates, the attorney general, had also appended his signature, though apprehensively.18

Four of the seven members of the cabinet: a majority.

No petition had ever been so potentially embarrassing to the country’s president and commander in chief—a president who had first appointed McClellan general-in-chief, then demoted him, but had still kept him in command of the Army of the Potomac, despite all the evidence of dilatoriness and battlefield incompetence. Beneath its courteousness, the cabinet petition was both a criticism of the president’s dangerously overlong forbearance, and a kind of ultimatum: the president should at last, finally, dismiss the traitor or resign. If not, the implication was that Stanton and the other signatories would.19

Tendered by the four—with Gideon Welles in agreement with its purpose but unwilling, as navy secretary, to put the suffering president on the spot, in his hour of such military crisis—the cabinet’s petition had definitely represented “a belief on all hands,” as Welles put it in his diary, that General Pope had deliberately been left in the lurch by General McClellan.20

Mr. Lincoln, ironically, had not disagreed with this assessment. In fact the president, “in a singularly defiant tone of mind,” according to John Hay,21 had summoned McClellan to the White House before receiving the cabinet petition and had read McClellan the riot act: insisting that McClellan immediately telegraph his former officers, especially General Fitz John Porter, to behave and “lend the fullest & most cordial cooperation to General Pope in all the operations going on,” rather than deliberately watch Pope’s army be defeated, merely to assuage their own shame at having had to evacuate the peninsula as a defeated army, when so ordered.22

The president had admitted to his secretary, John Hay, that he “seemed to think” McClellan “a little crazy”—for how otherwise had it been conceivable that McClellan, a Union general, actually “wanted Pope defeated,” as appeared from all reports to be the case?23

But with the crisis growing worse by the hour on September 2, 1862—General Pope now reportedly “falling back” toward the capital, and Secretary Stanton, a bully who also was susceptible to panic, giving orders for government arms and ammunition from the Washington arsenal to be shipped to defend New York—the question was: What to do?24
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Mr. Lincoln, to his cabinet members’ surprise, had not been in the Oval Office when they gathered to hand over their signed petition.

When Secretary Stanton came back, after seeking to find the elusive president, it was to report the inconceivable.

Mr. Lincoln had become “manifestly alarmed for the safety of the City,” Bates afterward recalled of the fantastic moment. “He had been talking with Gen Halleck (who, I think is cowed) & had gotten the idea that Pope’s army was utterly demoralized—saying that ‘if Pope’s army came within the lines (of the forts) as a mob, the City wd be overrun by the enemy in 48 hours!!’”25

The president, in other words, seemed to the members of the cabinet to be truly at his wit’s end. And General Halleck, too.

This, in and of itself, was not so shocking, in the circumstances. But what the president had done in the absence of all reason, was.

Returning to the room in utter disbelief, Secretary Stanton—who was, after all, the U.S. secretary of war—told his colleagues the president had just asked the traitor to take command of all the Union forces left defending the capital!
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“In a suppressed voice, trembling with excitement,” Gideon Welles recorded in his diary that night, the war secretary had told them he’d just been informed that “McClellan had been ordered to take command of the forces in Washington.”26

Promoted yet again?

Secretary Welles was mystified. It did not appear, however, that by promoting McClellan the president had moved to preempt their signed petition. He’d done so, it appeared, to save Washington: the very city that McClellan, by his Peninsula campaign and his deliberate subversion of Pope’s army, had made vulnerable to enemy attack.

“General surprise was expressed,” Welles related in his diary. “When the President came in and heard the subject-matter of our conversation he said he had done what seemed to him best and would be responsible for what he had done,” he emphasized, “to the country.”27 It was, in other words, his own decision—not Halleck’s or Stanton’s, or the cabinet’s. And he was answerable to the nation, not them.

Even Welles, as navy secretary, was amazed by the cabinet’s uproar at the news. “Much was said. There was a more disturbed and desponding feeling than I have ever witnessed in council,” Welles recorded. “The President was greatly distressed.”28

This was an understatement.

As the attorney general, Mr. Bates, recounted afterward with less delicacy, Mr. Lincoln at that moment was a leader in utter despair. “The Prest. was in deep distress,” Bates recalled; “he seemed wrung by the bitterest anguish—said he felt almost ready to hang himself.”29

Hang himself?

The phrase had been said “in ans[we]r to something said by Mr. Chase”30—for Mr. Lincoln had finally woken up to the fact that he was facing virtually unanimous disapproval of his actions as commander in chief.

“He was far from doubting our sincerity,” but was “so distressed, precisely because he knew we were earnestly sincere,” Bates recalled.31 The president, in other words, knew that his loyal cabinet was not engaged in a conspiracy to thwart and supplant him, as might well have been the case had the absent Seward been behind the plot, but that his cabinet members were simply voicing their concern for the very survival of the Union in these dire straits—and were recommending exactly the opposite course of action from that which Mr. Lincoln, without their knowledge or advice, had just taken.

Secretary Chase, for example, worried that McClellan might use—or misuse—this opportunity to become an American Julius Caesar. The Treasury secretary called it nothing less than a “national calamity.”32 Secretary Stanton, for his part, claimed he’d not been consulted over the president’s latest decision, and as war secretary he thought the decision—now that he’d heard it—“the equivalent of giving Washington to the rebels.”33

This was no team of rivals for Lincoln’s office, let alone his favor; it was a cabinet in desperation at the president’s seemingly hopeless leadership in the country’s military affairs.

Looking back, it appeared to be the lowest point of Mr. Lincoln’s performance as the nation’s commander in chief, its rock bottom—yet also, perhaps, the turning point.
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The cabinet was sincere: finally and (almost) uniformly opposed to the president’s unending tolerance of his incompetent avatar.

Lincoln had chosen the former Captain McClellan to be a major general; had given him a Union army command at age thirty-four; and had promoted him to be the Union’s general-in-chief, or supreme commander. Though he’d later removed McClellan from command of all the Union armies, he’d failed to fire McClellan as commander of the nation’s biggest army, the Army of the Potomac, in spite of McClellan’s madcap Peninsula plan, disinclination to fight aggressively, and repeatedly wild exaggeration of Confederate numbers. He had also permitted McClellan to make his headquarters a proslavery fiefdom, rife with French aristocrats and princes; had allowed McClellan to thwart presidential oversight, casting it as unwarranted interference; and throughout, the president had watched helplessly and with a kind of amazed disbelief McClellan’s extraordinary, indeed uniquely (even for a general) narcissistic behavior.

There could be no doubt in the cabinet about McClellan now: a poseur who expected total loyalty from his own subordinates while wallowing in childlike vengefulness toward anyone who contradicted him, or did not fuel his bottomless ego. No arrogance on the part of McClellan—no deliberate disobedience, no dissembling or destructiveness to the nation’s cause—had yet been enough to persuade the kindly president of the United States to seize the powers of his executive office, rise to the moment—and fire him. That moment, in the eyes of the cabinet members, had now come at long last. And once again, from their point of view, the president had declined to do the dirty deed—had, instead, proven to be a broken reed where McClellan was concerned.
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Oh the irony! Both in writing and in cabinet meetings, Secretary Chase had for months urged Mr. Lincoln to be the nation’s commander in chief: to take the difficult decisions, even unilateral ones, that a real commander in chief must make in war.

And now, finally, he had done so.

But what a decision!

“Halleck had agreed with him,” Secretary Welles recorded the president’s explanation of the astonishing decision, however reassuring (or not) it was, given Halleck’s own temporary loss of confidence in handling the latest military disaster.

The situation was critical—critical in the extreme. General McClellan had been shown to be out of his depth as a battlefield commander, facing Confederate generals of a higher caliber. Yet the more the sheer magnitude of the crisis became clear, the more members of the cabinet recognized that the president really had no other choice. Pope was “holding,” as best he could. There was no other general who—whether McClellan’s popularity with his troops was merited or not—could possibly restore military morale in the city.

Besides, McClellan had dug this pit, and it was in his own interest—rescuing his plummeting reputation—to dig the military out of it. Indeed, for all his own frustration and rancor, even Secretary Chase began to realize that this was really the only wise decision that the president could make—for all its attendant or consequential perils. After a whole year in command of the Army of the Potomac, McClellan knew all its senior commanders, even its junior officers, and for the most part had their loyalty. The little general might be egotistical, vain, and delusional, but he was also, in the way he spoke, presented himself, sneered, and embellished his accomplishments, strangely arresting: arrogant yet charismatic, captivating both the troops and the public.

Above all, however, McClellan knew the hundreds of Union fortifications in and surrounding Washington—even if he’d had absolutely no idea of the Confederate defensive works at Manassas, manned by their Quaker guns.

“McClellan knows this whole ground,” Welles reasoned with himself in his diary; “his specialty is to defend; he is a good engineer, all admit; there is no better organizer; he can be trusted to act on the defensive”—which was how Mr. Lincoln had rationalized his decision before the cabinet. If McClellan was afflicted with “the slows” in terms of maneuver, and was “good for nothing for an onward movement,” as Lincoln privately confided to Welles, what did that matter in this current crisis?34 All they needed the little general to do now was hold the ground he’d been given.

The president had made his decision, in other words, guided purely by reason—not anger, or panic. And the decision was, Mr. Lincoln had said, irrevocable, regardless of the petition.

What seemed decidedly heartening, at least to Secretary Chase and others then, on September 2, 1862, was that Abraham Lincoln, president of the United States, had at last acted as commander in chief. Unmistakably, without interrogatories or even discussion. Had simply overridden his cabinet’s petition, come what might.
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Mary, for her part, was proud of Abraham.

She hadn’t dreamed of letting others persuade her to leave Washington with Tad, her son, as many had urged. As she wrote from the Soldiers’ Home to a new brigadier general of volunteers who was visiting Washington from New York: “In our daily circles, your name is frequently & deservedly mentioned as being among the most prominent & energetic of our brave Union defenders. I should like to have had a social chat with you, about Virginia affairs.… When we are within hearing, as we on this elevation have been for the last two or three days, of the roaring cannon,” Mary continued, “we can but pause & think” of what was truly important, and worth fighting for.35

The U.S. capital, not Richmond, under approaching attack. “Yet, as to Washington, yielding to the Rebels,” she’d declared, “a just Heaven would prevent that!”36

Explaining how hard she’d tried to shield her husband from her own anxiety, Mary also confided how “Mr. L. has so much to excite his mind, with fears for the Army, that I am quite considerate in expressing my doubts & fears to him concerning passing events.”37

The Treasury secretary, Salmon Chase, had warned that the re-promotion of McClellan by the president, however necessary in the circumstances, would end badly—and Mary was no admirer of McClellan. Mr. Lincoln had, nevertheless, insisted they stomach the medicine, even though it might taste worse than the disease; that, having been responsible for the Confederate Army of Northern Virginia now being in a position to assault the U.S. capital, General McClellan must now defend the city, or fall on his sword.

Except that, as quickly became clear, General Lee was not interested in coming to Washington. He was going, they realized, to Western Maryland—and to Pennsylvania!
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Lee’s Proclamation

IF THE FIRST DAYS of September 1862 constituted the lowest depths of the war thus far for Mr. Lincoln, they marked for President Jefferson Davis the opposite: the highest point of the contest so far. It was a moment when, having confounded his opponent’s attempt to take Richmond and end the war by military means in June, Davis had turned the tables on his adversary. Making sure that his inferior numbers were kept secret from the enemy, General Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia had triumphed for a second time at Manassas in as many years—putting the U.S. capital, not Richmond, in panic mode for a third time since the fall of Fort Sumter.

And then, on September 8, 1862, General Lee—without first obtaining President Davis’s consent to his actual wording—issued what would become his most infamous proposition: his grand proclamation to the inhabitants of Maryland—the Union state that he and his men were now invading.

However hubristic, Lee’s action was no momentary aberration, moreover—or if so, it was not ordered to be rescinded, as General Frémont’s had been by Lincoln. Instead, several days later, on September 12, 1862, Jefferson Davis would follow suit, with a more definitive text as president of the Confederate States of America, authorizing and instructing not only General Lee but his other two top army generals to issue similar grand proclamations to the peoples of the Northern states they were invading.1

Proclamations not of emancipation of enslaved people, however, but of the reverse: the liberation of the white populations of the loyal slaveholding middle states of America from the dreaded yoke of a domineering, draconian Union government. “It is deemed proper that you should,” President Davis authorized his generals, “in accordance with established usage announce by proclamation to the people of—[the name of the appropriate Border State to be filled in the blank] the motives and purposes of your presence among them at the head of an invading army.”2

An invading army.

The Army of Northern Virginia in the case of Maryland, where General Lee’s forces were racing north, and of Generals Bragg and Kirby Smith in Kentucky and Tennessee, in the West, as they, too, prepared to attack Union and Union-held territory at the head of “invading” armies.
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General Lee’s proclamation—the first and most important of the three Confederate proclamations—had already been printed and issued from his headquarters of the Army of Northern Virginia, near Frederick, Maryland, on September 8, 1862, and was addressed “To the People of Maryland.”3

“It is right that you should know the purpose that brought the army under my command within the limits of your State,” General Lee began his invasion-edict, “so far as that purpose concerns yourselves. The people of the Confederate States have long watched with the deepest sympathy the wrongs and outrages that have been inflicted upon the citizens of a commonwealth allied to the States of the South by the strongest social, political, and commercial ties”—sufferings similar to those “inflicted,” as he put it, on his own slaveholding state, Virginia. “They have seen with profound indignation their sister State”—Maryland—“deprived of every right and reduced to the condition of a conquered province,” General Lee claimed as the new conqueror.

“Under the pretense of supporting the Constitution, but in violation of its most valuable provisions [regarding slavery], your citizens have been arrested and imprisoned upon no charge and contrary to all forms of law.”

Such a situation was no longer tolerable, in General Lee’s view, and that of his Confederate compatriots. “The faithful and manly,” he averred, “protest against this outrage”—and were right to do so. Every such protest “made by the venerable and illustrious Marylander” was, however, “treated with scorn and contempt,” Lee claimed. “The government of your chief city”—Baltimore—“has been usurped by armed strangers; your legislature has been dissolved by the unlawful arrest of its members; freedom of the press and of speech has been suppressed; words have been declared offenses by an arbitrary decree of the Federal Executive, and citizens ordered to be tried by a military commission for what they may dare to speak.”

Censorship! “Believing that the people of Maryland possessed a spirit too lofty to submit to such a government,” General Lee continued, “the people of the South have long wished to aid you in throwing off this foreign yoke, to enable you again to enjoy the inalienable rights of freemen, and restore independence and sovereignty to your State.

“In obedience to this wish,” General Lee declared—somewhat deceitfully, having received no such plea from the population—“our army has come among you, and is prepared to assist you with the power of its arms in regaining the rights of which you have been despoiled.

“This, citizens of Maryland, is our mission, so far as you are concerned. No constraint upon your free will is intended; no intimidation will be allowed within the limits of this army, at least. Marylanders shall once more enjoy their ancient freedom of thought and speech. We know no enemies among you, and will protect all, of every opinion. It is for you to decide your destiny freely and without constraint. This army will respect your choice, whatever it may be; and while the Southern people will rejoice to welcome you to your natural position among them, they will only welcome you when you come of your own free will.

“R. E. LEE, General, Commanding.”4
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Quite how this supposedly respectful proclamation of “liberation” would square with Lee’s intention, which he’d shared with his field commanders, to drive on and invade Pennsylvania, a state free of slavery, was left unclear, save that the “power of arms”—embodied in his victorious Army of Northern Virginia—would probably be the arbiter of whether people in the occupied territories would conform.

Within days, the entire text of Lee’s sensational proclamation of September 8 was in all newspapers, large or small, of the United States, North and South, and many abroad.

No “rebel” military announcement or diktat in the war, thus far, had ever been so widely published, in extenso—from the New York Times, Daily Herald, and Tribune, to the Baltimore Sun, the Chicago Tribune, the Illinois State Journal, the Pittsburgh Gazette, the Philadelphia Inquirer, the Daily Ohio Statesman, the Western Reserve Chronical, the Alexandria Gazette, the West-Jersey Pioneer, the Weekly Oregonian, and hundreds more: an invasion-edict heralding a new Southern military audacity that, to Marylanders in the western panhandle of the state, particularly, and to most loyal Northerners, seemed delusional, as well as insulting.5

Granted, such newspapers acknowledged, there was panic in places—the Baltimore Sun telling readers on September 12 of reports it had received of news from Hagerstown, Maryland, near the border with Pennsylvania, that the local bank had sent all its money to New York, while the post office had removed its effects to Chambersburg, Pennsylvania. “Last night we had another report that [General Stonewall] Jackson reached Funktown on his way here,” the Baltimore Sun informed readers. And from alarmed communications, too, which the editors were hourly receiving, the Sun selected “the following: Proclamation of General Lee”—in full.6

The Pittsburgh Daily Post headed its “First Edition: Latest News by Telegraph” with the headline: “Lee’s Proclamation to the Citizens of Maryland”—also printing the full text of Lee’s edict.7 The Philadelphia Inquirer on September 13 gave readers news from Frederick, Maryland—General Lee’s new headquarters, set up in the Union—“that a proclamation to the people of Maryland had been issued by General LEE. He professes to come to redeem the ‘downtrodden’ people of Maryland from the yoke of Uncle Sam,” the Inquirer commented skeptically, “which is grinding them to the earth.”8

The Daily Progress in Newbern, North Carolina, reported that “Gen Robert E. Lee, commanding the rebel army of Northern Virginia, has issued a ‘proclamation’ to the people of Maryland, giving his reasons for invading the State. He argues that the national government has tyrannized over them, and in support of this assertion recapitulates several instances of alleged usurpation of state rights.”9 “Is it Invasion?” the State Journal in Raleigh, North Carolina, headed its report.10 Meanwhile in the Confederate capital, the Richmond Enquirer, on September 18, congratulated General Lee on his proclamation, or “address,” which it also printed in full: a document in which the crusading general had “very happily stated the purposes of our government and people towards the State of Maryland. The presence of our army in the heart of that State rendered explanation necessary.” It would surely “allay every resentment and kindle the profoundest gratitude in the bosom of every Marylander who loves his State or values his”—rather than his enslaved workers’—“own liberty.”

In the opinion of the editor of the Richmond Enquirer, the “despotism which has crushed the people of Maryland is without a parallel in the annals of civilised history. Whatever the course her people may wish to pursue—whatever choice of future relations they may desire to make—their first duty and the first impulse of manliness, is to be free. She should not make her choice with fetters on her limbs”—fetters that, though the paper left it unsaid, were to be reserved only for Black people.11

Lee’s invasion of the Northern states was thus the correct way to achieve Confederate independence, and carry more states with him as he advanced into the North with his army, concluded the Enquirer. Lee’s address “tells of a people ground into the very dust, under the heel of despotic usurpation, violently established, and for hostile purposes.”

The two sections, North and South, were thus poles apart, the Enquirer accepted—General Lee’s proclamation disclosing “the difference, wide as the heavens, between the two governments at war.” The “objects and means of Lincoln” were egregious: “Subjugation, oppression, despotism, the crushing out of all liberty of action.” By contrast, the innocent South wanted only: “Self-government, independence, liberty, free choice and free action” (by whites), which “are the watchwords of the Confederacy,” as the newspaper’s editors reminded readers, before proudly reprinting General Lee’s great edict in full.12

In short, General Lee’s proclamation attracted far more newspaper attention than the brilliant Confederate field commander—who’d never seen himself as a politician—had ever thought possible.
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Robert E. Lee for his own part, however, gave no more thought to the proclamation he’d issued, or to its reception—whether among the local people in Maryland, or beyond. It was, after all, only pour l’histoire: to cover his proverbial behind, as the saying went. Words were not important, he felt as a born soldier: action was what really counted.

Action, after all, spoke far stronger than any proclamation he was making—especially at the end of a gun. Even before the Richmond Enquirer printed its tribute to its fine Virginia son, the Virginia hero had moved on.

The boundaries of Maryland, it seemed, would not be enough. On September 15, 1862, Lee raced his Army of Northern Virginia through northwestern Maryland toward the Pennsylvania border near Sharpsburg and a small, meandering river known as Antietam Creek. The general intended to get there before his dawdling opponent, General McClellan, could be impelled to meet him—and thereby, if possible, make it possible for Lee to seize the best ground for lure-and-counterattack: the new specialty that Lee had contributed to modern military praxis.
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Marylanders Do Not Rise

THE ADVANTAGE of having reached rock-bottom, in Abraham Lincoln’s view, was that one could sink no deeper.

