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At what point shall we expect the approach of danger? By what means shall we fortify against it? Shall we expect some transatlantic military giant, to step the Ocean, and crush us at a blow? Never! All the armies of Europe, Asia and Africa combined, with all the treasure of the earth … could not by force, take a drink from the Ohio, or make a track on the Blue Ridge, in a trial of a thousand years.… If destruction be our lot, we must ourselves be its author and finisher. As a nation of freemen, we must live through all time, or die by suicide.



Abraham Lincoln, 1838
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INTRODUCTION

The Crossroads of
Our Being

At 4:30 a.m. on the 12th of April, 1861, General Pierre Gustave Toutant Beauregard directed his Confederate gunners to open fire on Fort Sumter, at that hour only a dark shape out in Charleston harbor. Thirty-four hours later a white flag over the fort ended the bombardment. The only casualty was a Confederate horse. It was a bloodless opening to the bloodiest war in American history.

No one could have predicted the magnitude of the explosion that rocked America following that opening shot. Until then America had been, as Bruce Catton wrote, “small enough to carry in the mind and in the heart, and a young man’s fatherland was what he could see from his bedroom window.” Yet most of what America was before the Civil War went into sparking that explosion, and most of what the nation became resulted from it. Entirely unimaginable before it began, the war was the most defining and shaping event in American history—so much so that it is now impossible to imagine what we would have been like without it.

Shortly after Appomattox, Walt Whitman, a Brooklyn journalist and sometime poet who worked in the appalling Union hospitals, warned posterity of what he had seen. “Future years,” he wrote, “will never know the seething hell and the black infernal background, the countless minor scenes and interiors of the secession war; and it is best they should not. The real war,” Whitman insisted, “will never get in the books.”

The writers and historians of future years have not been scared off by Whitman’s admonition. In the century and a quarter since the war’s conclusion, more than fifty thousand books have been published on the Civil War: countless personal diaries and regimental histories, biographies and military narratives, pictorial essays, social analyses, works that have treated causes and effects, demographics, crop statistics, even the weather. There have been books of maps, books of letters, books of orders, books of books, slim philosophical essays and multi-volume narratives, novels, poems, and music. Each year dozens of new titles appear, again offering to revisit the war, to reinterpret or rearrange those strange days and hard events—faint traces and distant signals now—looking still for the coherent, the conclusive explanation.

And yet Whitman’s words retain their force. The “real war” stays there, outside all the books, beckoning to us. Why did Americans kill each other? How did it happen? Who were these people who fought and killed, marched and sang, wrote home, skedaddled, deserted, died, nursed and lamented, persevered and were defeated? What was it like to be in that war? What did it do to America and Americans? What happened to the movement that freed blacks from slavery? Why have succeeding generations obscured the war with bloodless, gallant myth, blurring the causes of the war and its great ennobling outcome—the freeing of four million black people and their descendants from bondage? What did it mean that the Union won? What does it mean to be a Union? Why are we still so drawn to this tale of suffering, catastrophe, valor, and death?

Some events so pervasively condition the life of a culture that they retain the power to fascinate permanently. They become the focus of myth and the anchor of meaning for a whole society. The Civil War was such an event. Indeed, as Robert Penn Warren once wrote, “the Civil War is, for the American imagination, the great single event of our history. Without too much wrenching, it may, in fact, be said to be American history. Before the Civil War we had no history in the deepest and most inward sense.” Or as Shelby Foote, author of the classic three-volume narrative history The Civil War, put it in a recent interview for our film series:


Any understanding of this nation has to be based, and I mean really based, on an understanding of the Civil War. I believe that firmly. It defined us. The Revolution did what it did. Our involvement in European wars, beginning with the First World War, did what it did. But the Civil War defined us as what we are and it opened us to being what we became, good and bad things. And it is very necessary, if you’re going to understand the American character in the twentieth century, to learn about this enormous catastrophe of the nineteenth century. It was the crossroads of our being, and it was a hell of a crossroads: the suffering, the enormous tragedy of the whole thing.



Like so many others, we were drawn to that crossroads: brought back to the words and images those who lived through it left behind, to the mire of questions and myths, to the brutality and heroism of the four-year struggle that defines us as a people.

This book was born and raised in the midst of the making of a ten-hour documentary film series on the Civil War, produced for public television between 1985 and 1990. The series took us some five years—only a little longer than the war itself lasted—to plan, research, write, shoot, edit; rewrite, reshoot, research, and reedit. Twenty-four scholars, five editors, four researchers, innumerable librarians and archivists, and two helicopter pilots were among the scores of people who helped us prepare the series. It represents, we believe, the most comprehensive treatment of the Civil War ever committed to film. To us, as historical-film makers, it was the most challenging, arduous, compelling, and mysterious task imaginable, and as with all such tasks, it was enormously transforming.

The historical documentarian’s vocation, whether in a film series or a book of this kind, is not precisely the same as the historian’s, although it shares many of the aims and much of the spirit of the latter. Historians delight in telling us what our history is and what it means. The documentarian, on the other hand, as ofter delights in recording and conveying the simple fact that we have had a history at all: that there was once a time when people looked like this, or sounded like that, or felt these ways about such things. The historical documentary is often more immediate and more emotional than history proper because of its continual joy in making the past present through visual and verbal documents.

The America that went to war in 1861 was perhaps the most literate nation on earth. Soldiers at the front and civilians at home left an astonishingly rich and moving record of what they saw and felt. From the voluminous writings of those witnesses, and with the help of a truly extraordinary team of scholars and consultants, we gleaned a stockpile of quotations to accompany our stockpile of images: descriptions, reflections, opinions, cries of outrage, cynicism, sorrow, laughter, and triumph.

As best we could, we have told the story of the war—both in the film series and in the pages that follow—in the voices of the men and women who actually lived it. They include not only Robert E. Lee, Frederick Douglass, and Abraham Lincoln but the South Carolina diarist Mary Chesnut; the New York lawyer George Templeton Strong; a private from Pawtuxet, Rhode Island, Elisha Hunt Rhodes; an escaped slave from Glasgow, Missouri, Spotswood Rice—and Horace Greeley, Clara Barton, Nathaniel Hawthorne, and Julia Ward Howe; and in the end, literally hundreds of voices from across the spectrum of American experience, men and women whose lives were touched or destroyed or permanently changed by the war.

Our intention has been to put an arm around the whole war, to embrace happenings large and small, to convey the drama of epochal events alongside the color and life that lay in minute details and daily happenings. Somehow, the fact that Stonewall Jackson sucked constantly on lemons in the midst of battle adds to the chilling mystery of his military triumphs in the Shenandoah Valley in 1862. A photograph of citizens scanning the casualty lists to see which of their sons, brothers, and fathers would be coming home and which would not speaks volumes about the grief and horror that washed over the country—becoming part of domestic routine without ever quite being domesticated. We wanted to hear what Lincoln sounded like. We wanted to know what an embalming table looked like. We wanted to see an aerial reconnaissance balloon, and a soldier having his hair cut, and what Chambersburg, Pennsylvania, looked like after the Confederates burned it to the ground, and how men drilled, ate, fought, suffered, and died.

By the summer of 1861, Wilmer McLean had had enough. Two great armies were converging on his farm, and what would be the first major battle of the Civil War—Bull Run, or Manassas as the Confederates called it—would soon rage across the aging Virginian’s farm, a Union shell going so far as to tear through his summer kitchen. Now McLean moved his family away from Manassas, far south and west of Richmond—out of harm’s way, he prayed—to a dusty little crossroads town called Appomattox Court House. And it was there in his living room three and a half years later that Lee surrendered to Grant, and Wilmer McLean could rightfully say “The war began in my front yard and ended in my front parlor.”

The Civil War was fought in 10,000 places, from Valverde, New Mexico, and Tullahoma, Tennessee, to St. Albans, Vermont, and Fernandina on the Florida coast. More than 3 million Americans fought in it, and over 600,000 men, 2 percent of the population, died in it.

American homes became headquarters. American churches and schoolhouses sheltered the dying, and huge foraging armies swept across American farms, burned American towns. Americans slaughtered one another wholesale, right here in America, in their own cornfields and peach orchards, along familiar roads and by waters with old American names.

In two days at Shiloh, on the banks of the Tennessee River, more American men fell than in all previous American wars combined. At Cold Harbor, some 7,000 Americans fell in twenty minutes. Men who had never strayed twenty miles from their own front doors now found themselves soldiers in great armies fighting epic battles hundreds of miles from home. They knew they were making history, and it was the greatest adventure of their lives.

The Civil War has been given many names: the War Between the States, the War Against Northern Aggression, the Second American Revolution, the Lost Cause, the War of the Rebellion, the Brothers’ War, the Late Unpleasantness. Walt Whitman called it the War of Attempted Secession. Confederate General Joseph Johnston called it the War Against the States. By whatever name, it was unquestionably the most important event in the life of the nation. It saw the end of slavery and the downfall of a southern planter aristocracy. It was the watershed of a new political and economic order, and the beginning of big industry, big business, big government. It was the first modern war and, for Americans, the costliest, yielding the most American casualties and the greatest domestic suffering, spiritually and physically. It was the most horrible, necessary, intimate, acrimonious, mean-spirited, and heroic conflict the nation has known.

Inevitably, we grasp the war through such hyperbole. In so doing, we tend to blur the fact that real people lived through it and were changed by the event. One hundred eighty-five thousand black Americans fought to free their people. Fishermen and storekeepers from Deer Isle, Maine, served bravely and died miserably in strange places like Baton Rouge, Louisiana, and Fredericksburg, Virginia. There was scarcely a family in the South that did not lose a son or brother or father.

As with any civil strife, the war was marked by excruciating ironies. Robert E. Lee became a legend in the Confederate army only after turning down an offer to command the entire Union force. Four of Lincoln’s own brothers-in-law fought on the Confederate side, and one was killed. The little town of Winchester, Virginia, changed hands seventy-two times during the war, and the state of Missouri sent thirty-nine regiments to fight in the siege of Vicksburg: seventeen to the Confederacy and twenty-two to the Union.

Few people have expressed the meaning of these ironies, anomalies, and divisions better than Robert Penn Warren:


A civil war is, we may say, the prototype of all war, for in the persons of fellow citizens who happen to be the enemy we meet again with the old ambivalence of love and hate and with all the old guilts, the blood brothers of our childhood. In a civil war—especially one such as this when the nation shares deep and significant convictions and is not a mere handbasket of factions huddled arbitrarily together by historical happen-so—all the self-divisions of conflicts within individuals become a series of mirrors in which the plight of the country is reflected, and the self-division of the country a great mirror in which the individual may see imaged his own deep conflicts, not only the conflicts of political loyalties, but those more profoundly personal.



Between 1861 and 1865, Americans made war on each other and killed each other in great numbers—if only to become the kind of country that could no longer conceive of how that was possible. What began as a bitter dispute over Union and States’ Rights, ended as a struggle over the meaning of freedom in America. At Gettysburg in 1863, Abraham Lincoln said perhaps more than he knew. The war was about a “new birth of freedom.”

Ken Burns
Ric Burns
Walpole, New Hampshire


CHAPTER ONE

1861
A House Divided

THE METEOR

On the clear moonlit night of November 7, 1837, two hundred men, some carrying torches, surrounded a brick warehouse on the east bank of the Mississippi at Alton, Illinois. It housed a weekly newspaper, the Observer, whose editor, the Reverend Elijah P. Lovejoy, had already been driven out of St. Louis, just across the river, for his violent denunciations of slavery. Three times mobs had seized his presses and hurled them into the Mississippi, and Lovejoy and a small group of supporters were now determined not to let it happen again.

The crowd shouted for the editor to surrender. Rocks shattered the upstairs windows. Several men in the crush waved guns. Lovejoy had one, too. He, or one of his allies, took aim and fired out the window. One man fell, and was lifted above the heads of his friends out of harm’s way. But it was too late: the wound was mortal and the men surged toward the warehouse, shouting for revenge.

One man started up a ladder toward the roof, carrying a blazing brand.

The editor ran downstairs, pistol in hand, threw open the door, and ordered him to stop. The mob shot Lovejoy five times.

News of his death spread fast. A white man had been killed in a quarrel over black slavery, and that quarrel seemed now to threaten every American’s right to speak his mind. In Massachusetts, ex-President John Quincy Adams felt “a shock, as of an earthquake.” Protest meetings were held throughout the North, and, as one abolitionist wrote, “thousands of our citizens who lately believed that they had nothing to do with slavery, now begin to discover their error.”