At the lowest ebb of his misfortunes, he was compelled to take more cognizance of the enemy actually inflicting such woes: Jeff Davis and his henchman, Robert E. Lee. Neither of them were politicians, clearly. Behind the panic and mayhem they’d undoubtedly caused in Maryland, and even in Philadelphia—where the governor had become hysterical with anxiety, pleading for “not less than eighty thousand disciplined forces” immediately—it was becoming apparent even to Abraham Lincoln that his adversary had gone too far.1

Not only geographically and militarily, but in making such a basic political error. For what proof was there that Marylanders—especially in Western Maryland—were anxious to go rogue and join the Confederacy?

Lee’s grand proclamation, newspaper reporters soon noted, could not mask the actual reality: namely that most Marylanders didn’t wish to be “liberated,” let alone unite their destinies with that of the South.

“Gen. Lee’s Proclamation to the People of Maryland: HE INTENDS TO EFFECT THEIR ‘LIBERATION,’ ran a banner headline in the Chicago Tribune on September 12, 1862. “The Rebels Occupy Hagerstown and Threaten Chambersburg, Pa.”2

Southern newspaper editorials were denying the word invasion, arguing that General Lee was merely freeing the “oppressed” people of Maryland, who’d wished with all their manly hearts to secede along with other slaveholding states, yet had not been permitted by wicked President Lincoln to do so; the tactic appeared not to be working, however. All reports from Frederick and the route taken by the Confederate army in its invasion-march through Maryland indicated, to Mr. Lincoln’s profound pleasure (and relief), that virtually no one in the state was welcoming them.

Confederate Colonel Bradley Johnson had infamously taken down all U.S. flags flying in Frederick, and had supposedly dragged the Stars and Stripes in the dust from his spurs as he rode through the town. At a meeting of townsfolk in the evening, Colonel Johnson had then “made predictions as to the power of the rebel army not only to hold Western Maryland but to capture Baltimore and Washington and dictate terms of peace in independence square in Philadelphia.”3

No one had believed Colonel Johnson. In fact it seemed a sham, as the newspaper correspondent of the Philadelphia Inquirer reported already on September 12, having interviewed a Frederick resident as to how many Marylanders, exactly, were joining Lee’s conquering army.

“Not many in Frederick,” the resident had responded. There were, it was true, “about five hundred came in from Baltimore, Anne Arundle, Montgomery and Carroll counties, and some from Baltimore city. After seeing the character of the army and the life which the men led, many of them refused to join, and were getting home again.… I have never seen a mass of such filthy strong-smelling men.” Many of the residents “have lost everything in exchange for Rebel scrip [promissory notes], especially the storekeepers.” The rebel soldiers “have no uniforms, but are well-armed and equipped, and have become so enured to hardships that they care but little for the comforts of civilization.” Apparently, a “committee of Secession citizens went out to meet them, but most of them were soon ashamed of the course they had pursued.”4

The invading Confederate soldiers were a poor testimonial to the wisdom of secession. Lee’s men, General Alexander later recalled of the advance, were “all in fine spirits and with their cartridge boxes full, but otherwise not in the best condition.” In the “matter of shoes, clothing, and food the army was, upon the whole, probably worse off during this brief campaign than it had ever been before or ever was again. About one-half of the small-arms were still the old smooth-bore muskets of short range, and our rifled cannon ammunition was always inferior in quality. The lack of shoes was deplorable, and barefooted men with bleeding feet were no uncommon sight. Of clothing, our supply was so poor that it seemed no wonder the Marylanders held aloof from our shabby ranks,” Alexander recalled with shame. “For rations, we were indebted mostly to the fields of roasting [corn] ears, and to the apple orchards. Such diet does not compare with bacon and hard-tack for long marches, and, before the campaign was over, the straggling from all causes assumed great proportions. Brigades were often reduced nearly to the size of regiments, and regiments to the size of companies.”5

The fact that Lee’s proclamation and invasion had been based upon an illusion was quickly apparent to the occupying forces, as the Baltimore American reported on September 12. “The Rebels are said to complain that their reception in Maryland is not so cordial as they anticipated, and have looked in vain for the insurrection they expected in Baltimore, and a rally of the faithful in Western Maryland. Those who had been sending prayers to come to their rescue,” as General Lee had supposed in his grand proclamation, “have not, they say, rushed forward to welcome them.”6

This reality was gradually sinking in down South, too. In Richmond, clerk Jones joyfully recorded “what a scare they are having in the North. They are calling everybody to arms for the defense of Philadelphia, and they are removing specie, arms, etc, from Harrisburg [Pennsylvania] and all the intervening towns. This is the chalice so long held by them to our lips.”7 Yet even Jones, the most vociferous firebrand in the Confederate War Department, had noted warily on September 8, the day of Lee’s Proclamation, “the Marylanders have not risen yet.”8

Nor did they in the ensuing days—and neither did the Confederate advance appear to be yielding success in other regards. Pennsylvania Governor Andrew Curtin lost his nerve, certainly, and yes, General Stonewall Jackson managed to surround and take some “12,520 prisoners, 13,000 small arms, 73 pieces of artillery, and several hundred wagons” by deft maneuver at Harper’s Ferry in the west of Virginia—but those were the inevitable tribulations of war.9 General Lee’s campaign into Philadelphia, with a possible left hook taking it around to Baltimore, Maryland’s prime city and port, was thus something of a fantasy, as much as his ill-received proclamation had been—as perhaps Lee knew best. A tactic worth trying, given the Northern tendency to panic, and overestimate the enemy, but beyond that? In the end it didn’t matter to Lee, whose political obtuseness was in diametric contrast to his tactical genius as a battlefield general. After all, he consoled himself as a soldier: if it didn’t work, as he’d assured President Davis, he could always pull back to the Potomac and nothing would be lost—apart, of course, from brave men’s lives.
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The Battle of Antietam, fought on September 17, two days after Lee’s arrival at Antietam Creek, near Sharpsburg, and his positioning of his far-outnumbered but recklessly excited army near the border with Pennsylvania, would prove the bloodiest one-day fight of the entire war.

President Lincoln, aware that General McClellan had had the priceless luck to see a copy of Lee’s Special Orders No. 191—Lee’s secret military plan fortuitously found wrapped around three discarded Confederate cigars on September 13—could scarcely believe the ill-luck that seemed to haunt his military efforts as U.S. commander in chief, for he’d telegraphed McClellan on September 15 to urge him north to stop Lee from reaching Pennsylvania, were Lee to persist in his mad attempt.10 “Destroy the rebel army, if possible,” Mr. Lincoln had telegraphed, with suddenly soaring expectations, given the thinness of Lee’s lines of communication back to Richmond. A chance to reverse the Union defeat on the Virginia Peninsula, with vastly superior forces.

Insisting that Lee had an army of between 80,000 and 150,000 troops (treble its actual number), McClellan had initially refused to move his main forces.11 With Lee’s captured Order No. 191 in hand, however—showing Lee’s intension to divide his forces between attacks on Harper’s Ferry, to the south, and Sharpsburg, to the north, en route to Pennsylvania with the main force, McClellan had declared, “Now I know what to do!”12 Boasting to President Lincoln that he possessed “all the plans of the rebels” and would “catch them in their own trap,” he’d assured Mr. Lincoln that “no time shall be lost.” “Lee has made a gross mistake,” he’d telegraphed—indeed, Mr. Lincoln would soon be receiving “trophies” from the battlefield.13

So confident was McClellan in his lucky strike that he vowed to a West Point friend: “If I cannot whip Bobbie Lee, I will be willing to go home”—another empty vow. He even showed his friend the copy of Lee’s Orders No. 191 with Lee’s authentic signature.14 He was certain that he could do better even than Napoleon had done at Castiglione, where le petit caporal had triumphed over Field Marshal von Wurmser, his Habsburg opponent, by defeating his enemy’s separated columns in detail—just as General Lee, now, had divided his army.

McClellan was thus unaware that the very trap he wanted to deploy against the Confederates was already being prepared for him by Lee. To his wife, McClellan wrote on September 15 that Lee had lost fifteen thousand men at South Mountain (where Lee had been checked and forced to regroup, before advancing thirty miles north toward Pennsylvania) and was “wounded.”15 To General Halleck, the general-in-chief, McClellan even telegraphed to say that Lee had “stated publicly” he’d been “shockingly whipped” at South Mountain.16 Union victory seemed complete: a “glorious victory”—with only remnants of Lee’s advance guard left to scythe.17

It was all, unfortunately, McClellan’s fantasy again—as McClellan discovered on September 17 when ordering division after division into battle at Sharpsburg, close to Antietam Creek. By his tardiness—despite knowing he had to defeat the main Confederate army before Jackson could arrive to reinforce it—he had himself entered a trap, mounted by a much smaller but determined army.

Lee’s four-mile arc of carefully prepared defensive infantry and artillery positions decimated McClellan’s attackers. As one military historian later wrote, “Antietam was McClellan’s nadir as a tactician”—“a model of how not to fight a battle.” The thirty-five-year-old, ordering “uncoordinated assaults” from his rear headquarters, appeared to have learned nothing from the peninsula—reflecting an inner fear of actual, offensive battle, where an overall battle strategy is vital. Watching the battle from afar through a mounted telescope, he displayed “an unwillingness to face up directly to the mortal consequences of combat,” as the chronicler later put it. The result of this aversion—along with his incompetence and failure to use his reserves—was that “he sacrificed his soldiers’ lives” in “unprecedented numbers” that would never be matched again in American history on American soil.18

At Miller’s Cornfield, Dunker Church, and Bloody Lane, the slaughter was sickening to the combatants themselves, while in Antietam Creek the water literally ran red with blood: 2,108 Union troops killed outright in a single day, including two generals; 9,549 men wounded, including nine generals; and 753 soldiers “missing.” It was a thorough drubbing—one that so shocked McClellan that he then allowed Lee to withdraw his army, unmolested, the entire way back to the Potomac and the western Virginia border.19
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Once again McClellan would claim to General Halleck that he’d been up against an enemy “undoubtedly greatly superior to us in number”—despite having actually possessed far more than double Lee’s forces.20

Neither then nor later was George McClellan, commander of the Army of the Potomac, willing to accept that he’d lost the Union its best—and wholly accidental—chance of cutting off Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia, capturing Lee himself, and perhaps thereby winning the war against the Confederacy at a stroke, as Lincoln himself seemed to have surmised when he had instructed McClellan to “destroy the rebel army” if he could.21 Rather than rending his garments, however, McClellan convinced himself that he’d performed, by his own lights, a miracle. So proud of himself was he, in fact, he told his wife, Mary Ellen, three days after the battle, that he would “leave the service” unless General Halleck and Secretary Stanton were fired and he was restored to his former command as general-in-chief of the U.S. Army for his victory.22

He wasn’t. Some weeks later he would be fired by Mr. Lincoln, who by then had lost all patience with the general’s self-regarding, unremitting exaggerations and self-deceit, as well as his willful deceit of others.

By then, though, Abraham Lincoln would lose patience with himself, too: namely his own unremitting efforts to keep slavery under the rug, in the vain hope of crushing the rebellion without tackling the very means by which the South was mounting its armed insurrection.

It was time, in short, finally, to change the terms of the war itself, after a year and a half of failure—with little to show for it, after the Battle of Second Manassas, the Battle of Antietam, and General Lee’s uncontested return with his army to the Virginia border. There was, in short, little to show that, under General McClellan or any other Union general, the North would win the war anytime soon. Unless, as president of the United States, Mr. Lincoln played what he would call his “ace.” An ace that Robert E. Lee—the colonel whom Mr. Lincoln had once wanted to command the Union armies—had, apparently without realizing it, given Mr. Lincoln: namely, the military justification to drag slavery into the light at long last.
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Lee’s Great Mistake

IRONICALLY, General Lee, by his grand proclamation and his fifty thousand Southern troops marching across the Potomac River into Maryland, had ruined his own chances of winning the war for Confederate independence by invading the North.

As Confederate General Edward Alexander later recalled, the invasions in Kentucky and Maryland “both failed. Had we used our interior lines, one of them, at the least, should have made sure. It was hoped, indeed, when the campaign was entered upon, that the Southern sympathies of the Marylanders and Kentuckians”—despite both states still being loyal to the Union—“would cut real figures in the struggle by bringing thousands of recruits to the Confederates, but this hope proved vain in both cases.” It had been a mistake—a colossal error of judgment. “Many sympathized with our cause, and wished us well. But few were willing to abandon homes and take sides before we had shown ourselves able to remain in their States for at least a few weeks,” instead of a few days.1

What more stupid stunt could Lee and his President, Jefferson Davis, have pulled, in retrospect, with no evidence that they were wanted? Had not the Confederacy been doing just fine in terms of impending European recognition as a sovereign new nation under Northern attack? Had the Confederacy not severely repulsed the Union’s attempts to invade Virginia, via the peninsula—the CSA a brave, nascent little country, whose men (or at least the whites among them) had successfully, indeed brilliantly, fought back against Union aggression, fighting as defenders of an embattled South? Why attempt a Confederate coup de grâce with such inferior numbers of troops and arms?

McClellan’s latest failure to exploit his priceless discovery of Lee’s plans and his own massive superiority in northern Maryland had been frustrating for President Lincoln—but it was not what would matter most in the saga of the Civil War, Lincoln now recognized. What would really count, he saw with growing clarity, was that Jefferson Davis had made probably his greatest mistake since bombarding Fort Sumter. Sending—or allowing—Robert E. Lee to “invade” the North rather than conduct a war of defense against Union attack on the South had changed the whole calculus of the war. At the house where Lee had briefly made his headquarters at Hagerstown, shortly before the battle at Antietam, the “lady of the house says that she heard Gen. Lee instruct his officers to see that no depredations were committed by their soldiers whilst in Maryland, but when they entered Pennsylvania they might pillage and destroy everything in their route,” the Baltimore Sun would report.2

How could Davis have imagined he could get away with such a wild invasion of the North without consequences in the North if Lee failed?

On top of that, there was the grand proclamation that General Lee had issued—one that was printed and shared across the entire nation, and across Europe. A proclamation which Lee and Davis had been so sure, on zero evidence or inquiry, would bring tens of thousands of willing, flag-waving, joyous new adherents to the Confederate cause in the North, in slaveholding Maryland and perhaps even in nonslaveholding Pennsylvania? A fantasy, in short, that they could, with impunity, get away with such an arrogant tightening of the screw, using the sheer “power of arms,” as Lee had put it in his fatal proclamation. Power exerted, however, without prior intelligence, and without—above all—considering the political corner into which they would be forcing the legendarily tolerant, well-meaning President Lincoln—whose patience with the rebellion, well in its second year, and with ever-increasing voices in the North, in Congress, in newspapers, and in delegations to the White House calling for emancipation, was already reaching its limit.

As Robert E. Lee had raced north, waving his grand edict—an edict that had garnered only a few hundred sorry souls in Maryland, according to the press—even those around Mr. Lincoln who had most despaired of his ever manning up to defend the United States with a more muscular demonstration of his war powers as president of the United States had been able to see in “Old Abe” the signs of a new, inner self-confidence. A new Abraham.

The president, it was noticed, began to crack jokes, even to make light of his military disappointment, merely sniffing at McClellan’s habitual telegrams of self-congratulation.

For it was now General Lee who had overreached, dramatically—and his “liberating” crusade would never recover from it. Abraham Lincoln was no military man, as he himself had acknowledged, but he was a politician, a born politician. And of the enormity of Lee’s mistake he was quite sure.
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From cabinet members to newspaper editors, there were many among Lincoln’s colleagues and supporters in the North who were incensed by McClellan’s failure to catch Lee’s fox—indeed called once again for an immediate court of inquiry and McClellan’s removal from Union command, as was happening with General Fitz John Porter for treasonously refusing to support Pope at Second Manassas.

Mr. Lincoln had other things on his mind now, however—as Treasury Secretary Salmon Chase found. For General Lee’s “Proclamation to the People of Maryland”—followed by similar Confederate proclamations in the West, and supporting proclamatory public statements in Richmond by President Davis—seemed to Chase to have finally done what no amount of pressure on Mr. Lincoln from members of the cabinet, the U.S. Congress, the Northern press, church leaders, and abolitionists in the Union for the past year and a half had been able to achieve. No alternative Union commander might necessarily be found to make General Lee pay for his sheer audacity in Maryland—not to speak of the awful bloodshed Lee had occasioned at Antietam Creek—but it did not matter, essentially. Mr. Lincoln had finally gotten the message: the North could be re-invaded and still lose the war militarily, despite its superior arms, unless the very means by which the South was fueling its insurrection was exposed and made into a military issue.

Invading the North with a major army; issuing a grand, Confederate proclamation of innocence, goodwill, and the mailed fist of “power of arms” to maintain Southern rights to hold three and a half million people as slaves to fuel its insurrection? A Confederate army, living on the fat of Northern soil and territory and claiming it was “liberating” the “oppressed,” and that the North should therefore, under military duress, grant the CSA “independence”?

It was too much.

Abraham Lincoln’s mind, Chase observed with relief, seemed at any rate finally made up: his long vacillation over.

On Sunday, September 21, 1862, as Lee retreated back over the Potomac River into Virginia, with his fading and embarrassingly ignored Proclamation to the People of Maryland in his leather satchel, President Lincoln was apparently not to be disturbed: incommunicado in his library and office at the White House.

A visitor to the White House bore the news back to Secretary Chase, reporting to the puzzled Treasury secretary that he’d tried to speak to Mr. Lincoln in person at the mansion but had been turned away, for the president was “very busy writing,” and “could not see him.”3

“Thought to myself,” Secretary Chase added to his diary entry that day: “Possibly engaged on Proclamation.”4
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Lincoln’s Counter-Proclamation

ON THE MORNING of the following day, Monday, September 22, 1862, Secretary Salmon Chase went to his rooms in the United States Treasury Building. The impressive edifice, which sat next to the White House, had been designed by the celebrated South Carolina architect Robert Mills, and was said to be one of the largest office buildings in the world.

There, sometime later, a messenger arrived from the secretary of state, calling all “Heads of Department,” or members of the cabinet, to a “special Cabinet-meeting” at the White House at midday, Navy Secretary Welles noted.1

Clearly something big was happening.

All members attended this time, including Seward.

In the president’s office overlooking the Potomac River there was, initially, “some general talk,” according to Chase’s diary-account.2

Mr. Lincoln seemed in an extraordinarily good mood—in fact, before they began serious discussion, “the President mentioned” the popular New York comic writer and performer, Charles Browne—alias Artemus Ward.

Browne had apparently “sent him” something in the mail: a small volume entitled Artemus Ward, his book: With many comic illustrations.

Taking out his spectacles, President Lincoln proceeded to read to his colleagues the book’s third story, “High-Handed Outrage in Utica.”

The tale, written in faux-illiterate parlance, concerned Artemus Ward’s fictionalized “show,” held a few years earlier in Utica, New York, featuring waxen images of the Last Supper. The president—a lover of wry humor and anecdote—seemed to be in his element as he narrated the story aloud.

A “big burly feller” in the tall tale had apparently come to see the tent show, but had immediately started smashing the figure of “Judas Iscarrot” just “as hard as he cood.” When “Artemus” had asked what on earth he was doing, the young man had declared the “false ’Postle” had no right to “show hisself in Uticky with impunerty”—and without further ado, had “kaved in Judassis hed.”3

Artemus, upset, had duly sued the young man, who belonged “to 1 of the first famerlies in Utiky.” After due deliberation, the jury “brawt in a verdick of Arson in the 3rd degree.”

Taking off his glasses, the president, as a courtroom lawyer, seemed doubly amused. Given the historic nature—not to mention the deadly seriousness—of what he was about to discuss, the story had seemed a strange, even weird introduction, but Secretary Chase felt it went to the heart of Abraham Lincoln as president: a man who was the very opposite of his adversary in Richmond. Where Jeff Davis was said to be all business, and treated his cabinet members as quasi-military colleagues, even subordinates, Abraham Lincoln remained simply Abe Lincoln: a man without pretensions, a fundamentally democratic character, indulgent to a fault, whose agile mind was open to any and every idea, if forever unsure what was best—forever, at least, until now.

Taking a “graver tone,” according to Chase’s diary entry, the president then said: “Gentlemen, I have, as you are aware, thought a great deal about the relation of this war to Slavery.”

As the president reminded them, “you all remember that, several weeks ago, I read to you an Order I had prepared on this subject, which, on account of objections made by some of you, was not issued. Ever since then, my mind has been much occupied with this subject, and I have thought all along that the time for acting on it might very probably come. I think the time has come now.”4
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From joviality—a seemingly silly story that had tickled the president’s fancy—Mr. Lincoln switched to confession, according to Secretary Chase’s account.

“I wish it were a better time,” the president lamented. “I wish that we were in a better condition. The action of the army against the rebels,” he admitted in one of history’s greatest understatements, “has not been quite what I should have best liked.”5 For all of McClellan’s boasting, the “victory” at Antietam had been less than satisfactory.

At least, though, the enemy had “been driven out of Maryland, and Pennsylvania is no longer in danger of invasion,” the president went on. “When the rebel army was at Frederick,” where Lee had issued his grand proclamation, though, “I determined, as soon as it should be driven out of Maryland, to issue a Proclamation of Emancipation such as I thought most likely to be useful. I said nothing to any one; but I made the promise to myself, and”—here he seemed to be “hesitating a little,” Chase noted—“to my Maker.”6

For a man who, as the painter Frank Carpenter would record, seldom spoke of his faith other than to observe how mysterious were the ways of God, the confession was strangely moving—or rather, strange and moving.

“The rebel army,” the president declared, “is now driven out”—at least, back into rebel-held territory in Virginia, beyond the Potomac—“and I am going to fulfil that promise.”7
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Unlike the cabinet meeting that the artist Frank Carpenter would memorialize two years later in his painting of the July 22 meeting at the White House—a painting that would become famous when engraved by A. H. Ritchie as “The First Reading of the Emancipation Proclamation before the Cabinet”—the meeting held two months later in the White House, on September 22, 1862, constituted a true hinge of history.

Far from being a president unsure of himself and his intentions, Abraham Lincoln now came across to his colleagues in the Cabinet Room as a man absolutely and finally determined to take the great leap of faith, in both senses of the words. Whatever the consequences in the border states, he would, he said, issue a preliminary Emancipation Proclamation that very day. The months of waiting for him to make up his mind were over.

In his own diary that night, Navy Secretary Gideon Welles penned a very similar account to the one Lincoln afterward gave Carpenter. The president, Secretary Welles recorded, “remarked that he had made a vow, a covenant, that if God gave us the victory in the approaching battle, he would consider it an indication of Divine will, and that it was his duty to move forward in the cause of emancipation. It might be thought strange, he said, that he had in this way submitted the disposal of matters when the way was not clear to his mind what he should do. God had decided this question in favor of the slaves. He was satisfied it was right, was confirmed and strengthened in his actions by the vow and the results,” not far away at Antietam, where the enemy host, as in a biblical epic, had been thwarted. “His mind was fixed, his decision made, but”—ever the lawyer—“he wished his paper announcing his course” to be “as correct as it could be made without any change in his determination.”8

Mr. Lincoln then “read the document” aloud.9

Sitting beside the president at the table, his white beard flowing over a tight, light-gray waistcoat, Secretary Gideon Welles is portrayed in Carpenter’s imaginary record of the meeting looking not at Mr. Lincoln but straight at the Secretary of State: the gray-haired, long-nosed William Seward—who is pictured by the painter in profile, sitting at the center-right of the picture, in the front row: a sloping figure who had, to this point, done his best to sabotage all efforts at premature, or even eventual, emancipation of the three and a half million enslaved people in the South. Glaring across the canvas at the president, Seward holds the thumb and fingers of his right hand outstretched, suggesting a pair of calipers opened to calculate the potential negative effect of the president’s edict.

By contrast the other cabinet members, whether seated or standing, are merely looking on, like apostles, witnessing the crucial confrontation between the two front-row individuals—the president holding his proclamation in one hand, a quill in the other, and staring at or past the painter, while Seward sits, his legs outstretched like the limbs of an octopus in profile. Carpenter’s message is clear: Seward portrayed as Judas Iscariot in the historic, midday meeting of Apostles at the White House, backed by two further figures who were also known to oppose the ending of slavery, at least as a war issue: Montgomery Blair, the postmaster general, and the attorney general, Edward Bates.

The navy secretary’s contemporary diary entries (from the fateful cabinet meeting on September 2, when Stanton had presented the president with their demand for General McClellan’s dismissal, up to the cabinet meeting twenty days later) had each day painted in Welles’s prose the picture of a national leader undergoing the greatest crisis of his career, as the enemy marched into the North, making for Philadelphia—and now, the current moment, as the president read out the draft of the Emancipation document he planned to release.

Twenty days—days in which the future of the nation had hung in the balance. Welles had watched as McClellan’s Union troops had marched north, past Welles’s house, to meet Confederate General Lee’s invasion—“some twenty or thirty thousand” soldiers—and as they’d done so, Welles had noted how the route they took “from Pennsylvania Avenue to H Street” was clearly chosen so as to “pass by McClellan’s house, which is at the corner of H and 15th,” as Welles recalled. They’d “cheered the General lustily, instead of passing by the White House and honoring the President,” he’d noted with anguish—adding in his diary his own and Mr. Lincoln’s concern “that McClellan and his generals are this day stronger than the Administration.”10

Not only had Lee’s invasion been halted in the bloodbath at Antietam, Welles was relieved to note, but McClellan’s failure to do more than compel Lee to withdraw—and possibly try again—had ensured that the “Little Napoleon’s” resurrection would not lead to his crowning as a new American emperor, as plotted by his stalwart proslavery New York backers, such as Samuel Barlow and William Aspinwall. President Lincoln had finally, belatedly but incontrovertibly, taken charge of the “Administration.” Emancipation it would be—much to McClellan’s disgust, probably—but it would be a game changer, Welles was sure.

To Welles’s great relief, the unending politico-military divisiveness that had fractured the cabinet, thanks to Secretary Seward, had now ended with the president’s announcement in his office in the White House. For the document he would read out to them was not only to be the president’s response to General Lee’s invasion of the North, couched as the fulfillment of Mr. Lincoln’s promise to God, but a deliberate attempt to do something even bolder than Lee’s outrageous proclamation. To reclaim political control of his own cabinet and the country, as well as its standing in the world, with his own proclamation, or counter-proclamation.
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The miracle—for none of this could have been foreseen three weeks before—amazed Gideon Welles, as the navy secretary.

As recently as September 16, Welles had described in his diary how an “unfavorable impression is getting abroad in regard to the President and the Administration.… There is really very little of a government here at this time, so far as most of the Cabinet are concerned.”11 Who knew what might have happened had not Lee issued his inane proclamation, and caused Mr. Lincoln’s seemingly endless patience—his “rope”—to come to an end?

As usual, the serpentine Seward had been sticking close to the president rather than to his colleagues—seeking always to get Mr. Lincoln’s “attention,” and—Welles feared—to influence the president’s “action not always wisely.”12 Such Othello-like efforts had been particularly dangerous since Seward, as far as Welles could determine, had “no very profound or sincere convictions.”13 Rather, he was driven simply by personal ambition, ego, and arrogance.

“The President,” by contrast, “has good sense, intelligence, and an excellent heart,” Welles considered on September 16, “but is sadly perplexed and distressed by events.” He “distrusts his own administrative ability and experience.”14

“Seward, instead of strengthening and fortifying him, encourages this self-distrust, but is not backward [reticent] in giving his own judgment and experience, which are often defective expedients, to guide the Executive”—that is, the president himself.15

The situation had become bizarre, for the “mental qualities of Seward are almost the precise opposite of the President.” Never was Seward “reserved or diffident of his own powers”; rather, the secretary of state was “assuming and presuming, meddlesome,” and “ready to exercise authority always, never doubting his right until challenged.” At that point, however, the secretary of state “becomes timid, uncertain, distrustful, and inventive of schemes to extricate himself, or to change his position”—as had been the case ever since the beginning of the Lincoln administration, back at the time of the Fort Sumter crisis, Welles recalled in what was a damning indictment.16

A year and a half after the agony of Fort Sumter and the start of the civil war—when huge numbers of casualties had been suffered at Antietam, and McClellan’s failure to cut off Lee’s withdrawal across the Potomac had become disappointingly clear—Welles had recorded in his diary, in fury, on September 20: “The Rebels have crossed the river without being hurt or seriously molested.” They had gotten away.

Welles had been distraught. As navy secretary, he was rightly proud of the U.S. Navy’s performance in the war thus far; he judged McClellan’s recent military performance, by contrast, to be “in character with the general army management of the war”: namely, abysmal.17

For Welles and for his cabinet colleagues, however, the president’s demeanor on September 22, 1862, augured a new chief executive of the nation. Spurred by Lee’s mad audacity in invading the North and the Confederate General’s proclamation, the president seemed to have risen at last to the occasion: sloughing off all concerns about legality, the Constitution, loyalty in the border states. The people of Maryland, after all, had laughed at Lee’s stupidity! A stupidity that would allow President Lincoln, however, to make emancipation a military issue at last. The nation under attack! Invaded by a Confederate army, willing to cause immense bloodshed in the North to make Mr. Lincoln and his government bow to Confederate “power of arms” and independence: a rebellion entirely and solely fueled and financed on the backs of three and a half million enslaved people in the South!
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Beginning: “I, Abraham Lincoln, President of the United States of America, and Commander-in-Chief of the Army and Navy thereof, do hereby proclaim and declare,” Lincoln duly read aloud to his cabinet what he’d been drafting over the past several days: a counter-proclamation to that of General Lee—but one with vastly greater historic remit.18

After addressing the still-controversial aspect of slavery in the loyal states of the North, as well as colonization, Mr. Lincoln moved on to the war: the states in rebellion. For them there would be, unless they stood down, nothing voluntary or subject to debate. Paragraph three of his preliminary proclamation solemnly warned, “That on the first day of January in the year of our Lord, one thousand eight hundred and sixty-three, all persons held as slaves within any State, or designated part of a State, the people whereof shall then be in rebellion against the United States shall be then, thenceforward, and forever free; and the executive government of the United States, including the military and naval authority thereof, will recognize and maintain the freedom of such persons, and will do no act or acts to repress such persons, or any of them, in any efforts they may make for their actual freedom.”19

Three and a half million currently enslaved people in the South—forever free?

To Secretary Welles’s surprise—and Secretary Chase’s relief—Judas Iscariot, recognizing that he’d probably lost any real chance of further delaying the Proclamation, now approved President Lincoln’s draft, save for a couple of words.

“There is an impression that Seward has opposed, and is opposed to, the measure,” Welles noted candidly in the privacy of his diary that night—even though Seward had approved the decision in the presence of the rest of the cabinet.

“I have not been without that impression myself, chiefly from his hesitation to commit himself” before now, “and perhaps because action,” in July, “was suspended on his suggestion. But in the final discussion,” in the White House meeting on September 22, 1862, William Seward had “cordially supported the measure.”20

Only one cabinet member held out, namely Edward Bates, the attorney general, and thus the government’s chief lawyer—though even Bates “said he would not oppose publication of the quasi-military document,” Welles noted, but simply wanted the objections he’d voiced earlier “against the policy” (on account of probable reactions in the border states) to be filed with the proclamation.21

All too soon Bates realized that his concerns were irrelevant, however, since the president was not including people enslaved in the hitherto loyal border states in the proposed proclamation. In any event the attorney general decided, thereafter, not to file any objection at all.22

It was done unanimously, then, by midafternoon on September 22, 1862.

The text of the proclamation, with a few minor grammatical revisions, was thus “handed to the Secretary of State to publish tomorrow,” Secretary Welles recorded.23

Emancipation of three and a half million enslaved people, unless the South called off its armed insurrection by January 1, 1863.

“It is momentous,” Welles also noted, “both in its immediate and remote results”—that is, in its effect on military policy in the near term and on America’s social fabric in the longer term—“an exercise of extraordinary power which cannot be justified on mere humanitarian principles”—which was to say, on mere moral grounds, given the evil of slavery—but rested upon military necessity: preserving a nation that had been, only a few days earlier, confronting enemy invasion, and could do again.24

As Welles admitted in his diary, in all honesty, it “would never have been attempted but to preserve the national existence.”25

For that, however, the Confederate states had only Lee and Davis—and themselves—to blame.
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The “preliminary Emancipation Proclamation” document, as it would be called, freeing three and a half million enslaved people in the South in 100 days, unless the Southern states called off their rebellion, would not directly affect the battlefield.

The “glorious news” of Lee’s failure at Antietam was cause for rejoicing, but had already begun to “dwarf and dwindle,” George Templeton Strong noted in his diary, even as President Lincoln’s edict went out. “The rebel army was not absolutely disorganized,” Strong lamented, “and still showed fight”—in fact McClellan, whose forces remained stationary at Sharpsburg after the battle, soon feared another Lee offensive.26 The Confederate military had demonstrated with ruthless effectiveness that its forces, even barefoot, could invade the Union and back up its demand for independence from the United States, at least, with frightening military, if not exactly political, prowess on the battlefield.

But if Mr. Lincoln’s counter-proclamation changed nothing in purely military operations—issued by the nation’s commander in chief under the rubric of “military necessity”—it nevertheless changed the Civil War. Literally overnight, the president of the United States altered the terms on which the war would now be conducted.

Instead of a simple struggle between purely white armies, warring against each other over quasi-national borders in a contest of military power and superior generalship—the way President Davis had asked the world to see it—the Civil War being waged in America would henceforth be regarded as a contest between defenders of slavery dependent on the iniquitous practice for the continuation of their armed insurrection, on one hand, and on the other a U.S. government that could no longer accept such myopic terms of war. Unless the Confederacy folded its insurrectionist tents within the next 100 days, the patience of the United States government—and of its long-suffering leader—was at an end. From that point on, beginning on January 1, 1863, all claims of ownership of “property” in the more than three and a half million persons being forced as enslaved workers to fund, fuel, and support an armed revolt against the lawful government of the United States would be deemed unacceptable and forfeit, forever.

Forever.

It was the South’s own fault. The South had resorted to armed and violent secession: had organized insurrection and treasonous rebellion, climaxing most recently with a concerted invasion of the North by a Confederate army under General Lee, aimed at Philadelphia and the encirclement of Washington. And this accompanied by grand and official Confederate proclamations from the would-be military rulers of invaded Northern states, beginning with General Lee’s proclamation, but quickly mirrored by those of Generals Bragg and Kirby Smith in the West—proclamations printed and openly distributed by order and authorization of the president of the Confederate States of America, Jefferson Davis, the chief rebel. Proclamations that could and would be seen by all in the North for what they were: armed coercion, by the “power of force.” An unmitigated, much-ridiculed sham, too, since the “liberated” of those states clearly had no wish to be liberated, and had never invited Lee to dinner, let alone invade them with an army that would live off their land.

Well aware, as a lawyer, of Sir William Blackstone’s famous chapters on the “Absolute Rights of Individuals” in the law that related to “duress per minas” (namely in “fear of loss of life, or else fear of mayhem, or loss of limb” in confronting the illegal use of force), Abraham Lincoln had considered himself finally entitled, under enemy invasion and military duress, to resort to the new measure by issuing his own counter-proclamation.27

General Lee’s invasion of Maryland and his proclamation from his military headquarters near Frederick had been, then, the proverbial straw that had broken the camel’s back: freeing the United States president and commander in chief, finally, to respond with his own military proclamation. Not as an individual, a politician, or a general, however, but as the chief magistrate (or “Executive,” as he often referred to himself in the third person) and commander in chief of the army and navy of the United States. A commander in chief responding lawfully, under military duress, with due warning of an imminent, official, presidential emancipation edict under the War Powers Act, on January 1, 1863, that would not only make the use and enslavement of three and a half million people in the South for the purpose of armed insurrection unlawful, but make them free—forever.

The president’s stance was now incontestable. General Lee had invaded the North with a huge army—and had been enabled to do so only because his rebellion was propped up by the forced labor of three and a half million enslaved people. Clearly this was unfair, under any terms of war, as the “civilized” conduct of hostilities in the modern, rather than biblical, world; but now, in the wake of Lee’s invasion of the North, it had become unacceptable.

Lee’s threats in his proclamation, moreover, had been bogus; no one in Maryland was interested in his “liberation” of Marylanders. By contrast, millions of enslaved people were truly anxious to be liberated in the rebel South—millions who were being used, unconscionably, against their will, and at the physical and sexual mercy of plantation owners and other whites as pawns providing food and wealth for the Confederacy in a bloody, illegal, and armed rebellion against the lawful, elected government of the United States.

The South had capped its series of original, armed insurrections, following the 1860 election, by bombarding the federal fortress of Fort Sumter and seizing it, then waging protracted civil war against the U.S government ever since—moreover, with considerable military success, thanks to its soldier-president, former general Jefferson Davis, and the U.S.-trained generals under his command.

The boot was now on the other foot, however. Unless Jefferson Davis backed down and negotiated reunion as part of the United States of America, Mr. Lincoln had given fair warning that the three and a half million enslaved people in the South would be forever forfeited by their insurrectionist, rebel “owners” in the South, and made free under Lincoln’s war powers as U.S. president. If the Confederacy folded its tent, slavery would not, immediately, be affected; if it didn’t, all enslaved people in the South would be freed forever—however long it took for the U.S. military to subdue the Confederacy.
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Now that the president had read out the text of his proclamation, it seemed amazingly clear, direct, and simple.

The South had gambled on recklessness, in the belief that bombast and bombs could somehow make the presidential election of 1860, and the winning candidate, a phantom who could be wished and willed away by firebrands. But as Blackstone had written in his great Commentaries on the law, no member of society could ignore the law merely because he or she did not like it, or found it inconvenient. “Every man, when he enters into society, gives up a part of his natural liberty, as the price of so valuable a purchase; and, in consideration of receiving the advantages of mutual commerce, obliges himself to conform to those laws, which the community has thought proper to establish. And this species of legal obedience and conformity is infinitely more desirable, than that wild and savage liberty which is sacrificed to obtain it. For no man, that considers a moment, would wish to retain the absolute and uncontrolled power of doing whatever he pleases; the consequence of which is, that every other man would also have the same power; and then there would be no security to individuals in any of the enjoyments of life.”28

By obtaining President Davis’s authorization and support to abandon a defensive Confederate strategy and instead invade the North with a large Confederate army, as well as recklessly issuing in Maryland his unfortunate proclamation—openly using the term “power of arms”—General Robert E. Lee of Virginia had, for all his cold-hearted brilliance as a military commander on the field of battle, thereby doomed the Confederacy.

28







7

The Last Card

JEFFERSON DAVIS’S SWITCH from defensive Confederate strategy—albeit occasionally aggressive defense—to a strategy of outright invasion of the North had failed spectacularly in the cornfields and woods of northern Maryland on the road to Philadelphia.

It proceeded to fail even more consequentially in President Lincoln’s office in Washington, across the nation—and in Europe. Lincoln’s preliminary Emancipation Proclamation would, in one irremediable turn, make it impossible for French Emperor Napoleon III to recognize the Confederacy, let alone intercede in the war, as he’d been moving toward.1 The same would prove true in London as well, despite the earlier admiration shown for the Southern underdog. For how, if emancipation became a military issue, could Emperor Napoleon, or Prime Minister Palmerston and his chancellor, Mr. Gladstone, get members of their parliaments, let alone their sovereign Queen Victoria, to risk their nations’ security and interests to back a small American Confederacy based solely upon the forced slave labor of three and a half million people who were henceforth to be freed by order of the U.S. president, no matter how long it might take to execute his edict?2

All four premises of President Jefferson Davis’s war policy, at the very height of his success in 1862, thus proved to be potentially fatal mistakes: his faith in Lee’s brilliance as a battlefield commander; his belief in the secessionist wishes of Marylanders; his reliance on what one historian of British attitudes would call a “glittering illusion” that European countries were moving inexorably to recognize the Confederacy; and his belief that a Southern invasion of the North would force Mr. Lincoln to surrender.3

Davis had, in sum, forced Mr. Lincoln’s hand: inadvertently compelling him, in fact, to play what he called, as he afterward put it to young Frank Carpenter, his “last card.”