“The question now before us,” a clergyman told a gathering in the Congregational Church at Hudson, Ohio, “is no longer, ‘Can the Slaves be made free?’ but ‘Are we free or are we slaves under mob law?’ ”

In the back of the church, a strange, gaunt man rose to his feet and raised his right hand. “Here, before God,” he said, “in the presence of these witnesses, I consecrate my life to the destruction of slavery.” He was John Brown.

Twenty-one years later, on Sunday evening, October 16, 1859, that same John Brown, bearded now like an Old Testament prophet, led a tiny army of five black and thirteen white men into the village of Harpers Ferry, Virginia. He brought along a wagon filled with two hundred rifles, two hundred pistols, and a thousand pikes with which to arm the slaves he was sure were going to rally to him. Once they had, he planned to lead them southward along the crest of the Appalachians and destroy slavery. “I expect to effect a mighty conquest,” he said, “even though it be like the last victory of Samson.”

The sight of a white man beating a slave boy with a shovel had first made Brown hate slavery, but, inconsistent in everything except that hatred, he zealously lashed most of his own twenty children for transgressions as trivial as telling fibs or being too slow at their chores. He was an inept businessman, who had failed twenty times in six states, and routinely defaulted on his debts, yet believed himself God’s agent on earth. He and four of his sons had already slipped up to a cluster of cabins on Pottawatomie Creek in Kansas Territory, called five proslavery men and boys outside, and hacked them to death with broadswords, all in the name of defeating “Satan and his legions.”

Brown’s favorite Biblical passage was Hebrews 9:22—“Without shedding of blood is no remission [of sin]”—and his willingness to risk the shedding of his own blood in that cause won him the ardent but clandestine support of a small network of northern abolitionists who could not bring themselves actually to take up arms against the institution they loathed. Among them were Dr. Thomas Wentworth Higginson, a Unitarian minister in Boston; Professor Samuel Gridley Howe, an educator of the blind and a veteran of the Greek revolt against the Turks; and Frederick Douglass, himself a former slave, who had declined Brown’s personal invitation to take part in his raid, believing it suicidal, and who would blame himself often in later years for his decision. “His zeal in the cause of freedom was infinitely superior to mine,” Douglass wrote of Brown. “Mine was as the taper light; his was as the burning sun. I could live for the slave; John Brown could die for him.”

At Harpers Ferry, Brown and his men quietly seized the federal armory, arsenal, and engine house, and rounded up hostages, including George Washington’s great-grand-nephew, who was made to bring with him a sword given to the general by Frederick the Great of Prussia. Brown strapped it on.

After that, nothing went right. The first man Brown’s men killed was the town baggage master, a free black. The slaves did not rise, but angry townspeople did, surrounding the engine house and picking off its defenders. The first of Brown’s followers to fall was Dangerfield Newby, a former slave who had hoped by joining Brown to liberate his wife and children from a Virginia plantation. Someone in the crowd cut off his ears as souvenirs.

Before the one-sided battle was over, nine more of Brown’s men would die, including two of his own sons.

On Tuesday morning, ninety United States Marines arrived from Washington. In command was Lieutenant Colonel Robert E. Lee of Virginia, a cavalry officer on leave when the call for Federal help reached the capital; he had hurried to the scene so swiftly that he had no time to put on his uniform.

Lee’s men easily stormed the engine house. Brown was slashed with an officer’s dress sword and turned over to Virginia to be tried for treason against the state. He lay on the floor of the courtroom, too weak from his wounds to stand. An “Old Lion tangled in the net,” wrote William Dean Howells, “… a captive but a lion yet.”

Brown’s guilt was impossible to deny. “The miserable old traitor and murderer belongs to the gallows,” said the Richmond Whig. There could be only one outcome to his trial. “I have been whipped, as the saying is,” Brown acknowledged to his wife, “but I am sure I can recover all the lost capital occasioned by that disaster; by only hanging a few moments by the neck; and I feel quite determined to make the utmost possible out of a defeat.”

Brown was right: Herman Melville would call him “the meteor of the war.” “This day will be a great day in our history,” Henry Wadsworth Longfellow noted in his diary on the morning of Brown’s execution, “the date of a new Revolution—quite as much needed as the old one.” Henry David Thoreau saw Brown’s hanging and the crucifixion of Christ as “two ends of a chain which is not without its links. He is not old Brown any longer; he is an angel of light.”

Southerners might have expected sentiments like these from such committed public opponents of slavery, but the widespread admiration for Brown’s courage among ordinary northerners not known for their antislavery feeling was astonishing and unprecedented—evidence of how deeply antislavery sentiment had penetrated northern thinking.

Most northerners tempered their praise for Brown’s zeal and courage with disapproval of his methods: the raid on Harpers Ferry was the act of a madman, said the religious weekly The Independent, but “the controlling motive of [Brown’s] demonstration was sublime.”

But such distinctions were lost on the South, shaken first by the raid and now horrified that so many of their fellow countrymen in the North seemed sympathetic to the actions of a fanatic bent on sowing slave insurrections. “The day of compromise is passed,” said the Charleston Mercury; even “the most bigoted Unionist” was now convinced that “there is no peace for the South in the Union.” “I have always been a fervid Union man,” wrote a wealthy North Carolinian, “but I confess the endorsement of the Harpers Ferry outrage … has shaken my fidelity and … I am willing to take the chances of every possible evil that may arise from disunion, sooner than submit any longer to Northern insolence.”

Fifteen hundred troops guarded the scene of Brown’s hanging at Charles Town, among them a contingent of cadets from the Virginia Military Institute led by Thomas J. Jackson, an eccentric instructor in military tactics whom the boys called “Tom Fool” behind his back. One of the militiamen present, a private in the Richmond Grays, was a young actor, John Wilkes Booth; he detested abolition but had to admit that “Brown was a brave old man … a man inspired … the greatest character of this century.”

The brave old man disappointed everyone by saying nothing from the gallows. But he had handed one of his guards a note:


I, John Brown, am now quite certain that the crimes of this guilty land will never be purged away but with Blood.



THE MOMENTOUS QUESTION

There was little guilt to be seen on the gentle surface of that land. Most Americans spoke the same language, tilled the same soil, worshiped the same Protestant God. They also shared a common pride in first having wrested independence from the mightiest power on earth, Great Britain, and then for having carved an energetic, fast-growing country out of a wilderness. Above all, they were boastful about the republican institutions they had devised and with which they had governed themselves for seventy-one years, institutions which, nearly all Americans agreed, were the envy of every other people on earth.

Few citizens, North or South, would have argued with the recent declaration of Senator Stephen R. Mallory of Florida that “it was no more possible for this country to pause in its career than for the free and untrammeled eagle to cease to soar.” Yet within a year Mallory himself would be Secretary of the Navy in a new government at war with that country.

What had happened? There were many answers, so many that it sometimes seemed as if no two people went to war for precisely the same reason: economics played a part in it; so did questions of politics and culture and sectional power. “We are separated because of incompatibility of temper,” one southern woman explained. “We are divorced … because we hated each other so.…”

But from the first there was one issue that more than any other divided North from South. “There was never a moment,” during the earliest years of our national history, wrote the essayist John Jay Chapman, “when the slavery issue was not a sleeping serpent. That issue lay coiled up under the table during the deliberations of the Constitutional Convention in 1787. It was, owing to the cotton gin, more than half awake at the time of the Louisiana Purchase in 1803.… Thereafter, slavery was on everyone’s mind, though not always on his tongue.”

In 1619, a year before the Mayflower landed at Plymouth, a Dutch frigate stopped at the port of Jamestown, Virginia, and sold twenty black Africans to the English colonists there. Soon there were hundreds of thousands of slaves in the colonies, many in the North but most in the South, where they worked tobacco, indigo, and rice.

The American Revolution, which began in 1775, was animated by the belief that “all men are created equal,” yet slavery was still legal in every one of the thirteen colonies. By the time of the Constitutional Convention in 1787, slavery had been banished in five northern states, but fifteen of the fifty-five delegates in Independence Hall that summer were slaveowners, and at least fifteen more derived personal profit from the South’s “peculiar institution.” No delegate bothered even to suggest an end to slavery; when the Pennsylvania Antislavery Society formally presented old Benjamin Franklin with a resolution calling upon him to propose its abolition, he pocketed it rather than antagonize his colleagues by speaking up. Nor did any delegate oppose the clause that called upon citizens to return fugitive slaves to their masters; such a law was every bit as logical, said Roger Sherman of Connecticut, as one that made it a crime to steal a horse.

Yet again and again, in discussions of apparently unrelated concerns—interstate commerce, the protection of private property, congressional apportionment—the paradox of slavery crept into the debates. In the argument over apportionment, the practicalities of politics even reversed the subsequent roles of North and South: delegates from northern states without slaves to be tallied argued that slaves were mere property, unworthy of being counted, while the southern states insisted—in this instance, at least—that slaves were human beings, and therefore deserved to be included. The resulting compromise—that each slave was to be counted as three-fifths of a man—was the first of a long, increasingly threadbare series of compromises designed to head off open confrontation between the sections.

“Nothing is more certainly written in the book of fate than that these people are to be free,” said Thomas Jefferson of the slaves, and it seemed to him and many others then that slavery was on its way out even in the South, where the once-rich tobacco lands worked by slaves were nearly exhausted. Northern and southern members of the first Congress alike had voted together to abolish the international slave trade by 1808.

But things had not gone as the framers planned, for by that year, the domestic slave trade was flourishing as never before. The savior of southern slavery had been a shrewd and inventive Yankee. In 1792, Eli Whitney, a young Yale graduate, traveled south to Savannah, Georgia, where he hoped to find employment as a tutor. He did not take the job, but on his way he met Mrs. Nathaniel Greene, the widow of a Revolutionary War general. Business was bad for her and her fellow planters because there was no fast or economical way to separate from its seed the upland, short-staple cotton that grew so well across the Deep South. “There were a number of very distinguished Gentlemen at Mrs. Greene’s,” Whitney remembered, “who all agreed that if a machine could be invented … it would be a great thing, both to the Country and the inventor.”

Ten days later, Whitney had the answer—a cotton engine, or “gin,” a simple device that used toothed cylinders to snag the lint through a wire screen, leaving the seeds behind. Whereas it had taken one slave ten hours, no matter how hard he was driven, to produce a single pound of lint, an improved version of Whitney’s gin could eventually crank out 300 to 1,000 pounds a day. Within two years, the cotton states were exporting 1,601,000 pounds of cotton to the new spinning frames and power looms of England, twelve times the 1792 total. By 1850, that figure had risen to more than a million tons.

By 1860, the last year of peace, one of every seven Americans would belong to another. Four million men, women, and children were slaves. More than three million of them worked the fields of the Deep South, where “Cotton is King,” said Senator James Henry Hammond of South Carolina, “and the African must be a slave, or there’s an end of all things, and soon.”

Having tied much of the South to slavery, Eli Whitney helped transform the North. He made no money from his cotton gin—the device was pirated almost before he had finished designing it—but he went on to make a great fortune at his firearms factory outside New Haven, one of the first entrepreneurs to employ the system of interchangeable parts that revolutionized American manufacturing and would one day help make the North’s industrial might irresistible.

While southerners tended their fields, the North grew. In 1800, half the nation’s five million people lived in the South. By 1850, only a third lived there. Of the nine largest cities, only New Orleans was located in the lower South. Meanwhile, a tenth of the goods manufactured in America came from southern mills and factories. There were one hundred piano makers in New York alone in 1852. In 1846, there was not a single book publisher in New Orleans; even the city guidebook was printed in Manhattan.

Northerners invented the steamboat, the clipper ship, the steel plow, the telegraph, the mechanical reaper, the revolver, the sewing machine, the lead pencil, the friction match, the safety pin, the typewriter, the straw hat, the rubber ball.

“Every day [the North] grows more wealthy and densely populated,” wrote a French visitor, “while the South is stationary or growing poor.… The first result of this disproportionate growth is a violent change in the equilibrium of power and political influence. Powerful states become weak, territories without a name become states.… Wealth, like population, is displaced. These changes cannot take place without injuring interests, without exciting passions.”

To calm those passions, Congress had acceded to Missouri’s request for admission as a slave state in 1820, but was careful at the same time to draw a line through the rest of the old Louisiana Purchase and bar slavery north of it in the wistful hope that a permanent border would thereby be created between freedom and slavery. That compact would hold for a quarter of a century.

But slavery would not be compromised. “This momentous question,” wrote the aged Jefferson, “like a firebell in the night, awakened and filled me with terror. I considered it at once the knell of the Union.” President John Quincy Adams agreed: “I take it for granted that the present question is a mere preamble—a title page to a great tragic volume.”

In 1829 David Walker, the free black proprietor of a secondhand-clothing store in Boston, published his Appeal, an incendiary pamphlet that called upon the slaves to rise against their masters.