And what an ironic card, in actuality!

Mr. Lincoln had, at that time, scarcely ever met a still-enslaved Black person—let alone three and a half million whom he was now going to free! Yet in saying that he was forced into doing so purely out of “military necessity,” rather than the abolitionist political pressure that Jefferson Davis would later claim,4 Abraham was simply telling Carpenter the truth. Lincoln’s hand had certainly been pressured by Radicals, but he had stalwartly resisted, ever the lawyer, until forced by military force majeure—the “superior strength” exerted in reality by a force inférieure, as all but the ridiculously timid General McClellan knew to be the case. Lee’s invasion of the North with inferior numbers and his mad proclamation, together, had been an ultimate death sentence to the Confederacy—and they also invigorated the North. Especially so in the case of Abraham Lincoln, who had finally overcome his jitters and grasped the nettle.

William Seward, ironically, could have claimed merit in opposing Lincoln’s proclamation in July, allowing Davis and Lee to ruin their chances of winning the war by their crazed invasion of the North. Seward couldn’t, however, since he never understood—despite being the secretary of state, responsible for U.S. relations with foreign countries—the inevitable diplomatic consequences if Davis switched proverbial tack—imagining, rather, if the Union could win a victory in Virginia, within Confederate territory, that such a battlefield triumph would be a better launchpad for an emancipation proclamation, if won, since it would be merely one of the spoils of war. Instead had come the debacle at Second Manassas, panic in Washington, and Lee in Maryland—the North!—within striking distance of Philadelphia.

For this misapprehension William Henry Seward never apologized or showed the least embarrassment—and certainly took no credit for the moral impact of Mr. Lincoln’s edict. Nor would he make any bones about this, for to the shame of his abolitionist wife, Frances, Henry was a proslaver. Pushed if not into a corner by the president’s new military edict, then into diminished status in the cabinet and the Lincoln administration, the secretary remained sour and resentful even two years afterward, when Carpenter undertook his memorializing canvas of the preliminary Emancipation Proclamation reading in the White House.

As Carpenter himself later recalled, Mr. Seward deliberately accosted him at a reception given by Navy Secretary and Mrs. Welles at their house in 1864. With a venomous smile, Seward approached the young artist, and unashamedly said to Carpenter how he, the secretary of state, had “told the President the other day that you were painting your picture upon a false presumption.”5

A false presumption?

“Looking at him in some surprise,” the painter later related, “I inquired his meaning.”6

“Oh,” Seward explained, “you appear to think in common with many other foolish people, that the great business of this Administration is the destruction of slavery. Now allow me to say you are much mistaken. Slavery was killed years ago. Its death knell was tolled when Abraham Lincoln was elected President. The work of this Administration is the suppression of the Rebellion and the preservation of the Union.”7

Now that he held the floor if not the canvas, the secretary of state continued to pontificate in front of Carpenter. The move to free the three and a half million enslaved Black people in the rebelling states was, in Seward’s view, “but an incident in the history of the nation”—slavery being “inevitably bound to perish in the progress of intelligence. Future generations will scarcely credit the record that such an institution ever existed here; or existing, that it ever lived a day under such a government.”8

Clearly—and unlike his wife—the former Senator and New York governor had no interest in what slavery was like for so many millions in the South, or how hard it was to put an end to a system so financially lucrative to slavemasters and all who profited from the “peculiar institution.”

Carpenter, working month after month on his commemorative tableau for posterity, remained stunned and silent as the secretary had continued his protest against the commemoration of the preliminary emancipation edict.

“Suppose, for one moment, the Republic destroyed,” the secretary of state airily theorized—and in such a declamatory voice that other guests present at Secretary Welles’s soirée had gathered round to hear him. In the Union “is bound up not alone the destiny of a race”—white Americans—“but the best hopes of all mankind. With its overthrow the sun of liberty, like the Hebrew dial, would be set back indefinitely. The magnitude of such a calamity is beyond our calculation.”9

It was, Carpenter felt, far beyond Secretary Seward’s ability to calculate the sole, unacknowledged means by which the South had mounted and was successfully continuing its armed rebellion. As if still speaking in the Senate chamber—and acting as if his wife, Frances, who lived in upstate New York, were not a courageous participant in the Underground Railroad, a woman who had enabled countless enslaved fugitives to reach freedom from U.S. marshals and bounty hunters enforcing the Fugitive Slave Act—Seward simply sneered at the misfortunes of the millions of enslaved people whom Lincoln’s edict aimed to free, and forever. It was as if the secretary of state—oblivious to how the Emancipation Proclamation had reversed the movement in Europe toward recognition of the Confederacy—seemed utterly unaware of how, by ignoring the economic role that those enslaved human beings in the South was playing in the armed rebellion, the Lincoln administration had, until the president’s volte-face, permitted the Confederacy to pull the wool over the eyes of the world—a world with which Seward, as secretary of state, was maintaining U.S. relations.

“The salvation of the nation,” Seward declared, “is, then, of vastly more consequence than the destruction of slavery. Had you consulted me for a subject to paint, I should not have given you the Cabinet Council on Emancipation, but the meeting which took place when the news came of the attack upon Sumter, when the first measures were organized for the restoration of the national authority. That was the crisis in the history of this Administration—not the issue of the Emancipation Proclamation.”

Considering how Seward had attempted to gift Fort Sumter to the Confederacy, and had subverted Mr. Lincoln’s attempt to order its defense, this was either deliberate deceit or bloated self-glorification of a very high order.

“If I am to be remembered by posterity,” the secretary ended his speech—moreover “with much excitement of manner,” Carpenter recalled—“let it not be as having loved predominantly white men or black men, but as one who loved his country.”10



[image: image]





Secretary Seward’s arrogance, pomposity, self-congratulation, ignorance, and air of omniscience were utterly breathtaking for Carpenter—never to be forgotten or forgiven by the painter, who could not know, at that time, the true story behind Seward’s behavior during the Sumter crisis the year before.

Though only a young American portrait artist who’d been invited to the Welles reception, Carpenter nevertheless challenged Seward’s deliberate trivializing of slavery in the record of the United States. Taking open issue with the secretary of state, Carpenter—who on moral and religious grounds had always been an abolitionist—responded that, for his part, he looked “upon the Declaration of Independence as the assertion that all men were created free.” It was, for him, the very cornerstone of the American democratic experiment: its sacred statement; Mr. Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation was the “demonstration of this great truth.” From the very birth of the United States, slavery—not secession—had been, unfortunately, Carpenter protested, the “canker-worm gnawing away the nation’s life.” It had not been until the Lincoln administration was ready, finally, to strike at the root, cause, and funding of the rebellion, the artist had countered, that there had been any “hope for the success of the national cause” that Seward saw as the only issue of importance in fighting the war.11

Emancipation had saved the United States as a self-respecting democratic nation, Carpenter said, defending his choice of theme for his group portrait of the cabinet. “Without this step”—and “however grand or high the conception in the minds of men of the Republic”—the United States would in all “probability” have “perished” as a great and sovereign country. Therefore, “in my judgment,” as the painter explained the motive for his commemorative tableau—one that he was still finishing, even as the war itself continued—“no single act of the Administration could for one moment be compared with that of emancipation.”

“Well, you think so,” Seward sneered, “and this generation may agree with you, but posterity will hold a different opinion.”12
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Denouement

A PROCLAMATION BY THE PRESIDENT of the United States,” the New York Times headline meantime declared the next morning, September 23, 1862. “The War Still to be Prosecuted for the Restoration of the Union. A DECREE OF EMANCIPATION. All Slaves in States in Rebellion on the First of January Next to be Free.”

In a so-called independent Confederate nation of nine million people, this would mean that more than a third of the population of the South, held captive and against their will as enslaved labor in support of an armed insurrection in war against the United States, would henceforth “and forever” be free.

Just as General Robert E. Lee, using the grounds of military necessity, had issued his grand proclamation from his headquarters in Frederick as commander of the Army of Northern Virginia and de facto military governor of Maryland en route to Pennsylvania, so too had Abraham Lincoln issued his edict from nearby Washington, signing it as commander in chief of the armed forces of the United States. In President Lincoln’s case, however, he was issuing his proclamation in order to defend the United States from attack—not only by Lee’s recent folly, but against probable further attempts at invasion by armed Southern rebels, as General McClellan had warned—McClellan insisting on September 23 that ”Lee will give us another battle with all his available force.”1

President Lincoln had legitimately claimed that his edict was issued out of military necessity—and with legal authority for it under his war powers as the nation’s president and commander in chief, as outlined by Article 1, Section 8 of the U.S. Constitution: namely, “To provide for organizing for calling forth the Militia to execute the Laws of the Union, suppress insurrection and repel invasion.”2
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However much the chief justice of the Supreme Court, Roger Taney (whose colleague, Justice John Campbell, had joined the rebels as assistant secretary of war), might subsequently object, the decision had thus been made as a war measure, in civil war: a measure taken in extremis, in order to secure and defend the very country that had made its laws and was being invaded. If Davis and Lee, the two most prominent rebels leading the invasion, continued to prosecute war against the federal government, then President Lincoln was now giving them fair warning of what lay ahead. Slavery, as an institution, was no longer to be swept under the rug in order to abide by prewar rules.

William Blackstone would certainly have approved.

Action might speak louder than words, General Lee had argued as he’d raced toward Pennsylvania after issuing his grandiose proclamation in Frederick, Maryland—but in this case the action was the words: the words of Mr. Lincoln’s counter-proclamation.

In a single, belated, yet ultimately unanimously cabinet-supported edict, Abraham Lincoln, a president who’d been seen by many, especially abroad, to be failing in his attempt to put down the armed insurrection of eleven Southern states, had, in short, effectively turned the tables on his opponent in war, President Jefferson Finis Davis—for it was questionable now whether any European nation could ever recognize the Confederacy.
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PART TEN

THE HUNDRED DAYS







1

End of a Glittering Illusion

BOTH GENERAL LEE and President Davis were dumbstruck by Mr. Lincoln’s counter-proclamation.

To his dying day, Jefferson Davis would never understand how his opponent had managed to turn the military advantage against him so suddenly, when everything had seemed to be going so well for the Confederacy. What historians would call the “glittering illusion”—namely that Europeans, awed by “manly” Southern resistance to Northern invasion, would soon offer recognition to the Confederacy—was suddenly exposed to the entire world as wishful thinking.1 For the CSA’s invasion of the North had not only failed—a reversal that might well itself be reversed in the field by Lee and Jackson—but had prompted President Lincoln to overcome his “months” of agonizing over slavery, and make its use in the war fatally poisonous to the South.2

Retreating south of the Potomac River, General Robert E. Lee, the commander of the Army of Northern Virginia, and his Confederate commander in chief in Richmond, President Jefferson Davis, would have to return to what had brought them to the very cusp of success in European councils, yet would now elude them in a war of attrition, simply to survive for as long as possible: defense.

Or, possibly, attempt another invasion—though without the pretenses of “liberating” anyone this time. And little chance, it swiftly became clear, of European recognition or intercession, unless the Confederacy were able to defeat the Union—which seemed a tough, if not impossible, proposition. For, from this moment, following Mr. Lincoln’s preliminary Emancipation Proclamation, published early on September 23, 1862, no European power seemed willing to step forward and take upon itself the risk of offering recognition to the Confederate States of America, once slavery was declared by the Union as a new casus belli: a war issue.

Perhaps not even President Lincoln understood, in retrospect, how all this had taken place so suddenly, in September 1862, after seventeen months of vacillation and his attempts to end the war by means other than emancipation. To the cabinet he’d given the religious vow he’d finally taken as his reason—but in truth his confession to Frank Carpenter about reaching the end of his hopes of military success, if the enemy continued its insurrection on the backs of three and a half million enslaved workers, would be the truest explanation: their forced contribution to Southern military success, against their will, just too significant to be ignored any longer.

In words the president confided to Carpenter, “I felt that we had reached the end of our rope on the plan of operations we had been pursuing; that we had about played our last card, and must change our tactics, or lose the game!”3

As U.S. president, Mr. Lincoln had tried everything he could to win without touching slavery—the knottiest problem in American politics—and he’d failed: telling the Chicago Christians even on September 13 that to issue such a proclamation would be like “the Pope’s bull against the comet!”

In explaining his rejection of the clergymen’s plea for emancipation as a war issue, Lincoln had said he feared “fifty thousand [white] bayonets” could “go over to the rebels” in the middle states if he did so. He’d even insultingly challenged, in his rebuttal, the notion of Black men as fighting soldiers by writing that, “If we were to arm them, I fear that in a few weeks the arms would be in the hands of the rebels.” All that really mattered, he’d reiterated for the thousandth time, was the one principle that “constitutional government” was “at stake,” and must remain the North’s sole casus belli.4

General Lee’s invasion of the North, and the general’s mad proclamation from his military headquarters in Frederick, Maryland—its terms reprinted North and South—had, however, crossed more than a North-South line. Rebellion to defend Southern soil had morphed from armed insurrection into wild, armed invasion of the North—leaving the principle of constitutional government secondary now to national security and defense.

In his denial of the Chicagoans’ plea, Abraham had nevertheless acknowledged “emancipation would help us in Europe, and convince them that we are incited by something more than ambition,” moreover that, “unquestionably,” an emancipation war policy to quell the rebellion could “weaken the rebels by drawing off its laborers, which is of great importance.” Even so, he’d still balked at the enormity and constitutional consequences of the Emancipation Proclamation they were calling for. “I have not decided against a proclamation of liberty to the slaves,” he’d written back to them on September 13, and—ever the Illinois lawyer—would “hold the matter under advisement,” for the subject was one that was “on my mind, by day and night, more than any other. Whatever shall appear to be God’s will, I will do. I trust that in the freedom with which I have canvassed your views I have not in any respect injured your feelings.”5

If he had, it hadn’t mattered. In due course the Christian ministers would respond that, with regard to emancipation, “No other step would be so potent to prevent foreign intervention,” since it seemed obvious to all that no European nation would dare intercede over emancipation in another country, the United States of America.6

By then, though, Mr. Lincoln had already made up his seemingly endlessly contorting, questioning mind—as well as twisting the last strand of his hitherto elastic rope. McClellan’s ridiculous Peninsula strategy had resulted in the Union coming close to losing the Civil War—but Lee’s crossing of the Union border and his mad proclamation in Frederick had given Abraham Lincoln the wholly unpredicted opportunity to turn the tables on his adversary, Jeff Davis: namely, by introducing, legitimately under his military powers as U.S. commander in chief in time of war, a whole new dimension to the conflict.

As Lincoln explained to Frank Carpenter, “I now determined upon the adoption of the emancipation policy.”7
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McClellan and many other Union officers would hate the proclamation, Lincoln well knew—and he was right.

General McClellan immediately threatened resignation at his headquarters (still in Maryland)—refusing to “fight for that accursed doctrine” which was “too infamous” to believe had been presidentially proclaimed, and which would surely incite “servile insurrection,” i.e. a Black uprising, as McClellan wrote his wife Ellen.8 (It didn’t.) To William Aspinwall, yet another New York millionaire who dabbled in politics and saw a political future for the supposedly Napoleonic general, McClellan wrote the same, deploring the president’s “emancipating the slaves & at one stroke of the pen changing our free institutions into a despotism.”9

As the Civil War chronicler, Bruce Catton, would later describe, General McClellan was “skirting on the edge of treason,” however.10 Indeed Mr. Aspinwall, coming from New York to visit McClellan’s headquarters, advised the general to “submit to the President’s proclamation,” since even McClellan’s most devoted officers told him they would not support him if he opposed the president’s formal edict.11

McClellan thus reluctantly gave way. It hurt more even than defeat in battle—even if, in reality, he had never been near the firing of actual weapons in combat. Within a few weeks the snob would be complaining to his wife he couldn’t bear to submit, he said, to “men whom I know to be greatly my inferiors socially, intellectually & morally.” Among whom he numbered Mr. Lincoln, the emancipator in chief, confiding to Ellen: “There never was a truer epithet applied to a certain individual than that of the ‘Gorilla.’”12

It was small wonder that President Lincoln would fire the idiot a week later, on November 7, 1862.
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McClellan’s response to the president’s new edict exemplified the discussion that now went on across the Union—every newspaper carrying the text of the president’s Emancipation Proclamation, every newspaper expressing its approval or objection, and every newspaper printing letters from supporters of the military measure—or opposition to it.

A “Special Dispatch” to the Chicago Tribune from St. Louis, on September 23, 1862, recorded that “the president’s proclamation has been well received here. Secessionists growl, but the Union men are delighted. Many flags are out, which have not been displayed for months. The Germans are preparing to fire a salute to-morrow evening. A ratification meeting to endorse the proclamation is advertised to take place. All the papers speak approvingly, the Republican excepted. That paper is dumb”—still, ironically, dumbstruck.

The New York Tribune welcomed the Emancipation Proclamation as “the beginning of the end of the rebellion, the beginning of the new life of the nation. God bless Abraham Lincoln,” while the New York Herald, though acknowledging the “gravity of the proclamation,” wisely warned: “It inaugurates an overwhelming revolution in the system of labor in a vast and important agricultural section of country which will, if the rebels persist in their course, suddenly emancipate three or four millions of human beings, and throw them, in the fulness of their helplessness and ignorance, upon their own resources, and the wisdom of the white race to properly regulate and care for them in that new condition of life.” It ended: “It is now the question” for the Southern states “whether or not they are prepared for the sake of a few miserable leaders of this wicked rebellion to submit to this overwhelming revolution of their social system. There is the document,” it wrote, pointing to the president’s preliminary Emancipation Proclamation. “There is” to be found “the time fixed for the return of rebellion states to their allegiance to the federal government. No event in the history of the world surpasses the one now presented by the president, and which is to be decided in a little over ninety days.”

The New York Times was equally serious in its review of the consequences for the South. “Slavery is an element of strength to the rebels if left untouched,” it observed. “It will assuredly prove an element of weakness,” it predicted, “it may be of total destruction to them and their cause, when we make such use of it and its victims as lies in our power. From now till the 1st of January, the day when this proclamation will take effect, is a little over three months. What may happen between now and then, in the progress of the war, it is hard to say”—but the newspaper warned: “If by that day the rebel army be overthrown, and their capital captured, and if the slaveholding rebels still prove malignant and irrepressible, and as in the southwest disorganizes, and marauders there, let that which Vice President Stephens called the cornerstone of the Southern confederacy, be knocked from under it, and see whether the whole fabric of the rebellion will not necessarily tumble to the ground.”

The Intelligencer noted that, with regard to the Emancipation Proclamation, “Our army officers appear to acquiesce. Some of them express their warm approval.” The normally reluctant Cincinnati Commercial wrote that even the “most conservative cannot complain” that the president “has not shown and is not showing, an eminent degree of moderation. The rebels are now only informed that at the end of three months, the government will cease to recognize their slaves as property. It cannot be alleged that this is not giving fair warning.”13

Few newspapers seemed to be intimidated by fears of ill reception in European capitals. As the Chicago Tribune had noted in July, the London Times’s “howl” against the possibility of emancipation was sheer hypocrisy. During the Revolution, it reminded readers, had it not been the “practice of English armies when on our soil” to “set free” every “black man in the parts of the South” where the British military operated, pleading “emancipation as a military necessity”? The same had been true in 1815, too, when fighting the British in the Battle of New Orleans in the War of 1812. Were England to wage war on the United States yet again—as had been mooted during the Trent affair—there was little doubt that “freedom to the blacks” would be “inscribed on the invading banners” of the British, the newspaper commented. “English bugaboo!” it had sniffed.14

At a conference held at the Logan House Hotel in Altoona, Pennsylvania, on September 25, three days after the proclamation, no fewer than sixteen U.S. state governors gathered to discuss the edict, and the next day traveled to the White House to offer their states’ approval for the measure. Three slaveholding-state governors declined to sign their document supporting the president’s “rightful authority”—but left the overwhelming majority in favor.