I speak, Americans, for your good. We must and shall be free, I say, in spite of you. You may do your best to keep us in wretchedness and misery, to enrich you and your children; but God will deliver us from under you. And woe, woe, will be to you if we have to obtain our freedom by fighting.



The mayor of Savannah demanded that the mayor of Boston arrest Walker and outlaw the pamphlet; it was already illegal in Georgia to teach a slave to read. Boston’s mayor refused.

In 1831, William Lloyd Garrison began publishing in that same city a militant antislavery newspaper, The Liberator. Few causes failed to excite Garrison; he was as enthusiastic about phrenology, clairvoyance, and spiritualism as he was about pacificism, temperance, and women’s rights. But it was the plight of the slaves that obsessed him.


I am aware that many object to the severity of my language; but is there not cause for severity? I will be as harsh as truth, and as uncompromising as justice. On this subject I do not wish to think, or speak, or write, with moderation.… I am in earnest—I will not equivocate—I will not excuse—I will not retreat a single inch—and I will be heard.



The abolitionists, believing not only that slavery was wrong but that the Federal Government must act to abolish it, were always a small minority, but Garrison quickly became their most implacable spokesman. The Liberator never had more than three thousand subscribers, never made a profit. Garrison wrote and printed and mailed it with a single helper, working twelve-hour days, fueled by fruit and stale cake bought at the bakery beneath his office. But he was heard, his stories were picked up by other newspapers, North and South, and his message was clear: slavery was sin, and to demand anything less than its immediate, unconditional abolition was to acquiesce in evil. “The Southern planter’s career,” he said, “is one of unbridled lust, of filthy amalgamation, of swaggering braggadocio, of haughty domination, of cowardly ruffianism, of boundless dissipation, of matchless insolence, of infinite self-conceit, of unequalled oppression, of more than savage cruelty.”

Garrison had a small but growing army of allies, white and black. Wendell Phillips was his closest lieutenant, a brilliant orator known to his admirers as the “Knight-Errant of Unfriended Truth” and so unswerving in his devotion to his cause that neither sugar nor cotton was permitted in his home because they were produced by slaves. Frederick Douglass, the son of a slave and a white man, had twice run away from his owner. “I appear this evening as a thief and robber,” he liked to tell audiences. “I stole this head, these limbs, this body from my master, and ran off with them.” Douglass became so eloquent an antislavery orator that skeptics charged he could never have been a slave. He wrote an autobiography in part to prove them wrong, then purchased his own freedom with $600 obtained from English admirers, and returned to the struggle, to publish his own journal, the North Star.

The same year Garrison began publishing his newspaper, Nat Turner led a slave uprising in Virginia, killing fifty-seven whites and terrifying much of the South. Southerners blamed northern abolitionists for inspiring the uprising rather than admit that slaves might have thought it up on their own. Turner and his followers were hunted down, some were killed outright, others tried and executed. The South Carolina legislature offered $5,000 for Garrison’s arrest.

Southern voices that had once urged an eventual end to slavery were silenced now, and those that defended it did so with a new ferocity: “I hold that in the present state of civilization,” said Senator John C. Calhoun of South Carolina, “the relation now existing in the slave-holding states between the two [races] is, instead of an evil, a good—a positive good.”

Differences over slavery were now at the heart of the unending American argument over free speech. Laws against teaching slaves to read were stiffened. In Georgetown, in the District of Columbia, free black subscribers were forbidden to pick up their copies of The Liberator at the post office; punishment included twenty-five lashes. President Andrew Jackson proposed to Congress that antislavery literature be barred from the southern mails. Congress imposed a gag rule on itself, expressly forbidding members to speak of slavery on the floor. A Boston mob nearly lynched Garrison, and not far from Independence Hall in Philadelphia another mob burned down a hall newly built by abolitionists and consecrated to the principle of free speech. “All classes must be invoked to abstain from discussion,” said Edward Everett, the Governor of Massachusetts, “which by exasperating the master, can have no effect other than to render more oppressive the condition of the slave.” Still, the discussion would not stop.

In 1846, a young Whig lawyer from Springfield, Illinois, was elected to Congress. For Abraham Lincoln, the Declaration of Independence was to be taken literally, at least so far as white men were concerned. All had the right to rise as far as talent would take them, just as he had. He was opposed to slavery, too; if it was not wrong, he said, then nothing was wrong, and whenever he heard anyone argue in its favor, he felt a strong impulse to see it tried on the man personally. But since the Constitution did not authorize Congress to interfere with slavery in states where it already existed, agitation for its abolition would accomplish nothing, except to arouse the dangerous passions of the people and make the South more stubbornly determined never to give it up. The wrong of slavery would be righted with time, he believed. So long as the northern states forbade slavery and Congress continued to bar it from new western territories north of the Missouri Compromise line of 1820, the institution would die a “natural death.” Slavery was a vexing but “minor question,” he said, “on its way to extinction.”

That same year, the United States went to war with Mexico. When it was over, President James K. Polk of Tennessee, with the aid of two southern-born generals, Winfield Scott and Zachary Taylor, and an army two-thirds of whose soldiers were southerners, had added a million and a quarter square miles of new territory to his country, almost half of it south of the line drawn in 1820.

Already outvoted in the House, where the rapid growth of the northern population had long since overwhelmed their representatives, the South still held parity in the Senate. Now they saw the spread of slavery into that great western emptiness as essential to their survival: unless the new states to be carved from it were to permit slavery, the South would find itself at the mercy of northern senators interested only in exploiting it.

“What do you propose, gentlemen of the Free-Soil party?” Senator Jefferson Davis of Mississippi once challenged his northern colleagues. “Do you propose to better the condition of the slave? Not at all.… You say that you are opposed to the expansion of slavery … is the slave to be benefited by it? Not at all. It is not humanity that influences you … it is that you may have an opportunity of cheating us that you want to limit slave territory … it is that you may have a majority in the Congress of the United States and convert the Government into an engine of Northern aggrandizement … you want by an unjust system of legislation to promote the industry of the United States at the expense of the people of the South.”

Only the most militant Garrisonians had ever argued that Congress was empowered to bar slavery from the states. But for many northerners, these vast new western territories were another matter; for them, it was unthinkable that the American flag should impose the South’s “peculiar institution” on new lands hard won by Americans from every part of the country.

“There are grave doubts,” Henry Adams now wrote, “at the hugeness of the land,” whether “one government can comprehend the whole.” Slavery seemed to be at the center of every argument. Thomas Hart Benton, Missouri’s first senator and one of Manifest Destiny’s most fervid prophets, compared its maddening ubiquity to the Old Testament plague of frogs: “You could not look upon the table but there were frogs, you could not sit down at the banquet but there were frogs, you could not go to the bridal couch and lift the sheets but there were not frogs!”

Increasingly, too, there began to be talk of southern secession if southern demands were not met. The idea of secession was at least as old as the Union, and from time to time spokesmen for one aggrieved section or another had angrily threatened to withdraw their states from the Union rather than coexist within it with those who they believed had betrayed the principles of the framers.

There was a tempting symmetry to their argument. The sovereign states had created the Union for their mutual benefit, secessionists said, and they had freely granted to it all its power. Therefore, if any state or section felt itself injured by the Federal Government it had helped create, it had a perfect right to withdraw rather than submit. The use of Federal force to stop a state from seceding would be unconstitutional “coercion,” since such force could never rightfully be brought to bear on those who had tendered it to the central government in the first place.

Secession was never an exclusively southern notion—the first American secessionists, in fact, had been disgruntled New Englanders who had threatened to leave the Union rather than continue to participate in the War of 1812 because of the damage it was doing to their economy. But it had always burned brightest in the South.

Unionists countered that the American people as a whole—not the thirteen original states—had forged the Union, and therefore they alone could dissolve it. Meanwhile, its constituent parts could not be allowed to ignore laws enacted by Congress, which represented all the people, or to depart from the Union at will. It was that belief that led President Jackson, himself a southerner, to threaten to lead troops into South Carolina in 1832 if that state persisted in claiming the right to nullify a Federal tariff of which it did not approve. No democratic republic could survive if a minority could thwart the majority’s desires. “The Union must be preserved at all hazards and any price,” Jackson warned the people of South Carolina. “Those who told you that you might peaceably prevent the execution of the laws deceived you. The object is disunion. Disunion by armed force is treason. Are you really ready to incur its guilt?” They had not been ready then, but the most resolute among them never abandoned the doctrine, and nearly three decades later another President would consult Jackson’s words before delivering his own inaugural.

In 1850, a gingerly new compromise, brokered by Senator Henry Clay of Kentucky, permitted California to enter the Union as a free state, while simultaneously strengthening the Fugitive Slave Law; Federal agents were now ordered to assist in the seizure of runaways, and ordinary citizens who helped a slave escape were subject to a fine of $2,000 and six months in jail. “The Union stands firm,” said Senator Daniel Webster of Massachusetts, who had supported the new arrangement, but to those more resolutely opposed to slavery than he, the American government itself now seemed to be shifting to the side of the enemy. “I confess, I hate to see the poor creatures hunted down …” said former Congressman Lincoln, “but I bite my lip and keep quiet.”

Others did not. “Let the President drench our land of freedom in blood,” said the abolitionist Congressman Joshua Giddings of Ohio, “but he will never make us obey that law.” In Chicago, the city council passed a resolution declaring the Fugitive Slave Act in violation of both the Constitution and the laws of God. At Oberlin College in Ohio, students freed a captured runaway from jail in nearby Wellington. In Boston, federal troops and an outlay of nearly $100,000 were needed to send a single fugitive slave, Anthony Burns, back to his master. Church bells tolled in mourning. The American flag was lowered to half-staff. “We went to bed one night old-fashioned, conservative, Compromise Union Whigs,” one Bostonian wrote after Burns and his captors had sailed South, “and waked up stark mad abolitionists.”

“Are the great principles of political freedom and of natural justice, embodied in [the] Declaration of Independence, extended to us?” Frederick Douglass asked a mostly white Fourth of July gathering at Rochester, New York, in 1852. “This Fourth of July is yours not mine. You may rejoice, I must mourn. To drag a man in fetters into the grand illuminated temple of liberty, and call upon him to join you in joyous anthems, were inhuman mockery and sacrilegious irony.”

That same year, Harriet Beecher Stowe published Uncle Tom’s Cabin, or Life Among the Lowly. “If there had been a grand preparatory blast of trumpets or if it had been announced that [I] would do this or that,” she remembered, “I think it likely that I could not have written; but nobody expected anything, and so I wrote freely.” It was sentimental, sometimes patronizing, implausible in many of its details (Simon Legree, the villainous overseer, is a New Englander). Most of the book was written in Brunswick, Maine; its author had spent precisely one weekend in a slave state. The climactic scene, the tragic death of the noble Uncle Tom, came to her, she said, in a vision while she sat in church.

But her portrayal of slavery’s cruelty moved readers as nothing else had. More than 300,000 books were sold in the United States within the year, and a million and a half pirated copies were in print worldwide. The novel spawned songs, plays, a card game played by northern children that “showed the continual separation of [slave] families.” Mrs. Charles Dickens wept over it. So did Queen Victoria.

By 1854, Calhoun, Clay, and Webster were all gone from the Senate, and its most prominent figure was Stephen A. Douglas, Democrat of Illinois. Known to his admirers as “the Little Giant,” Douglas was short, shrewd, and ambitious. He owned 140 slaves himself but said he did not care whether slavery was voted up or down. He now sought to promote a transcontinental railroad along a route that would enrich both his state and himself through the enactment of still another compromise: this one proposed to ignore the old border between slave and free soil mandated by Congress in 1820 and let settlers in the new territories of Kansas and Nebraska decide for themselves whether slavery was to be barred. “If the people of Kansas want a slaveholding state,” he said, “let them have it, and if they want a free state they have a right to it, and it is not for the people of Illinois, or Missouri, or New York, or Kentucky, to complain, whatever the decision of the people of Kansas may be.”

Much of the North felt betrayed; with the Kansas-Nebraska Act, Congress seemed to have given up the power to speak for the whole nation on a matter in which the whole nation had an abiding interest. Slavery’s progress toward extinction, in which Lincoln and many others had been so confident, seemed suddenly to have stopped. Thousands of northern Democrats deserted their party. The old Whig party disintegrated. Douglas complained that his way home to Illinois that spring was lit by the light of his own burning effigies.

On July 4, William Lloyd Garrison held up a copy of the Federal Constitution before a large crowd at Framingham, Massachusetts, branded it “a covenant with death, and an agreement with hell” and set it afire, exclaiming, “So perish all compromises with tyranny! And let all the people say, Amen!” The crowd roared its assent as the flames rose.