As Lincoln’s secretaries Nicolay and Hay remembered, “Coming as it did immediately after the announcement of his new policy, President Lincoln could not but be gratified at the public declaration emanating from the Altoona meeting. On his military policy it assured him of the continuation of unanimous official support”—the governors offering to raise a “reserve army” of 100,000 more men. “On his emancipation policy,” too, “it gave him a public approval from the official power of seventeen States, as against the dissent of only five States of the border, where indeed he had no reason to expect, for the present at least, any more favorable official sentiment.”15

More and more unofficial sentiments, however, were published—and were far from unanimous. Newspapers like the Louisville Democrat accused the president of pandering to Radicals and abolitionists “who have pressed him into their service,” while the New York Express—understandably—cautioned that emancipation would be bad for business. The New York Globe predicted that it would only make white Southerners fight all the harder.16

In the run-up to the November congressional elections, Lincoln would come to see such newspaper discussion and debate of the issues not as the curse of American democracy in the North, however, but as its glory—indeed the very essence of the American experiment in democracy. He even sent General Ulysses S. Grant, in the West, instructions that the general should ensure that “In all available ways” he should “give the people a chance to express their wishes at these elections,” in order to “get the expression of the largest number of the people as possible,” responding to the “proclamation of September 22.”17

Not only the Southern states in rebellion, but the Northern states would thus have fair opportunity for citizens to have their say, speak their minds, and support or protest.

Nevertheless, the poet Ralph Waldo Emerson would point out in the Atlantic Monthly that, whatever opponents of the proclamation might say, the edict was there to stay. It was not perfect, but it was surely a defining document in what would be the history of the Civil War and of the nation: a bold edict that would never, surely, be recalled: “It is not a measure that admits of being taken back,” he would write in the November edition of the journal. “Done, it cannot be undone.”18
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For Emerson and so many other Northern patriots, it was the moral component of the president’s decision, in fact, that would be truly war-changing, not simply the belated military advantage the Union might now possess.

Whatever efforts would doubtless be made by the Times of London to sway pro-Confederacy ministers in the British government, there was little chance that any major European power would now recognize the Confederacy, no matter how few enslaved people in the South could currently be reached, freed, and emancipated by Lincoln’s armies. The difficulty of making the Emancipation Proclamation effective in the South, both in its military and socioeconomic ramifications, had been perhaps the deepest reason, along with border-state concerns, why Mr. Lincoln had balked so long at issuing his edict. Once presidentially proclaimed, however, its declaration of intent removed with the stroke of his pen the phony pretexts undergirding the Confederacy’s bid for “freedom” and “independence,” not only before their own people, but abroad. They were gone as a credible argument. Slavery could no longer be overlooked as the very engine of Southern armed insurrection.

Emancipation would, in addition, give moral courage to Union soldiers to risk and even lose their lives, Emerson pointed out. “The act makes clear that the lives of our heroes have not been sacrificed in vain,” he wrote, acknowledging how poorly the Union army had hitherto performed in the East. “It makes a victory of our defeats. Our hurts are healed. The health of the nation is repaired.”19

The Emancipation Proclamation’s moral force might well be a war-winning factor, then, Emerson argued, one that could prove the most decisive of all in the long military road and battles ahead: the notion that the war in which the soldiers were fighting was a good war—a fight not to subjugate the innocent, but one that would re-establish the United States as a nation and would free millions of innocent individuals—human beings who, after all, had done nothing wrong or treasonous, but were being forced at gunpoint to fuel an armed rebellion against the U.S. government.
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Ralph Waldo Emerson might have been inspired by Mr. Lincoln’s decision, but Abraham Lincoln, being Abraham Lincoln, worried naturally more than most around him that his edict might fail to rouse the white North.

Perhaps fearing that the president would think better of his noble decision, or be consumed with anxiety as to the public response, a “Serenade” to President Lincoln had been organized in front of the White House already on September 24, the night after publication. As the Baltimore Sun reported: “Having been cheered and called for,” the president “appeared at an upper window.”

“Fellow Citizens,” President Lincoln began a short address, as reported in another of the many newspaper reports, “I appear before you to do little more than acknowledge the courtesy you pay me, and thank you for it. I have not distinctly been informed as to why it is you appear to do me this honor,” he joked, “though I suppose it is because of the proclamation. [Cries of “good,” and applause.]. What I did, I did after a very full deliberation and under a very heavy and solemn sense of responsibility. I can only trust in God that I have made no mistake. [Cries “no mistake,” “all right.”] I shall make no attempt on this occasion to sustain what I [have] done or said, by any comment. It is now for the country and the world to pass judgment upon it and maybe take action upon it. I will say no more upon this subject.

“In my position,” he went on, “I am environed with difficulties, yet they are scarcely so great as the difficulties of those who upon the battlefield are endeavoring to purchase with their blood and lives the future happiness and prosperity of this country, [Applause, long continued.] Let us never forget them. On the 14th and 17th of this present month”—at Antietam—“there have been battles, bravely, skillfully, and successfully fought. We do not yet know the [full] particulars.… I only ask you, at the conclusion of these few remarks, to give three hearty cheers for all the good and brave officers and men who fought those successful battles.” Whereupon, “Cheer after cheer was given, when the president bade the crowd good night, and withdrew.”

Lincoln was being far too modest. The serenade then “proceeded to the residence of Secretary Chase”—who was determined to laud the man who’d made the crucial decision.20
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“As the secretary stood upon the balcony in front of his residence,” the Chicago Tribune explained, “he was greeted by vociferous cheers with cries of ‘light, light,’” so that people could see him.

“Mr. Chase said: My friends, all the light that you can have this evening will be the light reflected from the great act of the president [cries of ‘good, good,’ and applause]. I understood you have just paid your respects to the chief magistrate of the republic, to assure him that the proclamation which he just recently issued finds its way in the hearts of the American people. [Great applause.]

“No one can more sincerely rejoice in the belief that the judgment which you have expressed of that will be the judgment of the people of the United States. [Loud applause.] I am, fellow citizens, better accustomed to work than I am to speaking. I love acts better than words. But fellow citizens, nothing has ever given me more sincere pleasure than to say Amen to the last great act of the Chief Magistrate,” the Treasury secretary declared.

“In my judgment, it is the dawn of an era, and although the act is performed under an imperious sense of duty, created by military exigencies which give him power to perform it, it is nevertheless an act, though necessarily baptised in blood, of humanity and justice. [Applause.] The latest generations will celebrate it, and the whole world pay homage to the man who performed it. [Applause.]

“You will excuse me, fellow citizens [cries of ‘Go on! Go on!’]. If there is another word to be added to-night, it is that the time has come when we should bury all jealousies and all divisions, and all personal aims, and all personal aspirations, in the one common resolve to stand by the integrity of the Republic. [Great applause.] Let him have most of our approbation, applause and confidence who does most, whether in the field or at the head of the nation, or in the cabinet, or in private life, for the country. [Great applause.] Discarding all the past, let us look only to the future, and henceforth let the day of dissension, defeat and discord be ended. Let us do nothing except to work for our country wherever Providence may dictate.”

The Chicago Tribune’s account was nicely written. What it left out, however, was Chase’s less gracious account of Southern blindness—a comment that struck Mr. Lincoln’s faithful young personal secretary, John Hay, so forcefully, however, that he recorded his own version of the secretary’s speech in his diary that night.

“This was the most wonderful history of an insanity of a class”—a social class—“that the world had ever seen,” Chase had remarked, according to Hay. “If the Slaveholders had staid in the Union they might have kept the life in their institution for many years to come. That what no party and no public feeling in the North could ever have hoped to touch” legally, in deference to states’ rights, “they had madly placed in the very path of destruction.”21

This was, indeed, the simple, unalloyed truth. Disloyal, fanatical slaveholders had shot themselves in their proverbial feet in their arrogance.

In any event, as Hay described the evening, the cabinet officials and serenaders “all seemed to feel a sort of new and exhilarated life; they breathed freer.” The president’s proclamation “had freed them as well as the slaves. They gleefully and merrily called each other and themselves abolitionists,” Hay recorded, “and seemed to enjoy the novel sensation of appropriating that horrible name.”22

Almost overnight, then, abolition had become military emancipation—punitive, but no more than what secessionist firebrands had invoked.
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Recognition Is Dead

SECRETARY SEWARD—who didn’t attend the serenade—was quickly proven to be mistaken in trying to keep the issue of slavery out of sight, away from the diplomatic arena, for so long.1

The New York Times commented: “The wisdom of the step taken is unquestionable; its necessity is indisputable. It has been declared time and again by President Lincoln that as soon as the step became a necessity he should adopt it. Its adoption now is not a confession that military means of suppressing the great rebellion have proved a failure, but simply that there is a point at which any other legitimate appliances that can be called in, shall also be availed of. Slavery is an element of strength to the rebels if left untouched. It will assuredly prove an element of weakness, it may be, of total destruction to them and their cause, when we make such use of it and its victims as lies in our power”—a forewarning of the 200,000 Black soldiers who would soon fight for the nation. It was for the Southern states to consider carefully their options, the newspaper pointed out. “From now till the 1st of January, the day when this proclamation will take effect, is a little over three months”—a hundred days.
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The full text of Mr. Lincoln’s new, preliminary Emancipation Proclamation was instantly reproduced across the globe—and, in contrast to the London Times’s proslavery position, it soon put an end to the Confederacy’s brief summer of diplomatic hope.

As Lincoln had foreseen, no European nation or monarch or parliamentary leader—from Emperor Louis Napoleon III and Queen Isabella of Spain to Queen Victoria’s pro-Confederate prime minister, Lord Palmerston—dared risk popular opposition, let alone worse, by attempting to recognize the independence of the Confederacy, now that the ending of slavery in America as the very means of Southern rebellion had been made a United States casus belli, or war issue, under “military necessity.”

William Gladstone, the British chancellor of the Exchequer, unwisely declared on October 7 in a banquet speech in Newcastle, England, that “We know quite well that the people of the Northern States have not yet drunk of the cup—they are still trying to hold it far from their lips—which all the rest of the world see they nevertheless must drink of”: the need to grant independence to the Confederate states. “We may have our own opinions about slavery; we may be for or against the South; but there is no doubt that Jefferson Davis and the leaders of South have made an army; they are making, it appears, a navy; and they have made what is more than either—they have made a nation.”2

A nation?

The speech caused a furor when printed—and it was soon Gladstone, the supposed Liberal, who had to eat his hat. Faced by “widespread disinclination” in Britain for recognition of the Confederacy, Prime Minister Palmerston and the British cabinet were compelled to back away from recognition in October and November—deciding, somewhat shamefacedly, that, as Palmerston put it, “we must continue merely to be lookers-on till the war shall have taken a more decided turn.”3
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In Paris, Emperor Napoleon III likewise dropped even his supposed intention of going it alone—and to commissioner Slidell’s chagrin, he decided that France, too, would remain neutral, as did Russia.4

Clerk Jones might seethe in the Confederate War Department at the “blunder France and England made in hesitating to come to our cause,” but, like his president, Jones found himself stunned, speechless, and blinded: suffering myopia in extremo by refusing to acknowledge slavery as the very engine of Confederate armed insurrection.5

The “glittering” prospect of impending foreign support—so tantalizingly close only weeks before, according to the Confederate commissioners, Mason and Slidell—soon became, at any rate, a glittering illusion.6

As even Jefferson Davis realized in Richmond, all hope of international recognition was now dead or dying, despite whatever posturing and protests were paraded in the Confederate Congress and in the Southern press.7 As he would soon confess in public, he could not understand why it had happened. “Never before in the history of the world,” Davis would complain a few weeks later, had “a people for so long a time maintained their ground, and showed themselves capable of maintaining their national existence, without securing the recognition of commercial nations. I know not why this has been so,” he would confess, “but this I say, ‘put not your trust in princes,’ and rest not your hopes in foreign nations.”8
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Even decades later, Davis’s surprise, frustration, and disappointment that foreign recognition had seemed about to be offered, but had then been yanked away by European leaders, would still rankle in Davis’s mind—triggering page after page after page in his memoirs of self-justifying argumentation and spite directed at the memory of Abraham Lincoln for having suddenly changed his mind and policy—thereby allowing foreigners to hold a pistol to the Confederacy’s head.9

As Davis would chronicle in retrospect, the quasi-official pact between the two great maritime nations of Western Europe, Britain and France, had given those countries the “power” to “obstruct at pleasure the recognition to which the Confederacy was justly entitled.”10 A power they had unjustly used to destroy him and his chances of success as Confederate president.

Looking back, Davis could only lament—without mentioning Mr. Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation a single time in his long account of the diplomatic debacle—“how detrimental to us, and advantageous to our enemy, was the manner in which the leading European power,” Great Britain, “observed its hollow profession of neutrality toward the belligerents,” instead of recognition and intercession.11

No mention, even decades later, of the Emancipation Proclamation, in other words, as the cause of the sudden withdrawal of foreign sympathy for the “brave” Confederacy. A cause that, in the weeks after Mr. Lincoln’s preliminary edict, had seemingly paralyzed his tongue.

Newspapers across the South, however, had soon begun printing the full text of Mr. Lincoln’s proclamation, since it now concerned them directly—giving Southerners just three months to debate and reconsider their armed rebellion and its penalties.
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No Debate in the South

MR. LINCOLN’S words might be published in full in the South, but of public debate or reconsideration, sadly, there was none—only vitriol.

The Charlotte (North Carolina) Democrat, for example, reported the “LATEST FROM THE NORTH. Northern dates to the 23d inst. have been received. Lincoln has issued a proclamation, declaring that the slaves of rebel masters are free from and after, the 1st of January next.” To the newspaper it seemed simply fatuous—“No one in the South cares for that,” it commented. “Lincoln might as well proclaim to the moon.”1

The Richmond Enquirer, for its part, condemned the new Lincoln edict as the “last extremity of wickedness”—its editor fulminating that “Lincoln has crowned the pyramid of his infamies with an atrocity abhorred of men, and at which demons should shudder.” The Railsplitter was, it declared, “as black of soul as the vilest of the train” of abolitionists “whose behest he is obeying. So far as he can do he has devoted himself to the direst destruction that can befall a people.”2

The next day the Enquirer even upgraded Mr. Lincoln in the pantheon of evil, for if General “Butler is to be called the ‘Beast,’ a more descriptive epithet” would be needed for the Beast’s commander in chief. “What shall we call him? Coward, assassin, murderer of women and babies: Or shall we consider them all so embodied in the word fiend, and call him,” the newspaper suggested, “Lincoln, the Fiend?”3
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Fiend?

Ascribing trite schoolboy nomenclature to President Lincoln was not going to alter the new terms under which the war would now be prosecuted before the world, however.

The Richmond Whig correctly called the Emancipation Proclamation the “last resort of a defeated, perplexed, and desperate government”—but it was Confederate General Lee’s folly, backed by President Davis, that had inadvertently given rise to the edict, and the new terms of war.4

As one scholar later noted, the Southern press was caught completely off guard, and was reduced to scouring anti-Lincoln editorials and letters from proslaver Northern newspapers such as the New York Herald, the Journal of Commerce, and the World to find arguments by Northern Democrats against it.5

Behind such spluttering condemnations, however, editors recognized the bitter truth. The Arkansas State Gazette might claim that “No harm will be done in Europe,” since international recognition of the Confederacy would surely come once all Northern hope of the Confederacy “being crushed by the abolitionists” was extinguished on the battlefield. Serious readers, however, could read the writing on the wall: Lincoln’s emancipation edict had ended all possibility of European recognition, or support.

“We have expected sometimes recognition and sometimes intervention at the hands of foreign nations,” President Davis would acknowledge later in December, “and we have had a right to expect it”—but it had not come, would not come—and without it, the rebellion might well go down.6

One recourse was to simply pretend that Mr. Lincoln’s hand had been forced not by General Lee but by Northern Radicals in the run-up to that year’s congressional ballot in November. As the Macon (Georgia) Daily Telegraph put it, “The proclamations recently issued by the President constitute part of a plot on the part of the abolitionists and radicals for controlling the approaching elections. The President himself is either unaware of the existence of the plot or incredulous as to its being of any consequence at all. But it does exist and the chief conspirators are those well known leaders of the radical abolitionists”—“unscrupulous and wicked men” who were “investing them with the power to rob American citizens of that right secured to them by the express terms of the Constitution”: namely the right to own and use enslaved people to do their work, including providing the agricultural, financial means—even forced labor on fortifications—to mount and maintain armed rebellion against the U.S. government.7

Without the simplistic mantra of defense against Northern aggression and the noble pursuit of independence, it was, in short, as if the air now went out of the Confederate demand that their Southern sovereignty be recognized abroad, or outside the South. The responses to Mr. Lincoln’s move reflected the same tired, firebrand bombast and spite that had accompanied secession and insurrection the year before: threats of vengeance, malevolence, insult, and violence.

The Memphis Daily Appeal, in Jackson, Mississippi, thus spoke for many on September 29, 1862, when it headlined its own report of Mr. Lincoln’s preparatory edict: “THE CONSTITUTION AGAIN DISREGARDED.”8

The newspaper airily predicted that “Lincoln will find his ranks thinned by a rebellion among those whom he expects to use to enforce his unconstitutional ideas”—his white soldiery. “But it is useless to speculate,” the newspaper went on, acknowledging that this might not, in fact, happen. “The policy to be pursued against us has been announced, and the authorities of the South cannot do less than take steps to retaliate for this last outrage of our enemies. In most if not all of the States a partial remedy may be found in the enforcement of the laws already upon the statute books to punish the crimes of tampering with slaves,” and “these should be made strictly operative”—that is, punishment, including execution, of white officers freeing slaves on the battlefield.

Local or state measures, however, would not be sufficient, the newspaper opined. President Davis himself must act; he was already under attack for his “timidity” in not ordering immediate reprisals and executions at local levels, using existing state laws—and the newspaper agreed with the criticism.9 What “we want,” the newspaper declared, was “a more general and effectual retaliation” by the Confederate President—“one that will be more prompt in its execution—one that will call down upon the tools of the tyrant,” Mr. Lincoln, and “upon the officers and men who shall attempt to enforce his decree in the indiscriminate spirit in which it is uttered—penalties so severe wherever they can be reached by the avenging arm of our retaliatory policy, as to deter them from action.”

Lincoln’s liberating officers, if they were captured, should be hanged for daring to enforce Mr. Lincoln’s edict. “Self-interest prompts this, but a greater incentive is the preservation of our self-respect,” the newspaper averred. “Submission so tamely as to treat those who plunder us at the dictation of a usurping tyrant,” despite the South’s being “engaged in an honorable warfare,” would “entitle us to the derision of the world,” the newspaper warned, and it “would embolden them in the commission of the proposed outrage—would demonstrate that we are a people who do not deserve to be free and could not appreciate its blessings were they thrust upon us. We must at once inaugurate a counter policy; and the more stringent its previsions the more beneficial will be its operations, and the more consideration will mankind generally accord to us.”

Mankind?

This was a wild assumption.

“Congress is yet in session,” the Memphis Daily Appeal nevertheless appealed: “—let it act speedily. Let it place in the hands of the President and our generals, all the power necessary. Let the policy be sharp and decisive, and a system of penalties adopted that will require no circumlocution through red tape channels for their enforcement. A short shift and a stout rope” would be “a justifiable motto, and we must have that which will be as great a tenor. Let Congress act at once.”10

The Confederate Congress did so. Senator John Clark, representing the illegally seceded southern part of Missouri, urged the immediate execution of anyone caught on Southern soil bearing arms against the Confederate government, while Senator G. A. Henry of Tennessee suggested a law authorizing any white person to raise “the black flag” of execution and—as the Confederate journalist and later historian Edward Pollard recorded—proclaim a war of extermination upon all invaders of Southern soil.11

James Lyons of Virginia, in the Confederate House of Representatives, offered, equally, a resolution not only that Mr. Lincoln’s threat of emancipation should be ignored, but once it went into effect at the beginning of 1863—if it did—then any Union officer captured alive should immediately be hanged—in fact, a bounty of twenty-dollars a month should be paid for life for every Union soldier or sailor so killed.12

Bounties for murder? Nevertheless, even Southern generals, for their part, listened. General Pierre Beauregard actually telegraphed Porcher Miles, a South Carolina representative in Congress, to ask if the Confederate bill in Richmond “for execution of abolition prisoners after 1st of January next” had yet passed. In which case, he urged, the government should start the executions on New Year’s Day, 1863. “Do it and England will be stirred into action. It is high time to proclaim the black flag,” the Louisiana Creole added. “Let the execution be with the garrote.”13
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Such savage responses, however, only showed how tender was the Southern conscience regarding their “peculiar institution”—with no attempt anywhere in the South to question the institution, or the Union’s threatened policy of emancipation as a war measure.

Lincoln had “struck at the vitals of the Southern social system,” as two Davis biographers would observe, “and reaction was accordingly extreme, if not irrational.”14 Although the Confederate Congress did indeed pass a bill authorizing draconian execution measures, it placed the responsibility in the hands of the “Executive”: President Jefferson Davis.

Who, having objected to Union General Pope’s similar earlier proclamation in western Virginia, could only sit on the proposal, knowing it would merely backfire and lead to retaliatory mayhem.
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Mr. Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation of September 22, 1862, in short, completely outfoxed President Davis, blinded him—and tied his hands. Davis had no rejoinder, no argument he could make beyond temporary silence.

Britain, Davis learned from his commissioners, would not be stirred to action—nor France, nor Spain, nor Austria, nor Russia. If President Lincoln stood by his warning word and the proclamation went into effect on January 1, 1863, it could spell the inevitable doom of the CSA, given the greater size and power of the Union, and the total naval blockade of the South, as General Scott had predicted in his Anaconda plan.

Davis had lost—yet could not, would not, discuss or even mention the word slavery in public, let alone emancipation.

Nor even in private.

The simple truth was that slavery—as the very means whereby a small, newly invented polity, amalgamating a group of disparate slaveholding states, might declare and pursue sovereign independence—had always been the elephant in the Confederate room. Now that the word slavery (and the emancipation of the millions of people enslaved by Confederates and being forced to provide for them in the pursuit of their armed rebellion) was out in the open—published in Southern as well as Northern newspapers—the central economic significance of slavery could no longer be publicly disguised.

Beyond epithets of wickedness, and warnings of executions of white officers freeing or leading armed Black men in the suppression of the insurrection—a measure that could only invite Northern retaliation in kind—the Confederate Congress simply offered no answer to the Lincoln proclamation, politically or morally.

The Confederacy’s own proclamations in the middle states by Generals Lee, Bragg, and Kirby Smith, as well as by President Davis, had been met with zero interest by Marylanders, Missourians, or Kentuckians as “victims” of Northern domination. By contrast, Mr. Lincoln’s edict had a huge potential audience of supporters: namely three and a half million enslaved people in the South, once they learned of it—as, inevitably, they would.

This left, in short, members of the Confederate Congress and white firebrand journalists to curse and inveigh against the U.S. president, but with no constructive idea of how to meet the impending Federal war policy, save hangings.

Or the one move that—other than negotiation—could possibly have saved the Confederacy, but was unmentionable, even unthinkable.15

For with a hundred days to go—if he moved swiftly and with determination—President Davis did possess one final, legitimate opportunity to counter Lincoln’s proclamation: by issuing his own.

Had he so wished, as president and commander in chief of the Confederate States of America, Davis could have preempted the approaching deadline of January 1, 1863, by announcing (as he would, two years later) “gradual emancipation of slaves” in the South, beginning with military service and manumission—just as James Spence (whose book Jefferson Davis had read)16 and other observers were calling for.
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Against such a radical solution, there was the problem in Richmond of diehards and blowhards.

At the War Department in Richmond, clerk Jones—who did not dare mention the word emancipation—recorded how people around him, like proverbial rats, were now turning on each other, measuring the depth of each other’s faith in the Confederacy and its “peculiar,” yet economically crucial, “institution.”

One loudmouth claimed, “among other things, that the President himself, and his family, had Northern proclivities,” Jones noted, as well as the accusation that Mrs. Davis, the First Lady, during the summer battles in Virginia, had stayed in the home of a Reverend Dr. Aldert Smedes, “a Northern man of open and avowed partiality for the Union”; also that coffee was selling now at $2.50 per pound, and “Common soap” at 75 cents per pound—the protester swearing that “all the distresses of the people were owing to a Nero-like despotism, originating in the brain of [Secretary of State] Benjamin, the Jew, whose wife lived in Paris.”17

Jones was all ears, as a dedicated anti-Semite—his daily diary punctuated by accusations of extortion and corruption by Jews.18 There was widespread resentment, too, of the president’s latest conscription bill, especially its exclusion of all men who owned at least twenty enslaved Black people—a provision that thereby spared slaveholders from military service, in supposed fear of a slave insurrection.

There were continuing objections, too, to efforts by the government to encroach on local and regional authority—states’ rights—by measures being taken to assist the Confederacy in its struggle, under martial law. As Davis’s acting secretary of war—a former U.S. Supreme Court judge, after all—explained in October to a general in Tennessee, they were all facing “extraordinary” challenges in which the entire Confederate public found itself under a form of what was “perhaps inaptly” called “martial law”—a situation whereby the president was “responsible for acts not justified by the scope of his public duty,” according to peacetime rules.

“In the war in which we are engaged,” Assistant Secretary Campbell wrote, “circumstances are assembled which have scarcely ever been seen before together. The entire military population of the Confederacy has been appropriated by law for the public defense, and before another year expires probably all will be called into service.” The “entire Confederacy,” in fact, “is like a city in a state of siege,” he wrote, “cut off from all intercourse with foreign nations and invaded by superior force at every assailable point.” Somehow they had to find a way to keep up the rebellion, if they chose to continue it, without contravening the “principles of constitutional liberty”—but, unless they negotiated with the North, it would now be tough.19

From elation over the summer’s victories, in other words, the outlook for the Confederacy turned bleak: the Confederacy was like a vast armed military camp. General Bragg, whose “liberation” proclamation had been ill-received in the West, had been reported in “full retreat, leaving Kentucky, and racing for Chattanooga” on October 24, with his tail between his legs, as Jones recorded with alarm in his diary.20 There had been rumors that raised brief hopes of Britain and perhaps France demanding “an armistice,” together with recognition of “our independence,” Jones noted—but they had proved to be wishful thinking, adding to the mood of despondency, and a longing for “peace.”21 A peace that would not require, however, the loss of Southern “property,” namely their enslaved population.
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In all this, Jefferson Davis was like a man caught in a nightmare.

As clerk Jones noted at the end of October, the Northern press had, in brief panic, printed reports from Europe that “look very much like speedy intervention in our behalf”—in which theoretical case President Davis might well be “regarded by the world as a second [George] Washington.” But if not—if, in fact, the reports were a “Yankee electioneering trick,” in advance of the November 4 election in the North—a very different Davis might be on public display, Jones reflected. One with whom Jones secretly sympathized, behind his own careful office servility at the War Department in Richmond, since he did not think the president bold and aggressive enough.

“What will his own country say of him?” Jones asked himself—and his intended future readers—if European recognition did not come, and the war went badly, or worse.

“I know not, of course; but I know what quite a number here say of him now. They say he is a small specimen of a statesman, and no military chieftain at all. And worse still, that he is a capricious tyrant, for lifting up Yankees and keeping down great Southern men”—Jones’s perpetual beef regarding Davis’s failure to promote the loudest of Southern political “freedom” fighters, however inexperienced or ill-suited to military command.
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The talk about the president’s lack of “statesmanship” was not, however, unmerited. Along with many others in Richmond, what Jones wanted was more offensive action, and more hangings.

Where, though, had bold military aggression and “invasion” of the North gotten the Confederacy? It had, in reality, merely forced Mr. Lincoln into a corner—a corner in which the Railsplitter had been compelled, faute de mieux, to release the elephant. And to his threat of general emancipation in the South, neither the Confederate Congress nor President Davis, in truth, seemed to have an answer.

In such circumstances, with only a hundred days to go, the door was closing on Davis’s final, legitimate opportunity to counter Lincoln’s proclamation with one of his own.

Davis didn’t seize it, however. Indeed, if there was a particular moment in his career that best illustrated what Varina saw as Jeff’s fatal defect, namely his inability to think politically as president, it was now, in the late fall of 1862, as Lincoln’s sword of Damocles was held above the Confederacy. For Jefferson Davis was no George Washington.

Where Abraham Lincoln had met with delegations of slaveholders as well as clergymen, Black representatives as well as state governors, Jefferson Davis had done nothing of the kind. Instead he’d acted, throughout the fall, in character: stiff, conservative, unyielding, and without allies, let alone friends, in the political community. He no longer had any contact with his vice president, Alexander Stephens, nor anybody with whom he could discuss the bleak situation or possible measures, other than military ones—and those themselves were dire.

Local victories were possible, of course, where brave, shoeless Southern soldiers were, as they saw it, defending their homes and soil—but beyond that? The Northern elephant, now that it was openly acknowledged, proclaimed, and in the room, would be not only metaphorical but physical: East, West, and South—and abroad, in the courts and parliaments of the great powers.

A mere military response would necessitate a worsening war of attrition—of survival for as long as discipline and the intrinsic loyalty of men in combat could keep Davis’s armies fighting.

In the meantime, the impending official Union unleashing of emancipation, as a military response to the use of Confederate slave labor, threatened to ruin Davis’s careful construct of the war, in public and abroad, as a courageous David-and-Goliath test of Southern resolve—leaving Southern legislators, editors, and even generals with only juvenile epithets, such as “Beast” Butler and Lincoln “The Fiend.” It was hardly a vision, and it needed a true statesman to rise above it, given the countdown to January 1, 1863.

None appeared, however.

Instead of rising to the occasion, Jefferson Davis, for his part, simply left town on December 9, 1862, in what was a dereliction of duty as a president and statesman. He would not, he’d resolved, be in Richmond when Lincoln’s sword fell.
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4

Bon Soldat

RATTLED AND LACKING political imagination, President Jefferson Davis had no wish to be anywhere near his Richmond colleagues and Congress members any longer—leaving General Lee to deal with the latest offensive of the massed Union Army of the Potomac, advancing now toward Fredericksburg on the Rappahannock, Virginia—positions to which Lee had now withdrawn, following his escape from McClellan’s possible clutches in Maryland.

Those Union forces, moreover, would be under new field command—namely that of General Ambrose Burnside, following President Lincoln’s decision, on November 5, to dismiss McClellan, finally, not only as a military failure, but as an opponent of his emancipation edict. The “fifteen months” during which General McClellan “has had had virtual control of the war have been utterly barren of result,” the New York Times had noted, welcoming the “Little Napoleon’s” departure. “Few commanders in history have had such splendid opportunities, and fewer still have so ostentatiously thrown them away.”1

“At this critical moment the President is away,” Confederate War Department clerk John Jones exclaimed in amazement in his diary.2 Burnside, it was reliably reported, had been assembling a 130,000-strong Union army, intending to cross the river and advance on Richmond.

“Another long train of negroes have just passed through the city,” Clerk Jones noted at the War Department—some of the tens of thousands of enslaved men ordered at gunpoint “to work on the fortifications” of the capital city, ironically, of the very “nation” enslaving them—at least until Mr. Lincoln’s edict went into effect.3

Departing with two aides-de-camp and a small leather-bound valise stamped *J.D.,* President Davis wished, he said, to conduct an extensive tour of Confederate commanders, regiments, defenses, and military dispositions in the West. Regardless of whatever happened on the Rappahannock, he would not, in any event, be there; General Lee must deal on his own with the Burnside threat, and General G. W. Smith with the possibility of another gunboat attack up the James River, to Drewry’s Bluff.

With no answer to the political crisis facing the country in Richmond, Davis had reasoned, all he could do was be a bon soldat: to try to turn what remained of mad Southern dreams of wealth and white independence into a noble military retreat or stasis on the Mississippi, in the West, and across the South, conscripting as many young men as possible (in contrast to the North, where there was still no draft); making do on diminishing resources; and attempting to stave off the inevitable end—hoping, if they were lucky, that they might cause the enemy to weary, over time, of ever-increasing mutual bloodshed, and perhaps be minded to seek negotiation with the South, before the South became ground down into ineluctable poverty, shortage of troops, exhaustion, and submission. And thereby be worthless to the United States.

With President Lincoln in the White House in Washington, and no foreign country willing now to recognize the Confederacy, however, any hope of obtaining a Northern concession over Southern independence—at least, on terms that would enable it to keep ownership of three and a half million people in bondage to produce its wealth, as if in biblical times—was now extinct. Davis had tried treason—and had failed, in the end, to make it work for the Confederacy.

The president traveled to Knoxville and Chattanooga, to Atlanta and Montgomery, from Montgomery to Vicksburg, then Jackson, followed by Grenada and Vaiden, and finally back to Jackson, the capital of his home state, Mississippi.

Varina wrote to him, dutifully, as spouse and mother of their four small children, ages seven, five, three, and two—signing herself as “Your Attached Wife.” There was little joy to report to him from the White House in Richmond, however. McClellan’s replacement, General Burnside, duly impaled his Army of the Potomac on a phalanx of Confederates lying in wait in a sunken road at Fredericksburg—part of Lee’s 72,000-man Army of Northern Virginia stationed on the Rappahannock River—on December 11, 1862, in what became once again the bloodiest battle of the war, incurring more than 12,500 Union casualties.

Even that defensive Confederate victory—suffering “only” 5,300 casualties—Varina knew, would not save the Confederacy, however, any more than General Lee’s September invasion of Maryland and his mad proclamation to Marylanders had won the war by coup de main for the South. There would be more Union offensives and assaults, in the East and elsewhere, especially in the West, where General Bragg’s proclamation had been greeted in Kentucky with the same ridicule as Lee’s in Maryland, forcing Bragg to withdraw his forces from the state. True, General Stonewall Jackson was still a potent field commander, a master of maneuver, and General Jeb Stuart a star of Confederate cavalry movement—but how far would such military dexterity get shoeless soldiers, in the long run, now that the European nations had withdrawn all possibility of recognition in the wake of Mr. Lincoln’s preliminary proclamation?

From this point on, then, the prosecution of the war, at the military level, would be simply a matter of duty in the South: of martial discipline and professional performance by officers and men for a cause which, thanks to Mr. Lincoln’s approaching edict, few could articulate morally or with much ease of conscience or faith—least of all the First Lady.
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In a letter to her husband’s trusted aide-de-camp Preston Johnston (son of General Sidney Johnston, who’d died at Shiloh), Varina confided how her children had opened their Christmas gifts with the kind of joy that “we poor war-torn veterans would fain offer up on a proclamation of peace”—not more and more war.

The “world of Secessia,” as Varina called the Confederacy, resembled the “world of chance,” she said: a sort of Grimms’ fairy tale, filled with uncertainty—so “unhappy” was she with the prospect, her biographer, Joan Cashin, later surmised, that “she did not care” what Johnston made of her confession.4 To her bosom friend Mary Chesnut—whose husband would become the president’s aide-de-camp in the New Year—she went even further, describing herself as surrounded in Richmond by “terror stricken wives”—and Varina herself, though not a person who felt terror, nevertheless as “helpless” as they were. For neither the Confederate Congress nor her own husband, the president, seemed willing to countenance negotiation and a return to the Union, per Mr. Lincoln’s warning edict. She even wondered, as she put it to Mary, whether the men of Richmond were pursuing an experiment in “self-government” or “self-immolation.”5

Her husband was not, Varina knew, an unthinking firebrand. Nor was he seeking to go down in a blaze of Confederate glory, to the disappointment perhaps of men like clerk Jones. He was, however, a born soldier, and could not bring himself (nor would he ever) to parley with his political colleagues, let alone with his adversary in Washington.

In retrospect, Davis ought perhaps to have accepted promotion from colonel to major general when it had been offered to him by President Polk at the conclusion of the Mexican War, in 1847, and remained in uniform as a general, not a U.S. senator.6 Experience as U.S. secretary of war had, at least, given him impressive administrative experience in government, but his years in the Senate, by contrast, had not made him politically supple or subtle. Nor had they made him open to compromise over principle—especially that of loyalty to his state.

Davis was prepared in time to surrender, as a soldier must do, if conquered or so ordered; but since there was now no one to order him as commander in chief, and since he could not bring himself, let alone others, to negotiate with the “enemy” over what he believed he had helped cement together as an independent “nation,” the CSA, with its own flag and military uniforms, he was locked inside a cage of his own making. More and more his presidency would, tragically, become the story of a highly disciplined, conservative stoic: a stilted, rather wooden man of honor fighting for a now lost cause, not for his country’s and his children’s future.
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Speaking to the crowded state legislature in Jackson, Mississippi, President Davis thus gave way, on December 26, 1862, to what would probably be the most personal and political expression of his feelings in the war, faced by an impossible task: an hour-and-a-half-long address to the representatives gathered in the Capitol to hear him. It would duly be published in extenso in the Memphis Daily Appeal, and even in London.7

Delivered only six days before President Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation was expected to go into effect, President Davis’s speech was remarkable for its gallant pride in the military achievements of Confederate soldiery, as well as its honesty about the challenges ahead and the hardships still to come. It was embarrassingly juvenile, however, in its invective directed at General Butler, “The Beast”; but most remarkable of all, from the mouth of the president of a would-be nation, was its utter refusal to mention President Lincoln’s expiring emancipation warning, or even the word slavery, despite the politico-military crisis now facing the South.

In the years that followed, this silence, this utter inability to address the impending new terms of war, would mark the essential difference between the two adversaries: the born soldier and the born politician, though both were born in Kentucky.

Slow as he’d been to grasp the nettle of slavery and the place it held in funding the South’s armed secession and rebellion, Abraham Lincoln had, if anything, erred most in seeking endless advice, discussion, debate, and information from every side and every conceivable person, of every persuasion and color, before being ready to make a decision—in fact had only been finally compelled to make emancipation a casus belli, a war measure, in extremis, out of “military necessity.” Whereas Jefferson Davis, for all his courage on the battlefield, his wise choice of field generals, his grasp of military strategy and tactics, his calm evaluation of enemy strength, his cautious exercise of the highest command of all (that of Confederate commander in chief, up to the moment when General Lee had persuaded him to “invade” the North), had not discussed his opponent’s preliminary emancipation with a single soul in Richmond.

Not a soul!

Had sat, instead, in his small inner office or sanctum in the War Department, seeing no one, listening to no one—and then, on a tour of Confederate defenses and positions across the South, had talked only of white honor, of their “noble cause,” of the right of the South to have seceded when “association” with Northern states had proved “no longer possible;” of Mississippi and how much he would have preferred to remain simply Major General Jefferson Davis, commanding the forces of his home state as in late January 1861, and how awful the people of the North were: engaged as they were in war “waged for the gratification of the lust of power and of aggrandizement, for your conquest and your subjugation, with a malignant ferocity and with a disregard and a contempt of the usages of civilization, entirely unequalled in history.”

At one point in his long oration, Davis had—without the least embarrassment, or awareness of the irony, barely six days before the proposed ending of slavery of three and a half million Black people in the South by proclamation—said to his audience of a few hundred: “The question for you to decide is, will you be slaves or will you be independent?”

“After what has happened during the last two years,” the president had continued in this blind, shameless vein, “my only wonder is that we consented to live for so long a time in association with such miscreants, and have loved so much a government rotten to the core. Were it ever to be proposed again to enter into a Union with such a people,” he vowed before the Mississippi legislators, “I could no more consent to do it than to trust myself in a den of thieves.”8

Varina, had she been with him, would have shamed him into cutting such silliness. As a testament to Jefferson Davis’s ostrichlike political naïveté, however, the Jackson speech would be perhaps the most revealing public address Davis would ever give, on the eve of a momentous new policy that could well change American history.

Showing neither shame nor embarrassment, Davis nevertheless continued his tour thereafter—determined not to be in Richmond when the hour struck.
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Even to those who admired him for his virtues—his incorruptibility, his military acumen, his administrative talent, his unwavering strength of purpose—Jefferson Finis Davis was now a man in total denial.

The president would not be the last American leader to sink to such trite, hackneyed, and jejune language. But for an American president facing imminent emancipation of the entire enslaved population of the South six days later, on January 1, 1863, as well as the loss of potential foreign recognition or any chance of the lifting of the U.S. naval blockade, Davis’s words in Jackson had been not only unpresidential but the sign of a man whose bright star had begun to fade—and with it, the future of the Confederacy as Gladstone’s “nation.”