“The spirit of Seventy-Six and the spirit of Nebraska are utter antagonists …” said former Congressman Lincoln. “Little by little … we have been giving up the old for the new faith … we began by declaring that all men are created equal, but now from that beginning we have run down to the other declaration, that for some men to enslave others is ‘a sacred right of self-government.’ ”

A new political organization grew out of northern protests against the Kansas-Nebraska Act, a curious amalgam of nativists and temperance advocates, disillusioned free-soil Democrats and disaffected Whigs, but united now in their opposition to seeing slavery extended into hitherto forbidden territory. They were first called simply the “Anti-Nebraska men,” then the Republican party; their enemies called them the “Black Republicans.” “Come on then, Gentlemen of the Slave States,” said Senator William Seward of New York. “We will engage in competition for the virgin soil of Kansas, and God give the victory to the side which is stronger in numbers and is in the right.”

Five thousand proslavery Missourians crossed into Kansas illegally, seized polling places, and installed a legislature that made even speaking against slavery a crime. Antislavery settlers set up their own government, backed by northerners who sent in reinforcements and crates of Sharps rifles—called “Beecher’s Bibles” after the Brooklyn clergyman Henry Ward Beecher, Harriet Beecher Stowe’s brother, who had pledged that his congregation would buy and ship twenty-five of them to Kansas. There were shootings, stabbings. A proslavery sheriff was killed at Lawrence. Eight hundred southerners raided the town to search out the assassin, got drunk, and instead burned down the hotel that had been antislavery headquarters.

Echoes of the Kansas violence reached the floor of the United States Senate itself. After the abolitionist Senator Charles Sumner of Massachusetts had finished a two-day denunciation of proslavery Missourians as “hirelings picked from the drunken spew and vomit of an uneasy civilization,” Congressman Preston S. Brooks of South Carolina caned him into unconsciousness. “I gave him about thirty first-rate stripes,” Brooks told reporters proudly. “Towards the last, he bellowed like a calf. I wore my cane out completely but saved the head—which is gold.” Admirers sent him new canes. Northern and southern senators alike began to carry knives and pistols into the chamber. It was the news of Sumner’s beating that had first driven John Brown to murder in Kansas; it had caused him to become “crazy,” his eldest son remembered, “crazy.”

In the next three months, more than two hundred men were killed in “Bleeding Kansas.” The killing along the Missouri border would not stop for ten years.

Worse news for the antislavery forces was still to come. Every new state that had entered the Union since 1819 had disfranchised the blacks within its borders. In 1857, the United States Supreme Court handed down a decision that disfranchised them in the territories as well. A decade earlier, a slave named Dred Scott had sued for his freedom, on the grounds that he had lived on the free soil of Missouri Territory for several years. The Supreme Court now turned him down. Chief Justice Roger B. Taney of Maryland, so long in office that he had sworn in seven presidents, wrote the majority opinion. Taney had liberated all his own slaves, had even bought the freedom of others, but according to his reading of the Constitution, Scott was still a slave and neither slaves nor their descendants could ever have standing in court, could ever be American citizens. “They had … been regarded as beings of an inferior order by the founders of the republic,” Taney wrote, “and altogether unfit to associate with the white race … so far inferior that they had no rights which a white man was bound to respect.” Moreover, since the Constitution had recognized slavery, Congress had no power to exclude it from the territories as it had tried to do under the Missouri Compromise.

Abraham Lincoln, about to return to politics and challenge the celebrated Stephen Douglas for his Senate seat, denounced the decision as a planters’ plot, politically motivated to prepare the way for a second court decision that might make it unconstitutional to bar slavery even from a state.


All the powers of earth seem rapidly combining against [the slave]. Mammon is after him, ambition follows, philosophy follows, and the theology of the day is fast joining the cry They have him in his prison house; they have searched his person, and left no prying instrument with him. One after another they have closed the heavy doors upon him; and now they have him … bolted in with a lock of a hundred keys, which can never be unlocked without the concurrence of every key—the keys in the hands of a hundred different men, and they scattered to a hundred different and distant places.



Lincoln lost narrowly to Douglas, and John Brown’s raid the following year would fail to unlock the slave’s prison house, but North and South continued to move apart, each deeply riven within itself.

Many southerners opposed slavery, and thought talk of secession madness. There were whole regions of the South where cotton was not king, where poor upcountry farmers, who owned no slaves, had nothing but contempt for the prosperous lowland planters who did. “All they want is to get you to fight for their infernal Negroes,” said a farmer from Winston County, Alabama, “and after you do their fightin’, you may kiss their hin’ parts for all they care.”

Some in the North hated slavery because it was wrong; others opposed it because they thought it threatened the jobs of white wage earners; still others condoned it because there was money to be made. “The business of the North as well as the South has become adjusted to it,” wrote a New York merchant. “There are millions upon millions of dollars due from Southerners to the merchants and mechanics of this city alone, the payment of which would be jeopardized by any rupture between the North and South. We cannot afford to let [the abolitionists] succeed in [their] endeavor to overthrow slavery. It is not a matter of principle with us. It is a matter of business necessity.”

Free blacks enjoyed little freedom in much of the North. Only four states—Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont, and Massachusetts—permitted them to vote; in no state could they serve on a jury; not even the five thousand blacks who had fought for American freedom in the Revolution had been allowed to serve in any state militia. The legislatures of Ohio, Indiana, Oregon, and Abraham Lincoln’s own Illinois had all enacted statutes called “Black Laws,” discouraging or entirely excluding blacks from settling within their borders. And in much of the North there was little sympathy for the slaves themselves. “If they were not such a race of braggarts and ruffians I should be sorry for our fire-eating brethren [in the South],” another wealthy New Yorker wrote, “weighted down, suffocated and paralyzed by a Nigger incubus four million strong of which no one knows how they are to get rid.”

By the presidential election of 1860, the Democratic party, which had held the White House for most of the past forty years, had splintered over slavery. Stephen Douglas was the nominee of the northern wing. Southern Democrats had split away to nominate Senator John C. Breckinridge of Kentucky. To further complicate things, the tattered remnant of the old Whig party nominated John Bell of Tennessee, his only platform, “the Constitution,” whatever that might mean to an agitated electorate.

The Republicans saw their chance, and chose as their nominee the former congressman of moderate antislavery views who had lost the Senate race to Douglas just two years earlier, Abraham Lincoln. He was a compromise candidate, everyone’s second choice in a convention dominated by more celebrated politicians, a moderate from the center of a moderate middlewestern state without which the new party stood little chance of victory. Persuaded that the Constitution forbade presidential action against slavery where it already existed, Lincoln was nonetheless pledged to halt its further spread. “On that point,” he told his supporters, “hold firm, as with a chain of steel. The tug has to come, and better now than any time hereafter.”

South Carolina warned that she would secede from the Union if a President so pledged were elected.

Douglas conducted a strenuous stump campaign—the first in presidential history—while his rivals remained discreetly silent, but his party was hopelessly divided. Lincoln won on election day with just 40 percent of the popular vote, carrying every free state—but not a single slave state.

The election of Lincoln, said the Richmond Whig, “is undoubtedly the greatest evil that has ever befallen this country. But the mischief is done, and the only relief for the American people is to shorten sail … send down the top masts, and prepare for a hurricane.” “The tea has been thrown overboard,” echoed the Charleston Mercury, “the revolution of 1860 has been initiated.”

Republicans celebrated Lincoln’s victory in northern cities—and across the South he was burned in effigy in front of county courthouses. The South Carolina legislature called for a convention to consider seceding from the Union.

SECESSIONITIS

When Lincoln was elected, there were thirty-three states in the Union and a thirty-fourth, free Kansas, was about to join. By the time of his inauguration in March of 1861, just twenty-seven remained, and from the Executive Mansion rebel flags could be seen across the Potomac on Arlington Heights.

South Carolina had led the way on December 20, and five days later the handful of Federal troops still stationed at Fort Moultrie in Charleston withdrew to Fort Sumter, far out in the harbor. Their commander, Major Robert Anderson, said he had moved his men in order “to prevent the effusion of blood.”

On January 9, 1861, Mississippi seceded. Florida left the Union on the tenth. Then, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana.

In Austin, Texas, Governor Sam Houston was deposed when he tried to stop his state from joining the Confederacy. He warned his people:


Let me tell you what is coming.… Your fathers and husbands, your sons and brothers, will be herded at the point of the bayonet.… You may, after the sacrifice of countless millions of treasure and hundreds of thousands of lives, as a bare possibility, win Southern independence.… But I doubt it. I tell you that, while I believe with you in the doctrine of States Rights, the North is determined to preserve this Union. They are not a fiery, impulsive people as you are, for they live in colder climates. But when they begin to move in a given direction … they move with the steady momentum and perseverance of a mighty avalanche.



Texas left the Union anyway. Virginia, the most populous southern state, birthplace of seven Presidents of the United States, seemed likely to follow.

“All the indications are,” wrote a Wall Street attorney, George Templeton Strong, “that this treasonable inflammation—secessionitis—keeps on making steady progress, week by week.”

On the afternoon of February 10, 1861, former Senator Jefferson Davis and his wife, Varina, were in the garden of Brierfield, their plantation just below Vicksburg, Mississippi, pruning rosebushes.

A slave hurried across the lawn and handed him a piece of paper. “Reading that telegram,” Varina Davis remembered, “he looked so grieved that I feared some evil had befallen our family. After a few minutes, he told me [what it contained], as a man might speak of a sentence of death.” He had been elected President of the Provisional Government of the Confederate States of America.

Davis was tall and gaunt; a brittle, nervous, dyspeptic man with a twitching cheek, a symptom of the neuralgia that would eventually blind him in one eye. He was often unable to sleep and so formal that he disliked using first names even when speaking to his slaves. He had a reputation for aloof obstinacy. Sam Houston, for one, thought him “cold as a lizard” and his own admiring wife admitted that “he did not know the arts of a politician and would not practice them if understood”—but friends and family also testified to his private warmth and cordiality. Since the secession of his state he had been unsure of what role he might play in the new Confederacy: it was his fondest hope that he would be asked to lead its armies in the field.

The government he was now to head was just two days old, framed by a brand-new Constitution very like the old one, except that it explicitly guaranteed the right to own slaves, granted the President a six-year term, and provided each member of the cabinet a seat on the floor of Congress. The capital of the new nation was to be Montgomery, Alabama, and Davis agreed to start for it the next day, the eleventh.

[image: ]

The Confederate States of America: South Carolina led the way out of the Union on December 20, 1860, and by March 1861, six more states, outraged over Lincoln’s election to the presidency and emboldened by South Carolina’s example, had seceded: Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, and Texas. After the bombardment of Fort Sumter and Lincoln’s call for troops to put down the rebellion in April, Virginia, Arkansas, Tennessee, and North Carolina followed suit, bringing the number of states in the new Confederacy to eleven.

The next morning a steady, cold rain fell on Springfield, Illinois, as Abraham Lincoln, about to depart for his capital at Washington, stood hatless at the Great Western Depot, saying good-bye to his neighbors.


Here I have lived a quarter of a century, and have passed from a young to an old man. Here my children have been born, and one is buried. I now leave, not knowing when, or whether ever, I may return, with a task before me greater than that which rested upon Washington. Without the assistance of that Divine Being, who ever attended him, I cannot succeed. With that assistance I cannot fail. Trusting in Him, who can go with me, and remain with you and be everywhere for good, let us confidently hope that all will yet be well. To His care commending you, as I hope in your prayers you will commend me, I bid you an affectionate farewell.



On February 18, Jefferson Davis took his oath of office on the steps of the state capitol at Montgomery, then addressed the big, festive crowd.


Our present political position has been achieved in a manner unprecedented in the history of nations. It illustrates the American idea that governments rest on the consent of the governed, and that it is the right of the governed, and that it is the right of the people to alter or abolish them at will whenever they become destructive of the ends for which they were established.… Obstacles may retard, but they can not long prevent, the progress of a movement sanctified by its justice and sustained by a virtuous people.



His listeners cheered, wept, sang “Farewell to the Star-Spangled Banner,” and “Dixie’s Land,” a popular minstrel song composed by Dan Emmett, a northerner.

The new Confederate Vice President, Alexander H. Stephens, a wispy, tubercular former congressman from Georgia, was more blunt than the new President had been.


Our new government is founded on the opposite idea of the equality of the races.… Its corner stone rests upon the great truth that the Negro is not equal to the white man. This … government is the first in the history of the world, based upon this great physical and moral truth.



That government seemed to Mary Chesnut, the wife of former Senator James Chesnut of South Carolina, to be off to a somewhat shaky start. To make sure that all seven states of the Confederacy were treated equally, Davis appointed to his cabinet a man from each. Most of its members had originally opposed secession; three were foreign-born. “There is a perfect magazine of discord and discontent in that cabinet,” she noted. “It only wants a hand to apply a torch and up they go.”

Everything at Montgomery had to be improvised. The cabinet met for the first time in a hotel room. A sheet of stationery pinned to the door marked the President’s office. The Secretary of the Treasury had to buy his own desk and chair. The first Confederate currency was jobbed out to a New York firm; the South had no press up to the task. “Where will I find the State Department?” a visitor asked Robert Toombs, the Confederate Secretary of State. “In my hat, sir,” he answered, “and the archives in my coat pocket.”

“Republics,” wrote Mary Chesnut, “everybody jawing, everybody putting their mouths in, nothing sacred, all confusion of babble, crimination and recrimination—republics can’t carry on war.… Hurrah for a strong one-man government.” No issue seemed too insignificant not to be debated by the relentlessly independent-minded creators of the Confederacy. A South Carolina judge told his fellow guests at a dinner party less than a week after Davis’s inauguration that the Provisional Congress had already “trampled the [new] Constitution under foot [because they] have provided President Davis with a house.” Then there were those who argued that the Confederacy should continue to fly the Stars and Stripes, since their new country was truest to authentic American principles; let the Yankees go to all the trouble and expense of designing a new banner. But they were finally overruled, and the honor of raising the first Confederate flag would be conferred upon Miss Letitia Tyler, the granddaughter of the former President of the United States John Tyler, a Virginian, and soon to become a member of the Provisional Congress of the Confederacy.

“Thank God!” said former Congressman Lucius Quintus Lamar of Mississippi, “we have a country at last, to live for, to pray for, and, if need be, to die for!”

There were now two rival North American republics. The incumbent President of the United States, James Buchanan, who believed both secession and coercion unconstitutional, felt powerless to act. Federal installations throughout the South were turned over to the Confederate states, one after another, without a shot being fired.

What would Lincoln do? For nearly four months he had held his silence as the Union he had pledged to maintain fell apart. Now, making his own twelve-day journey by rail toward the northern capital at Washington, the President-elect offered few hints. Unable to act until Inauguration Day and known to most of the country outside of Illinois only as a one-time congressman who owed his election to the fact that the national debate over slavery’s expansion had fragmented the Democrats, he confined himself largely to platitudes. He made jokes about his height and homeliness: “Ladies and gentlemen,” he said. “I am glad to see you; I suppose you are to see me; but I certainly think I have the best of the bargain,” and he had tried to improve his appearance at least a little by growing a new beard. “Last night I saw the new President …,” wrote a man who had attended a reception for him. “He is a clever man, and not so bad looking as they say, while he is no great beauty. He is tall, 6 feet and 4 inches, has a commanding figure, bows pretty well, is not stiff, has a pleasant face, is amiable and determined.”

But it was still not clear exactly what he was determined to do. He told the crowds that it was their duty as much as his to preserve the Union. Wherever they lived, whatever their political differences in the past, all Americans were “bound together … and are attached to our country and to our whole country.”

Not even the defiant ceremonies at Montgomery seemed to alarm him. Again and again, he blandly assured those who came out to hear him that the secession crisis was “artificial”: “there is no crisis excepting such a one as may be gotten up at any time by designing politicians”; “There is nothing going wrong … nobody is suffering anything … there shall be no blood shed unless it be forced upon the Government.”

“If Mr. Lincoln has nothing better to offer upon this fearful crisis,” said the New York Herald, “let him say nothing at all.” Edward Everett, the former Governor of Massachusetts, spoke for a good many disappointed easterners: “He is evidently a person of very inferior cast of character.”

In fact, Lincoln had gravely miscalculated. Secession, he still believed, was a plot by a small but powerful band of wealthy planters. Most white southerners had no stake in slavery and, if only he held firm, they were sure to resist the stampede toward disunion.

Washington’s Birthday, February 22, was still celebrated as a national holiday, North and South. Lincoln raised a flag in front of Independence Hall at Philadelphia that morning, telling the crowd, “I would rather be assassinated on this spot” than surrender the idea of equality embodied in the Declaration of Independence.

His misunderstanding of what had happened in the South was now compounded by what in a later day would have been called a public-relations disaster. His journey was to have ended with a big, noisy parade through Baltimore and a grand welcome at Washington itself. But at Philadelphia, a Scottish-born railroad detective named Allan Pinkerton warned him of a plot to kill him at Baltimore. Assassination threats were nothing new to Lincoln; they had been arriving steadily since Election Day, and he was inclined to ignore this one, too, until a similar rumor reached him from a second, independent source. His advisors prevailed upon him to skip the Maryland capital. Should assassins prove successful, they argued, the Union cause itself might not survive.

He agreed to take the night train to Washington and slip into the city anonymously, accompanied only by Pinkerton and an old Illinois friend, Ward Hill Lamon. The trip was uneventful except for the presence of a cheerful drunk in a nearby berth, whom Lamon could not dissuade from singing “Dixie” off and on all night, and when Lincoln arrived at six the next morning, friends whisked him off to Willard’s Hotel, where he was to live until he moved into the Executive Mansion.

Hostile newspapers delighted in his ignominious arrival. A cartoonist would draw him skulking into town, muffled in a cape, a cap pulled low over his eyes. “Everybody here,” said the Charleston Mercury, “is disgusted at this cowardly and undignified entry.” “The cold shoulder is given to Mr. Lincoln,” reported William Howard Russell, Washington correspondent for the London Times. “People take particular pleasure in telling how he came towards the seat of his Government disguised.”

March 4, Inauguration Day, was cold and windy in Washington. A large, tense crowd gathered before the Capitol to see and hear the new President. Southern sentiment was strong in the city. Two riflemen watched from every window, more lined the roofs of nearby buildings, and cannon stood on the Capitol grounds, ready to be touched off should there be trouble. General Winfield Scott, the venerable hero of the Mexican War and general-in-chief of the army, may have been too fat and gouty even to mount a horse, but his resolve was undiminished at seventy-five, and he threatened to “manure the slopes of Arlington” with the blood of anyone who dared disrupt the proceedings.

Things went off peaceably enough. Chief Justice Taney administered the oath, and the new President proved both firm and conciliatory. He promised not to interfere with slavery where it already existed, but he also denied the right of any single state to secede from the Union all the states had made, and he vowed to “hold, occupy and possess” Federal installations. Then he spoke directly to the South:


In your hands, my dissatisfied countrymen, and not in mine is the momentous issue of civil war. The government will not assail you. You can have no conflict, without being yourselves the aggressors.… 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.



The Capitol remained unfinished, its rotunda still lacking its dome, and there was some sentiment for suspending construction until the crisis had passed. Lincoln insisted that the work continue. “I take it as a sign,” he said, “that the Union will continue.”

“The 4th of March has come and gone,” a young patent office clerk named Clara Barton told a friend a few days after the inauguration, “and we have a live Republican President, and, what is perhaps singular, during the whole day we saw no one who appeared to manifest the least dislike to his living.” Preoccupied by the actions of his opponents, Lincoln now also had to contend with the importuning of his friends. For the first time, Republicans had a chance at the thousands of Federal jobs that had once gone to Democrats. “The city is full of western chaps …” wrote the humorist Robert Henry Newell. “Every soul of them knew old Abe when he was a child, and one old boy can even remember going for a doctor when his mother was born.”

Two lines of office seekers snaked along the drive to the Executive Mansion, one going in, the other coming out, all day, every working day One man, turned down first for a Federal judgeship, then for postmaster of his hometown, came back again to see if he might be made a lighthouse keeper; anyplace on the Atlantic coast would do, he said. Another chased after the President’s carriage, waving his papers, until Lincoln turned him away, saying, “No! no! I won’t open shop in the street.”

STRIKING THE HORNET’S NEST

The sixty-eight Union men of Major Anderson’s command had remained huddled together within the walls of Fort Sumter in Charleston Harbor since the day after Christmas, cut off from reinforcement or resupply, besieged by six thousand eager South Carolina militiamen and a semicircle of artillery batteries. Anderson was a career soldier from Kentucky, sympathetic to slavery—he had once owned slaves himself—and certain that arms alone could never force the seceding states back into the Union, but unshakable in his devotion to duty and to his flag.

General Scott advised Lincoln to abandon the fort; it was now impossible to resupply without a big fleet and 25,000 troops. Most members of Lincoln’s cabinet agreed. Nearly all were now privately sure they could do a better job than their new chief. Four had been his serious rivals for the presidential nomination. Simon Cameron, a Pennsylvania politician with a reputation so unsavory, one acquaintance said, that the only thing he would not steal was a red-hot stove, was Secretary of War. Salmon P. Chase, the Secretary of the Treasury, thought Lincoln altogether too timid in opposing slavery and may already have been dreaming of supplanting him as President in 1864. Edward Bates of Missouri, the Attorney General, believed his chief entirely too outspoken against slavery and was certain that reprovisioning Fort Sumter would lead not only to civil war but to “social war, & … servile war, the horrors of which need not be dwelt upon.”

But no member of the cabinet was more initially sure of his superiority to the President who appointed him than the Secretary of State, William H. Seward of New York, who had been the front-runner for the Republican nomination Lincoln had won. He first muddied the difficult debate over Fort Sumter’s fate by sending private and unauthorized assurances to the South that the island fort would be peacefully abandoned, then sent Lincoln an extraordinary document called “Some Thoughts for the President’s Consideration.” Firm policies were needed, it said, and Seward was more than ready to formulate and execute them; the fort should be given up, he argued, while a war with Spain or France might be stirred up to reunite North and South against a common enemy. Lincoln, who valued Seward’s ability and intelligence while deploring his tactics and discounting his ambition, politely declined; he would be his own President.

As the weeks dragged by, sympathy for Major Anderson and his besieged garrison spread across the North. “The Administration must have a policy of action,” said The New York Times. “Better almost anything than additional suspense. The people want something to be decided on [to] serve as a rallying point for the abundant but discouraged loyalty of the American heart.”

Finally, on April 6, Lincoln drew the line. Half a year had passed since his election, and there were no signs that further delay would improve the prospects of reuniting the sundered Union. He would provision Fort Sumter, he told the Governor of South Carolina, but he would not attempt to reinforce or rearm it provided neither the fort nor the fleet was attacked.

He still hoped for peace but was willing now to risk war. For him, preserving the Union was far more than a question of mere geography, more than a northern cause, more even than a national cause: it was mankind’s. If the Union was allowed to dissolve, the great experiment in self-government begun by the founders of the republic would fail; the promise of the Declaration of Independence that “the weights should be lifted from the shoulders of all men, and that all should have an equal chance” would have been betrayed.

The Confederate government was not sure how to react. Secretary of State Toombs wanted no part of firing on the fort. “Mr. President,” he told Davis, “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 mountain to ocean, and legions now quiet will swarm out and sting us to death. It is unnecessary; it puts us in the wrong; it is fatal.”

But those more impatient for action finally prevailed, men like the Alabama secessionist J. G. Gilchrist, who told the Secretary of War, Leroy P. Walker, that “unless you sprinkle blood in the face of the people of Alabama, they will be back in the old Union in less than ten days.” Not only would an attack strengthen the resolve of the states already in the Confederacy, such men were certain, but it would bring Virginia into the Confederacy as well. “If you want us to join you,” Congressman Roger Pryor of Virginia told a cheering Charleston crowd, “strike a blow!”

After midnight on April 12, Pryor, James Chesnut, and two other Confederate emissaries were rowed out to Fort Sumter to deliver to Major Anderson an ultimatum from the Confederate Secretary of War. The Union commander had until 4 a.m. to surrender; otherwise the South Carolina batteries would open fire.

Anderson refused to surrender. “If we never meet in this world again,” he said as he escorted his official visitors back to their boat, “God grant that we may meet in the next.”

He and his men could do nothing but hunker down and wait for the inevitable.

Mary Chesnut heard it come: “April 12 … The heavy booming of a cannon—I sprang out of bed, and on my knees, prostrate, I prayed as I have never prayed before.”

The Civil War began at 4:30 a.m. on the 12th of April, 1861, when the Confederate commander, a dapper, showy Creole from Louisiana named General Pierre Gustave Toutant Beauregard, ordered his men to open up on Fort Sumter. Beauregard was himself a gunner, so skilled as an artillery student at West Point that his instructor there had broken with tradition to keep him on as his assistant for another year. Major Anderson, commander of the helpless Federal outpost upon which his guns were now trained, had been that instructor.