The truth was, Jefferson Davis was no George Washington; was unable to rise to the occasion—leaving the Confederacy with no other man in the government who could, by his stature and standing as leader, hold the CSA together now. Davis had knowingly drunk of the cup of treason, and saw no way of going forward other than as the simple soldier the United States Army had trained him to become.

“The power of will he has, made him all he is,” Thomas Cobb had quipped at Davis’s first inauguration as provisional president; never had the remark been so apposite.9

Only one person—a woman—stood by him, for all this: Varina Howell Davis. Better than any other individual in his life, Varina understood her “Jeff”: the shy older man, the widower and suitor she’d first met on the Mississippi River when she was a teenager.

Knowing that Jeff was in Vicksburg, where she’d been born and raised—Varina thus ended her letter of December 21 saying that she wanted him to “take care of yourself, and try to look forward to peace, and rest with the children,” once he returned after the New Year.

“And remember,” she’d added, “that there is one person who, should success not be given to you in unstinted measure, would only be the more devotedly your wife.”10
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The Cause of Humanity

FOR A MAN WHO WAS A POLITICIAN, not an autocrat or soldier, winning the Civil War wouldn’t be easy for President Lincoln—wars being far harder to end than to begin. Nor would it be straightforward, he was well aware, to reunite two populations of a country severed and separated over years of bloodshed and suffering: a prospect that worried him more, in truth, than the challenge of achieving military victory with mediocre generals.

To the chagrin of many—and the despair of Black people—Abraham would cling to his obsession with the export and “colonization” of Black inhabitants while planning for massive white immigration, moreover compensation to white slaveowners, going so far as to ask Congress—still boasting a Republican majority even after significant losses in the November 5 midterm elections—to understand that, by 1930, the United States would (by his own calculations) be a nation of a quarter billion inhabitants, and the expense of compensation therefore easy, he pointed out, to amortize.1

Mercifully Congress, in Washington, was not impressed. Once again, Mr. Lincoln was exhibiting, in his Message to Congress on December 1, 1862, a deep, sincere, and abiding faith in the rosy future of a great and unstoppable United States: one that would build on waves of further white immigrants into the next century; he was not, though, being as realistic in public about its citizens as real human beings, North and South—their deeper motives and drives, their prejudices and tendency to “other” people—as he was in private. Their willingness to refuse to be bought off by Congress from greed, wealth, and the privileges of color and class in favor of the prosperity and health of all inhabitants of the nation would prove insufficient to persuade them to comply with his recommendation of compensation, at least voluntarily.

In the South, equally, financial compensation would not change slaveholders’ underlying fears, or overcome the racial stereotyping and tendency toward violence that animated so many Southern males—as it did in the North, as well. It was not unique to America; it seemed simply an aspect of homo sapiens.

Of women too, as Harriet Beecher Stowe’s father, the Reverend Henry Ward Beecher, had pointed out in a sermon in the wake of Mr. Lincoln’s preliminary Emancipation Proclamation—for Rev. Beecher, though a Christian minister, had long since given up on there being a peaceful solution to the country’s racial ills.

Abolitionism had not caused the war, Beecher declared from his pulpit, nor had it been “the cause of all our troubles”—slavery had been. Appeasement over the iniquity of enslavement, and the lure of “commercial prosperity” rather than “God’s law,” had been the mantra of America’s “bribed statesmen.” They had feasted with the devil—pushing for compromise even with armed secessionists, who’d then attacked the North.

“What’s the result?” the Reverend asked his congregation. “This war is the result,” he’d pointed out—beginning with the Confederate seizure of Fort Sumter by force. “What’s the penalty? Go to Sharpsburgh, go to Virginia, in the neighbourhood of Washington, look into the swamps which line the Chickahominy, and the trenches filled with your sons, look at Kentucky and Missouri, where the land rocks and reels under the convulsions of the time, and read the assurances of peace. We are reaping what we have sown”—a whirlwind, he thundered. “You would have peace”—the peace of concession, compromise with the enslavement of millions—“and you see what has come of it. You were forewarned; this was all foretold; you were exhorted to stand up for truth, for liberty, for God in man, for the freedom of your brother. But no; you derided agitation, derided disturbances, you secured your peace” by inaction, “and now you have the normal results.”

Virginia, thanks to Governor Letcher and his tribe of fanatics, had “suffered most of all the States in this desolating war,” Beecher acknowledged. “Virginia, who sinned against knowledge and with full light,” he pointed out. “Who allowed herself by a terrorism of slave traders—men hated alike by God, man, and the devil and the schemes of desperate politicians—to be dragooned into the folly and madness of secession.”

And with that, the Reverend asked his congregation to note, also, “the strange part played by the women of the South in this terrible drama. However violent the men may have been, the women have been far more furious and vindictive. Woman is at once the best and worst thing God has made.”

God’s retribution was, and would be, the price of Southern women’s self-satisfied support both for slavery, especially, and for the war to be kept going, in defiance of Aristophanes’ moral in the Greek playwright’s great drama Lysistrata. “I do not hesitate to say nine-tenths of the male population between fifteen and fifty years of age,” the Reverend warned, “will be exterminated before the end of the war. And they, the women, will be deprived of their natural protectors,” he remarked, sadly, “and must alone bear the desolation and the sorrow.”2

He would not be far wrong.
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There were two women very close to the president, Black and white, who for their part were as cognizant of the evils of slavery as Rev. Beecher: women who remained proud of the political courage that Mr. Lincoln had shown in issuing his great warning proclamation, who moreover were aware, in person, of the challenges that the freeing of enslaved Black people was already causing in the North.

Despite her inconsolable grief over her son Willie’s death earlier that year, Mary Lincoln had proved a veritable tower of strength to Abraham in the days and weeks after publication of her husband’s preliminary Emancipation Proclamation, even as Abraham himself wondered if he’d done the right thing. As she chided him, after she left for New York and Boston in late October 1862, she had been disappointed that she’d heard nothing from him.

“My Husband, I have waited in vain to hear from you, yet as you are not given to writing letters,” she was willing to forgive him. For she was, as she wrote, “charitable enough to impute your silence to the right cause”—his proclamation.

“Strangers come up from W.[ashington] & tell me you are well,” Mary informed him, “—which satisfies me very much—Your name is on every lip and many prayers and good wishes are hourly sent up, for your welfare—and McClellan & his slowness [prior to his dismissal] are as vehemently discussed. Allowing this beautiful weather, to pass away”—and failing to catch Lee after his withdrawal from northern Maryland—“is disheartening the North.”3

The First Lady had been to see old General Winfield Scott, who was “complaining of Rheumatism.” But her real reason for writing was to tell her husband of Mrs. Keckly, who’d looked after her in the preceding days—days when, once again, she’d been felled by almost suicidal depression.

In truth, as Mary confessed, “if it had not been for Lizzie Keckley, I do not know what I should have done—Some of these periods, will launch me away,” she admitted. “All the distinguished in the land have tried how polite & attentive they could be to me,” though, “since I came up here—Many say, they would almost worship you, if you would put a fighting General in the place of McClellan. This would be splendid weather, for an engagement,” or major battle, she’d added.4

Not wanting to sound too martial, though, the First Lady appended a more pressing postscript the following morning.

“I wrote you on yesterday, yet omitted a very important item,” Mary explained. “Elizabeth Keckley, who is with me and is working for the Contraband Association [helping fugitives from slavery], at Wash[ington] is authorized by the White part of the concern by a written document—to collect any thing for them—here that, she can—She has been very unsuccessful,” Mary reported, sadly. “She says the immense number of Contrabands in W. are suffering intensely, many without bed covering & having to use any bits of carpeting to cover themselves—Many dying of want.”

Mary Lincoln’s heart went out to them—and not only her heart. “Out of the $1000 fund deposited with you by Gen Corcoran, I have given her the privilege of investing $200 her[e] in bed covering. She is the most deeply grateful being, I ever saw, & this sum, I am sure, you will not object to being used in this way—The cause of humanity requires it.”

“Please send check for $200 out of the fund,” Mary then requested her husband. “She will bring you on the bill—With much love, Yours &.”5

On the back of the envelope Mary had scribbled an even more urgent plea. “Please answer by return mail,” she begged, “& send c[ash].”6
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Lincoln had sent the funds.

He had also fired McClellan.

The general whom the president chose to replace him fared no better at Fredericksburg, however, over the four days of December 11 through 15, 1862.

There were also arguments in the administration over the form that the president’s definitive Emancipation Proclamation would take on January 1, 1863, especially with regard to enslaved people in the border states, who numbered perhaps half a million.

“The political cesspool is deeper, broader, filthier and more feculent than ever,” Adam Gurowski, who had worked tirelessly in camera as an informant to Radicals in the Senate, noted in his diary. The machinations of William Seward, for him, were the filthiest.7

The count’s diary, when published that fall, had already caused Seward to dismiss the sage from the State Department in September, but even without his inside information, Republican senators had become anxious lest Seward abort the president’s official edict of emancipation at the last hurdle, at year’s end.8 On December 17, Republican senators therefore drew up a resolution declaring that they’d had enough of the cabinet’s handling of the war, and that Seward was the enemy within—the conniving saboteur of every major policy advanced and adopted by the Union, its elected Congress, and its Republican majority, still.

“Every day,” Count Gurowski commented, “I am the more firmly convinced that Seward is the great stumbling block alike to Mr. Lincoln and the country at large.”9 Seward, all agreed, would have to go. The secretary of state was not sincere about emancipation, nor had he “earnestness in the War” in military or diplomatic terms—and should resign.10

In the face of the overwhelming majority of Republican senators calling for his dismissal, Seward, somewhat to their surprise, complied: handing in his resignation on December 18, and packing his state papers in boxes.

In a three-hour meeting beginning at 7:00 p.m., a delegation of nine U.S. senators then met with the president at the White House to discuss the crisis: the senators venting their dissatisfaction and complaining, in their words, that they felt Seward had “never believed in the war” against the Confederacy, and “as long as he remained in the Cabinet nothing but defeat and disaster could be expected.”11

Most of all, however, they still worried lest Seward sabotage the impending formal issuance of the Emancipation Proclamation, due to be signed on January 1, 1863, on the expiry of the president’s 100-day warning of intent.
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If the senators had hoped to get rid of the wily Seward by exerting senatorial sway over the president and his future conduct of the war, however, they were mistaken—and Seward, an expert on such tactics, even considered a coup d’état if they tried.

Even when President Lincoln came to his house begging him to withdraw his resignation, Seward had refused to retract it—knowing that, in the end, Abraham would be too kind to dump him. Also, from his own experience, that the president would be resistant to a collection of senators seeking to usurp Mr. Lincoln’s constitutional role as president and commander in chief in running the war, however poorly Lincoln was doing it.

Seward was right. The news from Fredericksburg sickened the president—“If there is a worse place than hell I am in it,” he told one visitor, when hearing more details of the slaughter.12 But hell for Abraham was also dissension and inner disruption in his official family. What Abraham wanted, especially, on the eve of signing his official Emancipation Proclamation, was “unity.”

As he put it to Secretary Welles on December 20, were the firing of Seward to be “carried out as the Senators prescribed, the whole Government must cave in. It could not stand, could not hold water; the bottom would be out,” for the president could not permit Senate Republicans to dictate the executive functions of the chief executive—in fact, he would rather resign himself. Seward must, therefore, be persuaded to retract his resignation. Unity—indeed, unanimity—must prevail.13

Secretary Welles, who deeply distrusted Seward, was nevertheless of like mind in this—for it was the president himself who would suffer, not Seward. The president’s inability to be decisive was now legendary—but was still better than the Senate controlling the administration.

The next hours were intense—and historic. By getting Seward to retract his resignation, then showing Secretary Chase and Secretary Stanton Mr. Seward’s letter agreeing to remain as secretary of state, Abraham got both Chase and Stanton to offer their own resignations, in acknowledgment of the failure of their, and the senators’, attempted putsch. Then, after making Chase wait several days, Lincoln declined to accept these resignations as well. He had, as he put it to Welles, thereby “cut the Gordian knot” of disaffection and Sewarditis in the cabinet. “I see my way clear,” he’d confided to his navy secretary, whose blockade of the Confederacy would ultimately bring it down, as long as the cabinet remained as one.14

“Now I can ride,” Abraham Lincoln told Ira Harris, the senator from New York. “I have got a pumpkin in each end of my bag.” He was suddenly filled with renewed confidence.15 The path to signing his official Emancipation Proclamation on January 1, 1863, was open—the cabinet reunified behind him, and Republican senators content, if bruised. Furthermore, he, not the senators, nor any cabal within the cabinet, would continue to lead the administration—and one way or another, the Union would survive and win the war.
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EPILOGUE

The Angel of Liberty

TO THE END OF HIS DAYS, Abraham Lincoln would worry about America’s future; about Black-and-white race relations, and about assimilation in America’s multiethnic society—for he struggled with his own and other white Americans’ social and racial prejudices regarding African Americans.1

He had fretted and fidgeted and fixated over the text of the final version of the proclamation edict to the point where, in fact, in the run-up to New Year’s Day, 1863, the Times of London even printed a supposedly inside story that the president had rescinded his proposed document, and was not going to issue it as he’d promised—despite the Confederacy, in its unwisdom, having shown no sign of rejoining the national family.2

On New Year’s Day, however, President Lincoln would have to face the proverbial and actual music in the White House. The only complications that had arisen were those concerning still-enslaved people in loyal states and territories, and the legal difference between emancipated slaves in the South being “forever” free or “henceforward” free. The 100 days were almost up, however, and the proclamation text had been unanimously approved by the cabinet.

For Confederates, the consequences would be the ending of their right to “property” in millions of enslaved people in the South, who had been used for the purposes of armed insurrection. As Lincoln would write out in the final document in his own hand, he would be issuing it not only as president of the United States, but “by virtue of the power in me vested as Commander-in-Chief of the Army and Navy of the United States in time of actual armed rebellion against authority and government of the United States, and as a fit and necessary measure for suppressing said rebellion.”

He would be using his war powers, then, as the “necessary measure” needed to reclaim the nation, after a full, three-month warning of what would happen should the Confederate states choose to continue their armed insurrection.

Not only would “all persons held as slaves” within the Confederacy “henceforward” be “free,” but “such persons of suitable condition” among them were to be “received into the armed service of the United States,” on land and sea.3

In other words, the Union was soon to gain a new military infusion in the form of Black soldiers. And with emancipation providing the new moral as well as legal casus belli in quelling the armed insurrection of the Southern states, the promise of a new wind to rescue the fortunes of the Lincoln administration as the New Year approached.
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Earlier in 1862 Lincoln had told Carl Schurz, his returning ambassador to Spain, he couldn’t “imagine that any European power would dare to recognize and aid the Southern Confederacy if it becomes clear the Confederacy stands for slavery,” on the one hand, and “the Union for freedom” on the other.4

Despite this knowledge, Abraham had still feared slaveholder and racial objections in the North more than European countries’ recognition of the Confederacy; he had, as a result, simply not dared issue an emancipation proclamation right up to the day he’d had no other option: the Union having been invaded.

Even then, as Abraham had confided to Edwards Pierrepont, a New York judge, making the decision had been excruciating. Visiting the president on the Sunday before Abraham issued the preliminary proclamation on September 22, the judge had “found Lincoln lying on a sofa in a sort of yellow linen dressing-gown and embroidered slippers,” a friend recalled of Pierrepont’s account some months later.

“It is my last card,” the president had confessed—in fact, he’d “jumped up, gesticulating vehemently,” Pierrepont reported: Lincoln telling the judge he would now, however, “play it and may win the trick.”5

To another person, the Methodist minister John McClintock, Lincoln had confessed his fear of taking such a fateful decision, right up until the moment when his hand was forced by Jefferson Davis’s stupidity in invading the North, and Lee’s mad proclamation. “I was in great doubt about it myself. I did not think that the people had been quite educated up to it,” for he’d feared its negative effects in the border states. “Yet I think it was right. I knew it would help our cause in Europe, and I trusted in God and did it.”6

Issuing the preliminary Emancipation Proclamation on September 22, he and Schurz had been proven right, moreover. Reports from the capitals of Europe revealed that it had more than helped the Union cause: it had, in fact, changed the chances of Union success from debatable to inevitable, leaving the CSA now an international pariah, one that no European power would recognize as a nation.

The United States was thus free to continue its blockade of the South, and over time, surely, Union commanders would emerge who could defeat Davis’s generals in the field, given the North’s overwhelming superiority in numbers. It would now be only a matter of time. Southern delaying tactics, while refusing to stand down the rebellion, would merely force their own white population to suffer, for no good reason beyond obstinacy and pride.

“And upon this act, sincerely believed to be an act of justice, warranted by the Constitution, upon military necessity,” the president now concluded the handwritten text of the document slated for publication on January 1, 1863, “I invoke the considerate judgment of mankind, and the gracious favor of Almighty God.”
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The hundred days were up. Despite all his endless worrying lest the proclamation prove a mere “paper bullet,” Abraham Lincoln thus decided, after staying up all night, to go ahead and issue the document, the instrument of emancipation, making it official.7 His final version he finished before breakfast, but he would wait for an official copy to be made before he signed it.

Thus it was that, only after three hours of traditional New Year’s Day greeting of people in person at the White House, beginning at 11:00 a.m. on January 1, 1863, Abraham Lincoln finally went to his study and prepared himself to append his full name to the edict—proud that he’d done something which would, as his new, third personal secretary, William Stoddard, recorded, eventually bring down the Confederacy, since it was, Stoddard noted, “Only through the slaves do the rebels keep their forces in the field”; without them their “ability” to wage war would “fail them.”8

For a moment, the president felt paralyzed, though—unable to stop the shaking of his hand. “I could not for a moment, control my arm,” Lincoln later confided. He worried lest it be a sign, or omen. “I paused and a superstitious feeling came over me which made me hesitate”—until he remembered he’d been shaking the hands of many hundreds that morning.9

The tremor went away; “I never in my life felt more certain that I was doing right as I do in signing this paper,” he said to the people gathered around him, including Senator Charles Sumner of Massachusetts, who’d loaned him his own simple steel pen. “They will say, ‘he had some compunctions’”—doubts—he said, envisaging future stories of the episode, but blew them away with a laugh as he surveyed his admittedly “tremulous” signature. Anyway, “That will do,” Abraham declared, putting down the pen. More than assuring eventual military victory, the Emancipation Proclamation also felt morally sound, an assertion of good against evil.
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In every major Northern city, crowds gathered around newspaper and telegraph offices—George Templeton Strong feeling that his “nation may be sick unto speedy death and past help from this or any other remedy,” but emancipation promised at least to be the nation’s last act of “repentance and restitution” for a sin that had corrupted and betrayed its founders’ ideals.10

Like many supporters of the president’s earlier, preliminary proclamation, or counter-proclamation, Frederick Douglass, for his part, had been anxious about the President’s “peculiar, cautious, forbearing and hesitating way”: a diffidence on the part of Mr. Lincoln that, until he issued the preliminary document in September, had left “the loyal heart” of abolitionists “near breaking with despair.”11

The president had, however, signed the preliminary warning in September. Would he now actually go through with his warning to the South, though, on January 1, 1863, given the absence of any sign that President Davis and his Southern colleagues were willing to stand down their rebellion?12

Frederick Douglass, born in slavery, had to hope and believe that Lincoln would—indeed, Douglass had already composed the editorial for his newspaper, Douglass’s Monthly, in Rochester, in preparation for the grand announcement, whether or not it would prove effective in the field. For, whatever happened, it would now change the terms of the Civil War. It had, in fact, already done so, judging by the responses of the European powers: their backing away from recognition of the Confederacy. If now promulgated and obeyed by Union officers and troops as well as the general public in the North, the official proclamation would, Douglass thought, be the ultimate test of America as a moral nation.

“Far off in the after coming centuries,” he wrote, “some Gibbon with truthful pen, will fix upon that date, as the beginning of a glorious rise, or of a shameful fall of the great American Republic. Unquestionably, for weal or for woe, the first of January is to be the most memorable day in American Annals.”

The day and its consequences would determine whether the “life and character” of America “shall be radiantly glorious with all high and noble virtues, or infamously blackened, forevermore, with all the hell darkened crimes and horrors which attach to Slavery—it is whether our national life shall be to ourselves and the world, a withering curse or a benediction of all national blessedness for ages to come.”

For himself, Douglass doubted that the president would back down from issuing the edict—not only because he believed in the president’s better angels, but because the time had come for it.