General States Rights Gist of South Carolina was in charge of the Confederate batteries that morning, but the honor of firing the first shot was offered first to a civilian from Virginia, Congressman Pryor. Until that moment he had been a fire-eating secessionist, but now, suddenly, he found himself unable “to fire the first shot of the war”; the enormity of what that shot was likely to set loose had proved too much for him. Other willing hands were found, among them those of old Edmund Ruffin, also a Virginian and an advocate of secession for twenty years. “Of course, I was highly gratified by the compliment,” he said, “and delighted to perform the service.”

A Union sergeant remembered watching as “the burning fuse which marked the course of the [first] shell … mounted among the stars,” and a young Charleston girl recalled the “perfect sheet of flame” that followed as battery after battery joined in, making “a rumbling, deadening sound … the war was on.”

Charleston civilians gathered on rooftops to cheer both the Confederate batteries and the courage of the Union defenders, who held out for a day and a half despite the impact of 3,341 shells on their little manmade island. Mary Chesnut noted that although she was herself unable to take more than tea for fear and excitement during the whole bombardment, “not by one word or look can we detect any change in the demeanor of [the] negro servants.… They make no sign. Are they stolidly stupid or wiser than we are, silent and strong, biding their time?”

No one was seriously hurt during the shelling—a horse was the only fatality—and the Union men managed to fire back from time to time, but Fort Sumter’s situation was clearly hopeless. After thirty-four hours, Anderson called for a truce.

When he and his men sailed north to the United States after their surrender, Beauregard permitted his old teacher to take with him the shot-torn American flag that had flown above the fort. The Union commander intended someday to be buried in it.

TRAITORS AND PATRIOTS

When word of Sumter’s fall reached Washington, the regular United States Army consisted of fewer than 17,000 men, most of them stationed in the far West. Just two of its generals had ever commanded an army in the field, Winfield Scott and another, still more venerable, hero of the Mexican War, John Wool, age seventy-seven.

Lincoln called upon the governors of the states and territories to furnish Washington with 75,000 militiamen, each to serve for just ninety days. The response was instantaneous and heartening. Six months of anxious waiting were over. The time had come for action.

“War! and volunteers are the only topics of conversation or thought,” wrote a student at Oberlin College in central Ohio. “The lessons today have been a mere form. I cannot study. I cannot sleep, and I don’t know as I can write.” Ohio had been asked for thirteen regiments, but so many men volunteered, the Governor wrote the Secretary of War, that “owing to an unavoidable confusion in the first hurry and enthusiasm of our people,” he could not “without seriously repressing [their ardor] … stop short of twenty regiments. The lion in us is thoroughly roused.”

Ulysses S. Grant, West Point 1843, was back home in Galena, Illinois, clerking in his father’s tannery after drink and boredom had driven him from the peacetime army. When he heard that fighting had started, he tried to obtain a commission, got no reply, and finally went to Springfield to see if the army still had a place for him. It did, as mustering officer, handling the flood of volunteers, at $4.20 a day. “There are but two parties now,” he said, “traitors and patriots, and I want hereafter to be ranked with the latter.”

The same sentiment was evident all across the North. At a special church service in Auburn, New York, wrote the pastor’s wife, “the great audience rose, clapping and applauding, as the soldiers filed into the pews reserved for them. The sermon was a radical discourse, and recognized slavery as the underlying cause.… The choir sang patriotic odes, the audience joining with one voice in the exultant refrain, ‘It is sweet, it is sweet, for one’s country to die!’ ”

In Manhattan streets, men wore postage stamps on their hats as impromptu emblems of their patriotism; their wives and daughters ran up Union bonnets with red, white, and blue ribbons. “In our own little circle …” wrote a New York matron to a friend abroad, “one mother has sent away an idolized boy; another, two; another, four. One boy, just getting over diphtheria, jumps out of bed and buckles his knapsack on. One sweet young wife is packing a regulation valise for her husband today, and doesn’t let him see her cry.”

The 6th New York Regiment included so many Bowery toughs it was said a man had to have served time in prison just to get in, while the élite 7th set out for Washington with sandwiches made at Delmonico’s and a thousand velvet-covered campstools on which to sit and eat them.

Whole towns signed up. The 10th Michigan Volunteers was comprised entirely of Flint men; their commander was the mayor; their regimental doctor had been caring for them since they were boys.

Immigrants marched off, too—Irishmen in the fighting 69th, the Irish Zouaves, Irish Volunteers, and St. Patrick Brigade; Italians in the Garibaldi Guards and Italian Legion; Germans in the Steuben Volunteers, German Rifles, Turner Rifles, and DeKalb Regiment. Many immigrant volunteers could neither give nor receive orders in English.

On June 5, Elisha Hunt Rhodes, age nineteen, the son of a Yankee sea captain, left his job as a harness-maker’s clerk in Pawtuxet, Rhode Island, and joined the 2nd Rhode Island Volunteers. He would have joined earlier had his widowed mother not begged him to stay home. “Sunday was a sorrowful one at our home,” he recalled. “My mother went about with tears in her eyes, while I felt disappointment that I could not express and therefore nursed my sorrow in silence.” Finally, she came to his room after he had gone to bed, and “with a spirit worthy of a Spartan mother of old said, ‘My son, other mothers must make sacrifices and why should not I? If you feel that it is your duty to enlist, I will give my consent.’ ”

The following morning, Rhodes and his best friend from school were waiting on the steps of the Providence armory two hours before the recruiting office opened for business. Rhodes signed on as a private. “We drilled all day and night,” he confided to the diary he began to keep. “Standing before a long mirror, I put in many hours of weary work and soon thought myself quite a soldier.… I was elected First Sergeant, much to my surprise. Just what a First Sergeant’s duties might be, I had no idea.”

Two weeks later, the 2nd Rhode Island moved toward the war. “Today,” Rhodes wrote, “we have orders to pack up and be ready to leave … for Washington.… My knapsack was so heavy that I could scarcely stagger under the load. At the wharf an immense crowd had gathered and we went on board our steamer with mingled feelings of joy and sorrow.”

Washington was a southern city, entirely surrounded by slave states, and its streets and corridors were alive with talk of treason. Southern-born government clerks hurried south, telling their friends they would be back in a week or two, when the Confederates had taken the city.

One out of three regular army officers went south, too. “I must go with the South,” wrote Joseph E. Johnston of Virginia, the Quartermaster General, “though the action is in the last degree ungrateful. I owe all that I am to the government of the United States. It had educated and clothed me with honor. To leave the service is a hard necessity, but I must go. Though I am resigning my position, I trust I may never draw my sword against the old flag.”

The most promising officer in the United States Army was another Virginian, Robert E. Lee, who had been a hero in the Mexican War. “If … the President of the United States would tell me that a great battle was to be fought for the liberty or slavery of the country,” said his old commander, Winfield Scott, “and asked my judgment as to the ability of the commander, I would say with my dying breath, ‘Let it be Robert E. Lee!’ ”

Lee believed the Union “perpetual,” thought talk of secession “idle” and dangerous because it might drag the South “into the Gulf of Revolution.” “As an American citizen,” he had written before the shelling at Sumter began, “I take great pride in my country, her prosperity and institutions, and would defend any state if her rights were invaded. But I can anticipate no greater calamity for the country than the dissolution of the Union. It would be an accumulation of all the evils we complain of, and I am willing to sacrifice everything but honor for its preservation.”

Four days after Sumter fell, Lee was offered field command of the entire Union army at Lincoln’s behest. He deferred his decision, waiting to see what his native state would do.

The next day, Virginia voted to secede. That afternoon, Lee confided to a pharmacist that he “was one of those dull creatures that cannot see the good of secession.” But in the end he went with his state, and on April 23 accepted command of the Army of Virginia. He wrote a farewell note to a northern friend:


I cannot raise my hand against my birthplace, my home, my children. I should like, above all things, that our difficulties might be peaceably arranged.… Whatever may be the result of the contest I foresee that the country will have to pass through a terrible ordeal, a necessary expiation for our national sins. May God direct all for our good, and shield and preserve you and yours.



Lincoln’s call for troops had roused the South as well as the North, but not in the way he had intended. “The militia of Virginia will not be furnished to the powers at Washington,” the Governor of that state wrote Lincoln. “… Your object is to subjugate the Southern States.… You have chosen to inaugurate civil war.”

When Virginia left the Union, Richmond became the new capital of the Confederacy. Tennessee left, too. So did Arkansas and North Carolina. There were now eleven Confederate states to stand off the Union’s twenty-three. So many southerners volunteered, from places like Hiawassee, Georgia, Hushpuckena, Mississippi, Moonsville, Alabama, that a third of them—twenty thousand men—had to be sent back home. Some refused to go.

John B. Gordon, a Georgia attorney and businessman who believed slavery “the Mightiest Engine in the world for the civilization, education and refinement of mankind,” raised a company of mountaineers who insisted on wearing coonskin caps and called themselves the “Raccoon Roughs.” When they reached Atlanta and were told they were not yet needed, they stayed put while Gordon sent telegrams offering their services to all the southern governors. Alabama finally found room for them, and they boarded the train for Montgomery. Gordon recalled the greetings they received along the way: “Bonfires blazed from the hills at night, and torch-light processions with drums and fifes paraded the streets of towns. In the absence of real cannon, blacksmith’s anvils were made to thunder our welcome.”

Among the Tennesseans who answered the call was twenty-one-year-old Sam Watkins of Columbia. He joined the Maury Grays, 1st Tennessee Regiment, at Nashville. Like most rebel soldiers, he had no personal stake in slavery He was willing to fight because he believed in States’ Rights, he said, and because “the South is our country, the North is the country of those who live there.”

In July, his regiment was sent to Virginia.


The bugle sounded to strike tents and place everything aboard the cars.… We went bowling along [at] … thirty miles an hour, as fast as steam could carry us. At every town and station, citizens and ladies were waving their handkerchiefs and hurrahing for Jeff Davis and the Southern Confederacy.… Ah, it is worth soldiering to receive such welcomes as this.



“Lincoln may bring his 75,000 troops against us,” said Vice President Stephens. “We fight for our homes, our fathers and mothers, our wives, brothers, sisters, sons and daughters! … We can call out a million of peoples if need be, and when they are cut down we can call another, and still another.”

In fact, the odds against a southern victory seemed long. There were nearly 21 million people in the North, just 9 million in the Confederacy, and 3.5 million of them were slaves, whom their masters did not dare arm. The North had more than twice as many miles of railroad track as the South. The value of all the manufactured goods produced in all the Confederate states added up to less than one-fourth of those produced in New York alone.

None of this mattered to the men who joined the Tallapoosa Thrashers and Chickasaw Desperadoes and Cherokee Lincoln Killers.

It was an article of southern faith that while southerners were invincible, northerners were avaricious weaklings. The Yankees’ ”most bloodthirsty achievements,” said the New Orleans Crescent, “consist of harpooning whales and eviscerating codfish.”

The Raleigh Banner agreed:


The army of the South will be composed of the best material that ever yet made up an army; while that of Lincoln will be gathered from the sewers of the cities—the degraded, beastly outscoring of all the quarters of the world, who will serve for pay and will run away as soon as they can when danger threatens.



Mobile was “boiling over with enthusiasm” for war, said Raphael Semmes, a former U.S. naval officer based in Alabama, who had resigned his commission and headed South to put on a new uniform. “The young merchants had dropped their ledgers and were forming and drilling companies by night and day.”

Charleston was “crowded with soldiers,” said Mary Chesnut. “These new ones are running in, fairly. They fear the war will be over before they get a sight of the fun. Every man from every little country precinct wants a place in the picture.”

“The young men carry dress suits with them,” a Rome, Georgia, woman noted. “Every soldier, nearly, has a servant with him, and a whole lot of spoons and forks, so as to live comfortably and elegantly in camp, and finally to make a splurge in Washington when they shall arrive there, which they expect will be very soon.”

Each side thought the other would collapse within ninety days, and both sides agreed that it was to be a white man’s fight. Blacks who tried to sign up were turned away.

HURRY UP AND WAIT

The first few days after Fort Sumter’s fall were a desperately anxious time in Washington. The Richmond Examiner reported


one wild shout of fierce resolve to capture Washington City, at all and every human hazard. The filthy cage of unclean birds must and will be purified by fire.… Our people can take it, and Scott the arch-traitor, and Lincoln the Beast, combined cannot prevent it. The just indignation of an outraged and deeply injured people will teach the Illinois Ape to retrace his journey across the borders of the Free negro states still more rapidly than he came.



Some 15,000 rebels were already said to be within striking distance of Alexandria, another 8,000 were at Harpers Ferry, and more were believed to be on the way.

All that stood between them and the nation’s capital in the first days after Fort Sumter were a few regular troops and a scattering of neighborhood militia units, including the Silver Grays Home Guard, made up of loyal if unsteady veterans of the War of 1812.

Maryland secessionists burned railroad bridges, stopped the mails, cut off Washington’s telegraph communication with the North. Frightened citizens fled into the countryside. The streets were deserted. Government departments struggled with skeleton staffs. “Disaffection lurked, if it did not openly avow itself,” Seward remembered, “in every department and every bureau … in the post office and in the custom house.” The nervous Union commandant of the big Federal navy yard at Norfolk abandoned his post to the Confederates, burning five warships to the water-line rather than hand them over to the rebels.

A Voluntary Guard now patrolled the White House grounds, commanded by Senator James H. Lane, a veteran of the guerrilla warfare in Bleeding Kansas, and the Kentucky abolitionist Cassius Marcellus Clay, wearing “three pistols and an Arkansas tooth pick.” General Scott drew up a last-ditch defense plan. In case of attack, the President and his cabinet were to retreat to the basement of the thick-walled Treasury building and try to survive on water and 2,000 barrels of flour. At night, Confederate campfires could be seen across the Potomac from the White House.

On April 19, a Baltimore mob opened fire on the 6th Massachusetts as it passed through the streets on its way to Washington, and the Massachusetts men fired back; four soldiers and nine civilians were killed and others were wounded. A Maryland delegation demanded that Lincoln send no more soldiers through their state. “I must have troops,” the President answered, “… our men are not moles, and can’t dig under the earth. They are not birds, and can’t fly through the air. There is no way but to march across, and that they must do.” But privately he made sure that no more troops would come through Baltimore, fearing their unwanted presence might drive the state out of the Union and into the Confederacy.

Ten days after Lincoln issued his call for troops, the bulk of his army had still not arrived. He came close to despair, pacing his office and muttering, “Why don’t they come? Why don’t they come?” When some of the Massachusetts men wounded at Baltimore were brought to see him at the White House, he told them, “I don’t believe there is a North.… You are the only northern realities.”

Then, around noon on April 25, a train whistle announced that the troops had made it through at last. The 7th New York arrived first, stepping past the White House singing an old Methodist hymn with brand-new lyrics—“John Brown’s Body.” Lincoln, a friend remembered, “was all smiles.”

“Hurrah! we are in Washington, and what a city!” wrote Elisha Rhodes after the 2nd Rhode Island arrived. “Mud, pigs, negroes, palaces, shanties everywhere. Today we brushed up … and were reviewed by the President. As we passed the White House I had my first view of Abraham Lincoln. He looks like a good, honest man, and I trust that with God’s help he can bring our country safely out of its peril.”

Rhode Islanders set up their bunks among the cases of curiosities at the Patent Office. New Yorkers slept on the carpeted floor of the chamber of the House of Representatives, and amused themselves making speeches from the Speaker’s chair. Massachusetts boys camped in the rotunda and cooked their bacon on the furnaces in the cellar.

Southern sympathizers were appalled: “You would not now know this God-forsaken city,” wrote Mrs. Phillip Phillips, “our beautiful capital, with all its artistic wealth, desecrated, disgraced with Lincoln’s low soldiery. The respectable part [of the soldiers] view it also in the same spirit, for one of the Seventh [New York] Regiment told me that never in his life had he seen such ruin going on as is now enacted in the halls of our once honored Capitol!”

But those who remained loyal saw things differently. “ ‘Washington City’ was no longer a name to the mother waiting and praying in the distant hamlet,” Mary Clemmer Ames remembered. “Her boy was camped on the floor of the rotunda.… Never, till that hour, did the Federal city become to the heart of the American people … truly the capital of the nation.”

Union camps encircled the District. Washington would soon become the most heavily fortified city on earth, ringed by 22 batteries and 74 forts.

Mrs. Elizabeth Lindsay Lomax was an army officer’s widow whose son had commanded the militia unit that escorted Lincoln to his inauguration. Now he had gone south to serve his native Virginia and she had decided to stay on in Washington. “This afternoon,” she wrote that spring, “Virginia Tayloe came to take me for a drive.” On their return they stopped at the 7th New York’s encampment. “They have a charming military band and are a wonderful looking body of men. We stayed to see them drill, but oh, to think they are drilling to kill—and to kill my own people.”

That killing began on May 23, the day after the voters of Virginia officially ratified their state’s ordinance of secession by a margin of better than three to one. The people of Virginia having “thus allowed this giant insurrection to make its nest within her borders …” Lincoln declared, “this government has no choice but to deal with it, where it finds it” and sent troops across the Potomac to seize Arlington Heights, occupy Alexandria, and establish a buffer zone for the capital.

In the vanguard was Colonel Elmer Ellsworth, once an apprentice lawyer in Lincoln’s law office and close to the President’s whole family, a celebrity soldier at just twenty-four as captain of the dashing New York Fire Zouaves, recruited from the New York City Fire Department. When Ellsworth saw the rebel flag flying above an Alexandria hotel, he charged inside and up the stairs to cut it down. On the colonel’s way back down with the rebel banner, the hotelkeeper killed him with a shotgun. Ellsworth’s aide instantly cut down his killer, but the North had its first martyr.

Souvenir hunters carved up the staircase on which Ellsworth died. Flags flew at half-staff all across the North. The body lay in state in the East Room of the White House, then in City Hall at New York, where a new volunteer unit was instantly formed—Ellsworth’s Avengers.

Lincoln could do nothing to force Virginia back into the Union, but the independent-minded farmers of the state’s upland western counties showed signs of resisting the new secessionist government. To encourage them, Lincoln dispatched an army commanded by General George Brinton McClellan, a handsome thirty-four-year-old West Point graduate from a fine Philadelphia family. McClellan had little trouble driving out the small force of Confederates stationed in the Alleghenies—though some of his aides worried privately that he seemed overly cautious in following up his victories—and at Philippi, in a pouring rain, his men caught a Confederate force sound asleep and forced it to flee in panic with only a single Union fatality. Not even Robert E. Lee, of whom everyone had thought so highly, seemed able to inspire his outnumbered army to hold back the Union advance. In the fall he would be sent farther south, lampooned in southern newspapers as “Evacuating Lee” and “Granny Lee” for having failed to hold his ground.

The western counties would eventually secede from Virginia—and rejoin the Union as the new state of West Virginia.

In March, weeks before the shelling of Fort Sumter began, eight runaway slaves had slipped into the Federal garrison at Fort Pickens, in Florida, “entertaining the idea,” the commander reported, that Union troops had been sent there “to protect them and grant them their freedom.” The fort’s commander sent them back to their owners under armed guard, acting in accordance with the policy set by the President himself in his inaugural address and since echoed by Congress: The North was waging a war “to defend and maintain the supremacy of the Constitution and to preserve the Union”; since that Constitution legitimized slavery, there was no thought “of overthrowing or interfering with the rights or established institutions” of any state. Lincoln would not make war on slavery.

But slaves in growing numbers continued to risk their owners’ wrath and come over to the Union side, and many northern officers found turning them away increasingly distasteful. It fell to an unlikely New England commander to force a change in that policy: General Benjamin F. Butler, a Massachusetts Democrat with crossed eyes and mixed motives, who had once backed Jefferson Davis for President of the United States. Stationed first in Maryland, Butler had sought to placate loyal slaveowners there by grandiloquently promising to provide troops should their slaves rise against them. But once in command of Fortress Monroe in Tidewater Virginia in May, he reversed himself. Three slaves who had been laboring on Confederate fortifications managed to make it to his lines, closely pursued by their master, who angrily demanded their return. Butler asked Washington for permission to turn the indignant planter down. His slaves were “contraband of war,” he argued, and, like any other property helpful to the enemy cause, should be returned only if their owner took an oath of loyalty.

“Major Cary of Virginia asked if I did not feel myself bound by my constitutional obligations to deliver up fugitives under the Fugitive-Slave Act,” Butler wrote. “To this I replied that the Fugitive-Slave Act did not affect a foreign country, which Virginia claimed to be, and she must reckon it one of the infelicities of her position that in so far at least she was taken at her word.”

By late spring, there were almost a thousand black men, women, and children at Fortress Monroe, and hundreds more were crossing into the Union lines wherever they could. In August, Congress would officially endorse Butler’s stand, passing a cautiously worded confiscation act, which authorized commanders to liberate only those slaves being directly employed by the Confederate army. It said nothing about the status of those slaves once they had been taken from their masters and asserted no congressional right to free any other slaves.

“The American people and the Government at Washington may refuse to recognize it for a time,” Frederick Douglass said, “but the ‘inexorable logic of events’ will force it upon them in the end; that the war now being waged in this land is a war for and against slavery.”

On June 3, Lincoln’s old rival Stephen A. Douglas died in Chicago. Lincoln had asked him to tour the border states after Fort Sumter, appealing to his followers to stay loyal to the Union. Secessionists had jeered and pelted him with eggs, but he had kept at it until exhaustion drove him home. His final words for his two sons were: “Tell them to obey the laws and support the Constitution of the United States.”

In order to preserve the Constitution, Douglas’s old adversary was now edging beyond it. He waged war without congressional assent until the summer, seized northern telegraph offices to ensure the wires were not used for subversion, and suspended the writ of habeas corpus, at first only “at any point on or in the vicinity of the military line … between the City of Philadelphia and the City of Washington,” but later “throughout the United States.”

In this, Chief Justice Taney ruled, the President had exceeded his power. Only Congress could suspend the writ. (In fact, while the Constitution affirms that the writ may be withdrawn “in Cases of Rebellion or Invasion,” it fails to say who may do the suspending.) Lincoln toyed with the idea of having the Chief Justice arrested, then chose simply to ignore his ruling, asking, “… are all the laws, but one, to go unexecuted, and the Government itself go to pieces, lest that one be violated?” (In 1863, Congress would empower the President to suspend the writ “during the present rebellion,” thereby belatedly reasserting its own authority over actions he had long since taken.)

No one knows precisely how many Americans were seized and held without trial during the war, but the total was well above 13,500. Most of those imprisoned were genuine Confederates or their sympathizers in or near the war zone, but men were also locked up whose only crimes were drunkenly “hurrahing for Jeff Davis” or omitting the traditional prayer for the President from church services.

Lincoln also declared a blockade of southern ports. The Confederates countered by withholding exports, confident that an England starved of cotton would eventually come in on the side of the South.

ALL GREEN ALIKE

The rival American capitals continued to glare at one another across a hundred miles of rolling Virginia countryside. Civilians on both sides grew impatient.

No one was more impatient—or inconsistent—than Horace Greeley, the Republican editor of the New York Tribune, the influential newspaper he had founded in 1841. And no one was more patient with him than the President he hectored so hard. Greeley had first demanded that the South be allowed to leave the Union unmolested, then asked Lincoln to surrender Fort Sumter, and finally praised him for holding it. When the Baltimore rioters fired on Union troops, he had urged that “the city be burned with fire and leveled to the earth and made an abode for owls and satyrs and a place for fishermen to dry their nets.”

Now, he wanted Richmond taken, right away: “THE NATION’S WAR CRY: FORWARD TO RICHMOND! THE REBEL CONGRESS MUST NOT BE ALLOWED TO MEET THERE ON THE 20TH OF JULY. BY THAT DATE THE PLACE MUST BE HELD BY THE NATIONAL ARMY.”

Lincoln was growing impatient, too. The fighting in western Virginia had made headlines but resolved little.

Thirty-five thousand Confederate troops under the conqueror of Sumter, General Beauregard, had moved north to defend Virginia against the invasion they now expected daily.

Irvin McDowell, the Union field commander, did not yet want to fight. He was an oddly prim soldier. He drank no coffee or tea, did not smoke or chew tobacco, and was especially proud that once, when his horse fell on him and knocked him unconscious, he had still managed to keep his teeth clamped shut against the restorative brandy a surgeon had tried to pour down his throat.

“This is not an army,” he warned the President. “It will take a long time to make an army.”

“You are green, it is true,” Lincoln answered, “but they are green, also; you are all green alike.” His army’s three-month enlistment was almost up. McDowell was to get on with it.

William Howard Russell of the London Times had seen a lot of fighting while reporting the Crimean War and the 1857 mutiny in India. Now he was convinced he was about to see some more: “The great battle which is to arrest rebellion, or … make it a power in the land is no longer distant or doubtful.” But he also doubted that the Union army was ready for it. “They think that an army is like a round of cannister,” he said of Lincoln and his new administration, “which can be fired off whenever the match is applied.”

“It begins to look warlike,” wrote Elisha Rhodes, “and we shall probably have a chance to pay our southern brethren a visit upon the sacred soil of Virginia very soon. Well, I hope we shall be successful and give the rebels a good pounding.”