“Powerful as Mr. Lincoln is,” Douglass reflected in one of the most beautiful passages he ever wrote, “he is but the hands of the clock. He cannot change the pivotal character of the day. The word has gone forth—and no system of balancing, of props here, or weight there, can possibly anchor the national ship in anything like a stationary position after the first day of January. From that day her ample form, will swing round, her towering sails will be swelled by the trade winds of the Almighty and she will either be wafted off gloriously to the open sea, on a prosperous voyage, or furiously driven by rebellious gales upon the sharp and flinty rocks only to mark the place of danger to other and aftercoming voyagers. We repeat, there is no escape. The tide is reached which must be taken at the flood—For the present the Angel of Liberty has one ear of the nation and the demon of Slavery the other. One or the other must prevail on the first of January.”13

In his office at the White House, Abraham Lincoln sat back, having appended his signature also to the superscription, “By the President of the United States, A Proclamation.” It would now be sent to be embossed at the State Department, and be printed, in the form of a two-page broadsheet, by the Government Printing Office. The original he would keep for himself.14

It was done, and would go over the wires that very night, across the world.

“It is a momentous thing,” Lincoln would later admit with pride to Frank Carpenter, watching as the young man worked his colored oils onto his memorial canvas—“to be the instrument, under Providence, of the liberation of a race!”15
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Result of the 1860 Presidential election, as celebrated in a Lincoln campaign newspaper
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Mr. Abraham Lincoln
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Major General Jefferson Davis, commander of Mississippi’s state forces after secession
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South Carolina secedes from the United States, followed by other states of the deep South
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Davis Inauguration, Montgomery, AL, February 18, 1861
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Confederate President Davis
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President Buchanan and President-elect Lincoln en route to 1861 inauguration; Harper’s Weekly sketch
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Lincoln’s inauguration outside the unfinished Capitol Building, Washington, March 4, 1861
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Mary Lincoln
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Elizabeth Keckly, formerly enslaved seamstress for both Varina Davis and Mary Lincoln
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Contest of the Presidents: advertisement for Phunny Phellow magazine, 1861
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Harper’s Weekly illustration of the attack on Fort Sumter, April 12, 1861
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Confederate flag over Fort Sumter
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Second Confederate White House, Richmond, VA
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New Confederate capital, Richmond, VA
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U.S. infantry on the Potomac River, across from the U.S. capital
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Cartoon map of Scott’s “Anaconda Plan”
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General Winfield Scott
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Contemporary illustration of President Davis as Confederate commander in chief
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Locomotive of O&A line that took Davis to the battlefield at Bull Run (aka Manassas)
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Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper depiction of the Union flight from Bull Run, July 21, 1861
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“Pathfinder” General Frémont and Mrs. Jessie Frémont
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General Frémont’s Emancipation Proclamation
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Lincoln rescinds Frémont’s Proclamation liberating people in Missouri enslaved by rebels, caricatured in Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper; the proclamation’s many supporters include the three men shown on this page
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Senator Orville Browning, Lincoln’s best friend
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Count Adam Gurowski, State Department official
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Frederick Douglass, premier voice of the enslaved
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General George McClellan
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McClellan “slows,” anonymous contemporary pencil drawing
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Formerly enslaved people freed from Jefferson Davis’s Mississippi plantation
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Battle of New Orleans, depicted in an 1862 lithograph
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Embarkation of U.S. troops for the Virginia Peninsula, 1862
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Early twentieth-century print depicting General Robert E. Lee surveying battlefield in 1862
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Captured and wounded U.S. troops on the Virginia Peninsula
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President Lincoln visiting troops on the Peninsula, Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper engraving, July 8, 1862
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Map of Union beachhead at Harrison’s Landing, VA
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“Liberated” Marylanders resist General Lee’s troops, as satirized in Harper’s Weekly after Lee invades the North
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Lee’s Proclamation to the People of Maryland, September 8, 1862
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Lincoln plays his “last card”—emancipation—against Davis, cartoon in Punch magazine, October 1861
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Lincoln reads preliminary Emancipation Proclamation to U.S. Cabinet in 1862: A. H. Ritchie engraving after Frank Carpenter’s painting of 1864
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French Emperor Napoleon III’s “no” to Davis, as shown in a political cartoon
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Broadsheet with the final text of Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation, January 1, 1863









AUTHOR’S NOTE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

LINCOLN VS DAVIS didn’t begin as such.

I had spent ten years researching and narrating President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s story as commander in chief of the armed forces of the United States in three volumes, collectively titled FDR at War, and had been asked in 2019 to give a talk on the final book, War and Peace, at a World War II conference at Gettysburg, Pennsylvania.

In between sessions, I toured the haunting Civil War battlefield with a young WWII military historian–friend from South Carolina, James Scott.

“Lincoln at War,” I suggested to him as we stood looking out over the national park as the sun set.

“Yes!” he responded emphatically—instinctively understanding the task I was proposing for myself.
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The project began then, as Lincoln at War—but it wasn’t very long before I realized I was writing the wrong book.

My wife Raynel’s family comes from New Orleans, and we have a winter house there. She is African American, with Creole roots and family going back to slavery. Lincoln’s place in their history will never be forgotten or miscast. Among some white people in that wonderfully multicultural city there survives, however, a lingering resentment toward the memory of President Lincoln, as well as ongoing pride in the leadership and “lost cause” espoused by President Jefferson Davis—who died in New Orleans in 1889, and whose funeral there drew unprecedented crowds in mourning. Even today, the home in which Davis last lived in Biloxi, on Mississippi’s Gulf shore, is named The Jefferson Davis Presidential Library and Museum; it even boasts a statue of the Confederate leader, with a Confederate flag proudly flying outside.

Clearly the story of the two adversaries, both born in Kentucky, both the same age, both setting off for their inaugurations as competing American presidents on the same day in 1861, raised many more questions than I’d assumed when embarking on the project—one in which I’d innocently hoped to switch the biographical lens I’d developed in writing FDR at War to a study of Abraham Lincoln as president and commander in chief in war. My intended focus on the challenges faced by the incoming president in commanding his military subordinates and forces in a major war would have to broaden to encompass his rival, who’d been chosen precisely because he was a born soldier.

The more I talked with colleagues, friends, and family, and the more research I did, the more I recognized this necessity of widening the aperture of my lens, so to speak, to include Lincoln’s adversary: a Southern states’ president commanding his “nation’s” military forces for more than four years barely a hundred miles away from Washington, D.C., in Richmond, Virginia.

I’d done something similar more than four decades earlier, in chronicling the lives of Heinrich and Thomas Mann, two of Germany’s greatest novelists and opponents of Hitler. Thus, in any event, it was that Lincoln at War became a dual biography: Lincoln vs. Davis: The War of the Presidents.
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Where the book should end became another question—one that I resisted answering until I’d done substantial research and drafting of the original manuscript.

In choosing, finally, to conclude the book with Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation on January 1, 1863, I felt I had portrayed the most important part of the contest between the leading American politician and the leading American soldier of the Civil War. The war’s unfolding, from Fort Sumter to the bloody battles of Antietam and Fredericksburg, was a truly epic saga for both men—one that neither could have predicted. But once President Lincoln bit the proverbial bullet, and made the freeing of three and a half million enslaved people in the South a military issue as well as a moral one, no European power could or would recognize the independence of Davis’s new “nation,” nor would attempt to intervene, singly or in unison, to raise the blockade depriving Europe’s mills of American cotton. The war, from that moment, would become—like so many wars afterward—a war of attrition that was the North’s only to lose, not the isolated South’s to win.

Since I was not writing Lincoln vs. Davis as a history of the Civil War, but as a partial biography of its chief combatants in their roles as presidents and commanders in chief, I thus felt it appropriate to leave them on New Year’s Day, 1863, as Lincoln’s great shifting of the war’s casus belli took formal effect.

One day, perhaps, I would like to look at the way the war ended for the two adversaries, and what happened to the two men and their families thereafter—but that, as they say, is another, wholly different story.
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In recording my gratitude or debt to others, let me start by paying tribute to the many histories of the Civil War to which I have had access: works going back in time of publication to the Civil War itself.

Having spent the better part of forty years as a biographer and historian of twentieth-century literary, political, and military subjects, I found myself stunned by the quality of Civil War scholarship, applied from every possible angle and vantage point: military, political, economic, social, diplomatic, psychological, medical, and environmental. In many respects the Civil War is more analyzed, interpreted, and re-related, in fact, than World War II in America—undoubtedly because it took place here, not abroad, but also because the underlying causes and social tensions that gave rise to it are still prevalent today: with, as I write this, two American presidents in close political combat, and the matter of democratic norms and interests in deep contention.

Which prompts me to explain that, while I have at no point attempted in Lincoln vs. Davis to draw connections with later history and personalities, my study of Lincoln and Davis at war was undoubtedly influenced by subsequent, and even present, events. My own father was evacuated from Dunkirk in 1940, and returned to the beaches of Normandy as a British battalion commander in 1944; I spent five summers as a child sleeping under an army tent on his former battlefields, visiting haunting monuments and Allied cemeteries in northern France where his men were buried. Researching the Union invasion of the Virginia Peninsula, standing on the beach where 130,000 Union troops were evacuated at Harrison’s Landing in 1862, walking the meadows of Manassas where two major American battles had been fought, taking the road through Harper’s Ferry, visiting the battlefields and cemeteries of Shiloh, Vicksburg, Gettysburg, and Antietam, taking the boat to Fort Sumter, it was impossible not to feel the same awe I’d felt as a child, pulling up a metal tent peg that had impaled a buried, spent cartridge: instruments of a battle that had taken place in my own lifetime.

To the many authors who have studied and recounted the actions, personalities, and contexts of the Civil War, my sincere thanks, therefore—in particular the editors who compiled and annotated the “master” texts that biographers of Presidents Lincoln and Davis use: The Collected Works of Abraham Lincoln, edited in eight volumes by Roy Basler, and The Papers of Jefferson Davis in ten volumes, edited by Linda Crist, Mary Seaton, and Kenneth Williams.

Among the tens of thousands of biographical and other works devoted to Abraham Lincoln, I would like especially to record my gratitude to Professor Michael Burlingame, author of the Lincoln “bible” (for biographers), Lincoln: A Life, in two volumes, who kindly read my manuscript, as well as my gratitude for the many works on Lincoln by Harold Holzer, Director of Roosevelt House, Hunter College, in New York—both of whom encouraged me to follow my Lincoln–Davis path, wherever it would lead.

Major biographies of Jefferson Davis by Professor William Cooper and Professor William J. Davis provided a cornerstone of my understanding of President Davis. Biographies of Mary Todd Lincoln by Professor Catherine Clinton and of Varina Howell Davis by Professor Joan Cashin were invaluable aids, while the works of military historians, including Professors James McPherson, Stephen Sears, Craig Symonds, Steven Woodworth, Gabor Borritt, Donald Stoker, and the late T. Harry Williams proved a proverbial godsend.

The many sources to which I’ve had grateful access are referenced in the endnotes of this volume—but I wish to record my particular debt to the insights and knowledge provided by the scholars of race in American society, especially in addressing the issues of slavery and emancipation—particularly the works of Professors Stephen Oates, Allen Guelzo, Bruce Levine, Matthew Pinsker, Ronald White, James Oakes, and Henry Louis Gates.
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Head Quarters Western Department,
ST. LOUIS, MO., August 14, 1861.

I hereby declare and establish

artial |

In the City and County of Si. Louis.

®iajor J. McKINSTRY, U. S. Army,
is appointed Provost fiarshal. All erders
and regulations issued by him will be re-
spected and obeyed. |

Major General Commanding,

¢ -
Qe B





OEBPS/images/Art_insert23.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_insert22.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_insert21.jpg
":ﬁ,’f"%"» 15

e Wt b






OEBPS/images/Art_insert20.jpg
A





OEBPS/images/Art_P444.jpg
Mayy,)

0 10
| E—
Miles

© James M. Fenelon

% Bull Run [ August 28], nmnunns® X WASHINGTON

-
%,
e g

Aquia Landing g
Rapidan Ry < MARYLAND
Fredericksburg

Pamunkey River,

b/\,_\ Cpickahomity River[}

RICHMOND

Seven Pines May 31 &

To Frederick and Antietam
/s MARYLAND

Annapolis
VIRGINA

&

* ) -

VIRGINA

Urbanna

West Point

p)
Savage’s Station June 29

Drewry’s Bluff May 15 S

Harrison’s Landing
July 02 - August 14

9,
¥, 4
Ul

War on the Peninsula 1862 | Norfolk






OEBPS/images/Art_insert39.jpg
Gen. Lee's Proclamation to the People of
Maryland !
Baltimore Sept. 11,

Gen. Lee has issued the following
proclamation ; ‘

Lee’s Headquarters Aty of Virginia, }

near Fredericktown, Sept. 8.

T6 the People of Maryland.

1t is right you should know the pur.
pose that hus trought the army under
my commund within the limits of your
State, 8o far as that purpose con-
cerns yourselves, the people of the
Confederate States have long watched
with the deepest sympathy the wrongs
and outrages that have been inflicted
upon the citizens of 2 Commonwealth
allied to the States of the South by the
strongest social, political and commep-
cal ties, and reduced to the condition
of a donquered province nnder the pre-
tence of supporting the constitution,
butin violation of its most valued pro-
vision ; your citizens have been arrested
and imprisoned  upon no charge and
contrary to all forms of law : a faithful
and mauly protest agaipst this outrage
made by a venerable and lustrious
Marylander, to whom, in better days,
no citizen ] pealed tor- right in vain,
was treuted with scorn and contempt.
The government of your chief city has
been  usurped by “armed strangers ;
your Legislature has been dissolved by
the unlawfui arrest ot its members ;
freedom of the press and speech has
been suppressed ; words have been de-
clared offences by an arbitrary decree
of the Federal Executive, and citizens
ordered to be tried by military - com-
mission  for . what they may dare to
speak. =

Believing that the people of Mary-
land possess a epirit too- lofty “to gub-
mit to sucha government, the peopls
of tho South have long - wished to aid
them in throwing off this: fureign yoke
to enable you again to enjoy the in-
alienable vights of freenicn and restore
the independence and sovereignty “of
your State. In obedience to this wish
our army has come to assist. you with
the power of its arws in reguining the
vights of which you have heen so un.
justly despoiled,
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A Nation Divided, 1861
[T] First Confederate States

Added Confederate States
(after Fort Sumter battle)

[[] US Loyal Free States
[[] US Loyal Slaveholding States
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CHARLESTON

MERCURY

EXTRA.

Passed unanimously at 115 o’clock, P. JM. December
207n, 1S60. ——

AN ORDINANCE

To dissolve the Union between the State of Sowlh Carolina and
other States united with her under the compact entitled “ The
Constitution of the United States of .America”

We, the People of the State of South Carolina.in—Coivention_assembled, do ¢
i 4 hereby declared and ordained, —n

clare and ordain, and

That the Ordinance adopted by us in Convention, on the twenty-third day of May, in the -
year of our Lord one thousand seven hundred and eighty-eight, whereby the Constitution of the
United States of America was ratified, and also, all Acts and parts of Acts of the General
Assembly of this State, ratifying amendments of the said Constitution, are hereby repealed ;
and that the union now subsisting between South Carolina and other States, under the name of

«The United States of America,” is hereby dissolved.

THE

s

DINSOLVED!
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Let the People Rejoice !

THOE PEGPILE TRUE T LXOSKERTY .

ILEANOGIS REBELNEED!
SHE VOTIES FOR LINCOLN,

She chooses Republican Negislature.
SHE REPUPRIATES DOUGLAS.

GOD BLESS THE OLD KENSTONE!!

GOD BLESS NEW YORK!

Llncoln carries all the Atlantlc States but
New Jersey.

AN AVALANGHE ©F PREEMEN.
SHOUT BOYS SHOUT, VICTORY IS OURS, FREEDOM IS TRIDNPHANT.
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FREEDOM
KNG

Forever fros and the Exeoutive Goveramont of tho United States. inoliaing the military and nival
auihariy theraot, wil reooRniss and ALt The froedom Of uoh persoss, and will 4o 5o ack o
ota o Sepress sach parmons. or sny of them, i any eforis they may ke for their asrual
>*%%Fhat tho Exseutive will, an the et day of Jangary aforemid, by procamation, desigmatn
o Staton and parta f Seaton If auy. i which the peopie tareof

‘Soapaotivaly hall then be in robellion agaiost th Unitsa Siates
2 th fack taat any Btate,or the peopls Ehereof,thall 0 that day
Be'in good fuith represented in the Congross o tha Unitad States
by motabers ohosss choreia at oleations whorein & majoriy of the

qalifodvotars of ol State shall have parteipated, Sha i b

hcenca of sirong sountarvailing testimony. be desmad conolnaiy
o that sush Biato and the peoplo thereat are not dhem 1n

Feballion agaiast tho Unitod States.

fow tharetors, 1 Abraam Lincoln, President o the Uaitad

State, by’ viiie of the power o me vosted o ommandos (o

‘ohiaf ot the Acumy and Navy of the Daited Scates, i time of actual
Srmed sabsilionsgainst. the, Authority and Goveramemt of the
it Brates. and s o 0 and ‘Bocoawary wae moasuts or Fopross-
ing said robellion, do, on this At day of Jamuary, i the yous of

o Lord one thousdnd sight hundred and sixiy.throe, nd in
Rocordanos with my purposs 80 to 4o, publisly prosiared for the

Gl poriod of one lndrod daye froms the day of the At above.
monllned S desimate. s the. Siates a0 parcs of State
:> wiarein:tho pespietbereof respectively e Uhs ey i Febeilion
agaiost tho Unitad States, the folowing, 10 wivs ATkhmsne,Toxi, Lowsians, except the parishs of
S Buraard, Plaquomines, Joerson; S¢ Johm, St Cnarioe, St James. Asoonsion. Asumpion, Torre
Benue, Lafgurche, St Mars, S Mariin and Orleaae. ncluding the ity of Rew Orloaae, MiminippL

Alabuin, Floridt, Guorgla, South Carolins, Rorth Garoliua snd Viginia; cxcept ths orty-olg
5t Virginia, and. alao the couaties of Berkeley, Accotsas, Northamptos,

Elizabeth City, York, Princsss A, A Rorfolk. inciading. of ‘Nosfolk ahd Portemonth,
and which exoeptod part are. for the oo ot tssued.
"k by virbuo of the power and o it all por-

Countion denignated aa

'
'
0
a1 hereby enjols W the poopia o declare £ bo roe, ts ibtarm from al viclauc, ualess
B 1o, zccctsuey woiFicTaion vha T racomimend t thew, that in Al cases, whon. ailowsd, taey bor
Tahfolly fo roasonabio wages
“nd I furthor declare Sad make knows that such persos of sutable condition wil borocelved
) into the armed sorvice of tho Unitoa States o garrison fort, posiions. siations, and other plac,
i fo i vessel of ol soria n smid service
‘R upon thi, smoerely beliovad Ko be an act of fustice, warantod by the Contitution,
B cron miliary nocesiity: T invake the considerste Judgment of mankind aod tho graciow favor
P Eimighiy God
T “witases whereof, T have harounto sot my hand and caused tho seal of the Uaited tatem
Y| "% o a: e Lis s duy of J i £ our Lord
" Boge ¢ tho clty of Washington, this first day of January, in tho your of our Lord ons
thouswad sight Bundred and sixey throe, and of the Independuace of the United States the
Q| ciccy seveae
e Prestant ABRAFIAM LINOOLX,
A| W ESEWARD, Seorotary of State”

FREED-PEOPLE

ANID TELE

t CHILDREN OF THE FREED

k S SEE THE ™%

'AS THEY APPEAR IN

HAVERLY’S

 GENUINE COLORED
'MINSTRELS

Colossal Golored Carnival Company

AnD

GREAT BIG BLACK BO
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GREAT FIGHT FOR THE CHAMPIONSHIP
Between the SOUTHERN FILLIBUSTER and the WESTERN RAILSPLITTER.

H——e G-y Why don’t you go in Abe? What's the use o’ waitin’ for an openin’ any longer?
Abe--Keep Cool and let yer hairgrow Horace! Iknow wot I'm about. I want to tire him out!

V. N AN

NOW READY.
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