On July 18, the volunteer Union army, 37,000 strong, marched south into Virginia. A reporter for the Washington Star described the spectacle:


The scene from the hills was grand … regiment after regiment was seen coming along the road and across the Long Bridge, their arms gleaming in the sun.… Cheer after cheer was heard as regiment greeted regiment, and this with the martial music and sharp clear orders of commanding officers, made a combination of sounds very pleasant to the ear of a Union man.



The northern troops had a good time despite the fierce heat. “They stopped every moment to pick blackberries or get water,” General McDowell remembered, “they would not keep in the ranks, order as much as you pleased.… They were not used to denying themselves much; they were not used to journeys on foot.” It took them two and a half days to march twenty-five miles, a stretch seasoned troops would routinely cover in half the time later in the war.

Elisha Rhodes had a good time, too. “Our regiment stacked arms in a large meadow,” he wrote. “Rail fences were plenty and we soon had fires burning and coffee cooking in our cups.… I enjoyed the evening by the fire and speculating on what might happen on the morrow.”

Hundreds of Washington civilians rode out to join the advancing army, hoping to see a real battle. Some brought binoculars, picnic baskets, bottles of champagne. “The French cooks and hotel-keepers,” William Howard Russell wrote, “by some occult process of reasoning, have arrived at the conclusion that they must treble the prices of their wines and of the hampers of provisions which the Washington people are ordering to comfort themselves at their bloody derby.”

Some of the troops rather liked the notion of fighting their first battle in front of illustrious spectators. “We saw carriages and barouches which contained civilians who had driven out from Washington to witness the operations,” a Massachusetts volunteer remembered. “A Connecticut boy said, ‘There’s our Senator!’ and some of our men recognized … other members of Congress.… We thought it wasn’t a bad idea to have the great men from Washington come out to see us thrash the Rebs.”

Beauregard knew the northerners were coming. Mrs. Rose O’Neal Greenhow, a prominent society leader in Washington and the aunt of Stephen A. Douglas, was one of those who had seen to that, sending him word of the advance, her coded note concealed in the hair of a sympathetic southern girl. And he had ordered his men to form a meandering eight-mile line along one side of Bull Run Creek near a railroad center called Manassas Junction.

McDowell moved first on Sunday morning, July 21, sending his men across the creek a little after nine. An onlooker remembered that the advancing Union army looked like “a bristling monster lifting himself by a slow, wavy motion up the laborious ascent.”

Elisha Rhodes recalled the first serious shooting he ever heard:


On reaching a clearing separated from our left flank by a rail fence, we were saluted by a volley of musketry, which, however, was fired so high that all the bullets went over our heads.… My first sensation was … astonishment at the peculiar whir of the bullets, and that the Regiment immediately laid down without waiting for orders. Colonel Slocum gave the command: “By the left flank—MARCH” and we commenced crossing the field. One of our boys by the name of Webb fell off the fence and broke his bayonet. This caused some amusement, for even at this time we did not realize that we were about to engage in battle.



Not far away, Union cavalrymen, wearing crisp new uniforms and waiting to be ordered to the front, tried not to look as the first bloody, wounded men were carried past them to a surgeon’s tent. Some, who failed to avert their gaze fast enough, vomited from their saddles.

Still, at first it all seemed to be going just as McDowell had planned. His divisions tore at the Confederate left and began to turn it, driving the rebels from one position after another. “We … fired a volley,” a Massachusetts private wrote, “and saw the Rebels running.… The boys were saying constantly, in great glee, ‘We’ve whipped them.’ ‘We’ll hang Jeff Davis to a sour apple tree.’ ‘They are running.’ ‘The war is over.’ ”

On a green hillside three miles away, civilian onlookers waved their hats and fluttered their handkerchiefs. It was not yet noon.

“General McDowell rode up,” a Union lieutenant recalled, “dressed in full uniform, including white gloves, and told us we had won a great victory.… We cheered him vociferously and felt like veritable heroes.”

Northern victory seemed so sure, an officer remembered, that on one part of the battlefield some of the Union men stopped to gather souvenirs among the rebel troops who had fallen on the slope.


What a horrible sight it was! Here a man, grasping his musket firmly in his hands, stone dead; several with distorted features, all horribly dirty. Many were terribly wounded, some with legs shot off; others with arms gone.… So badly wounded they could not drag themselves away … slowly bleeding to death. We stopped many times to give some a drink and soon saw enough to satisfy us with the horrors of war, and so, picking up some swords and bayonets, we … retraced our steps.



But holding a hill at the center of the southern line was a Virginia brigade commanded by Thomas J. Jackson, who believed the southern cause literally sacred and was able to convey that religious certitude to his men. While other southern commands wavered, his held firm. General Bernard Bee of South Carolina, trying to rally his own frightened men early that afternoon, shouted, “Look, there is Jackson with his Virginians, standing like a stone wall!” Bee himself was killed a little later, but the rebel lines held and the nickname stuck.

It was the turning point. The fighting seesawed back and forth across the hillside from two to four in the afternoon. Between the armies stood a farmhouse, the home of Judith Henry, an elderly widow too ill to move. Union shells ripped through the wall of her bedroom, tearing off the old woman’s foot and riddling her body.

Confederate reinforcements began to arrive, led by General Joseph E. Johnston, who had now found it within him to draw his sword against his old flag. The first came on horseback, led by Colonel Jubal Early. Many more arrived by train, something new in war.

The Union men, most of whom had now been marching and fighting in brutal heat without food or water for fourteen hours, were demoralized to see fresh rebels pouring onto the field. “Where are our reserves?” some were heard to ask.

At about four, Beauregard ordered a massive counterattack. Jackson urged his men to “yell like furies!” The high-pitched rebel yell first heard that afternoon—half exultant shout, half foxhound’s yelp—would eventually echo from a thousand battlefields. “There is nothing like it this side of the infernal region,” a Union veteran remembered many years after the war. “The peculiar corkscrew sensation that it sends down your backbone under these circumstances can never be told. You have to feel it, and if you say you did not feel it, and heard the yell, you have never been there.”

To Beauregard’s delight, the northerners began to edge backward. “I dispatched orders to go forward in a common charge,” he recalled. “Before the full advance of the Confederate ranks the enemy’s whole line irretrievably broke, fleeing across Bull Run by every available direction.”

The retreat became a rout, McDowell admitted, “and this degenerated still further into a panic.” Frightened civilians and frightened soldiers alike pushed and shoved to get away from the battlefield. “They plunged through Bull Run wherever they came to it,” a rebel officer wrote, “regardless of fords or bridges, and there many were drowned.… We found … along the road, parasols and dainty shawls lost in their flight by the frail, fair ones who had seats in most of the carriages of this excursion.”

Albert G. Riddle, an Ohio congressman, and two or three of his colleagues tried to turn the soldiers back.


We called to them, tried to tell them there was no danger, called them to stop, implored them to stand. We called them cowards, denounced them in the most offensive terms, put out our heavy revolvers and threatened to shoot them, but all in vain; a cruel, crazy, mad, hopeless panic possessed them, and communicated to everybody about in front and rear. The heat was awful, although it was now about six; the men were exhausted—their mouths gaped, their lips cracked and blackened with the powder of the cartridges they had bitten off in the battle, their eyes starting in frenzy; no mortal ever saw such a mass of ghastly wretches.



Elisha Rhodes found himself among those demoralized men.


I … struggled on, clinging to my gun and cartridge box. Many times I sat down in the mud determined to go no further, and willing to die to end my misery. But soon a friend would pass and urge me to make another effort, and I would stagger a mile further. At daylight we could see the spires of Washington, and a welcome sight it was.… The loss of the regiment in this disastrous affair was ninety three killed, wounded or missing.



The Union army remembered it as “the great skedaddle.”

No one knows what might have happened had the southern army pursued them. “A friend in the federal capital,” Mary Chesnut noted later, “writes me that we might have walked into Washington any day for a week after Manassas, such was the consternation and confusion there.” But in fact the southern army was nearly as unprepared for its victory as its foes had been for their defeat, and a heavy downpour the next morning turned the roads to mud and made the question academic.

The Confederates discovered Congressman Albert Ely of New York hiding behind a tree and carried him off to Richmond. “The Yankee Congressman came down to see the fun,” one rebel soldier said, “came out for wool and got shorn.” President Davis himself sent the distinguished prisoner a pair of blankets to demonstrate to his people how southern gentlemen treated those whom they had defeated in battle.

Davis, who had ridden out to see the fighting for himself, was jubilant. “Your little army,” he told his people, “derided for its want of arms, derided for its lack of all the essential material of war, has met the grand army of the enemy, routed it at every point, and it now flies, inglorious in retreat before our victorious columns. We have taught them a lesson in their invasion of the sacred soil of Virginia.”

Manassas had been “one of the decisive battles of the world,” wrote a prominent Georgia secessionist. It “has secured our independence.” Persuaded that they had already won the war, that the North would now have no choice but to sue for peace, some Confederate volunteers left the army, eager to get home for the autumn harvest.

Sam Watkins, who arrived with his Tennesseans at Manassas Junction after the shooting had stopped, recalled the letdown he and his friends felt:


We felt that the war was over, and that we would have to return home without even seeing a Yankee soldier. Ah, how we envied those that were wounded. We … would have given a thousand dollars … to have had our arm shot off, so we could have returned home with an empty sleeve. But the battle was over and we left out.



Some 4,500 men were killed, wounded, or captured on both sides in the battle that the North called Bull Run and the South remembered as Manassas.

William Howard Russell watched the northern army stagger back into Washington.


I saw a steady stream of men, covered with mud, soaked through with rain, who were pouring irregularly … up Pennsylvania Avenue toward the Capitol. A dense stream of vapor rose from the multitude; but looking closely … I perceived they belonged to different regiments, New Yorkers, Michiganders, Rhode Islanders, Massachusettsers, Minnesotians, mingled pell-mell together.



Russell asked one pale young man who “looked exhausted to death” whether the whole army had been defeated. “That’s more than I know,” the soldier answered. “I know I’m going home. I’ve had enough fighting to last my lifetime.”

“Today will be known as BLACK MONDAY,” wrote George Templeton Strong when the bad news reached New York. “We are utterly and disgracefully routed, beaten, whipped by secessionists.”

Horace Greeley, who had urged Lincoln to launch the premature drive on Richmond that had resulted in the defeat at Bull Run, now demanded that the President consider abandoning the entire struggle for the Union: “On every brow sits sullen, scorching, black despair …” he wrote. “If it is best for the country and for mankind that we make peace with the rebels, and on their own terms, do not shrink even from that.”

Lincoln did not take Greeley’s new advice: instead, he signed bills calling for the enlistment of 100,000 additional troops to serve for three years instead of three months. No one now believed this would be a ninety-day war. The President vowed to hold his ground, strengthen the blockade, replace the three-month volunteers with men enrolled for longer service, and then launch expeditions into Virginia, the loyal area of east Tennessee, and down the Mississippi.

And he put a new man in charge of the Union forces at Washington. George McClellan seemed just what the North needed. Second in his class at West Point, hero of the Mexican War, he was a skilled engineer, author of manuals on military tactics, enthusiastic admirer of Napoleon, and was said to be able to bend a quarter between thumb and forefinger and heave a 250-pound man above his head. Fresh from a series of small but well-publicized victories in western Virginia, McClellan brought with him to the stunned capital what one observer called “an indefinable air of success.”

He would need all his strengths and skills to rebuild the shattered Union army. “Tonight not 200 men are in camp,” a New York soldier confided to his diary. “Captain Catlin, Captain Hulburt, Lieutenant Cooper and one or two other officers are under arrest. A hundred men are drunk, a hundred more are at houses of ill fame, and the balance are everywhere.… Colonel Alford is very drunk all the time now.”

“I found no preparations whatever for defense …” McClellan wrote. “Not a regiment was properly encamped, not a single avenue or approach guarded. All was chaos and the streets, hotels and barrooms were filled with drunken officers and men absent from their regiments without leave—a perfect Pandemonium.”

McClellan devoted the summer to bringing order out of that chaos. “I spent long days in my saddle and my nights in the office,” he remembered, “—a very fatiguing life, but one which made my power felt everywhere and by everyone.” He imposed discipline—“Let an honest pride be felt,” he told his troops, “in possessing that high virtue of a soldier, obedience”—replaced inept officers with regulars, saw that the men drilled for up to eight hours a day, and laid out tidy camps around the city to incorporate the ten thousand new volunteers now arriving each week by rail.

When he staged grand reviews to improve morale, a newspaperman noted, “each regiment tried to outdo all others in its appearance and its marching, … bands playing national airs, drums beating, flags waving.… The ground shook beneath the steady marching.” Lincoln and his wife, Mary, and their two youngest sons, Willie and Tad, often watched from a carriage. But even the Lincolns were bit players in McClellan’s drama. “It was to be observed that the eyes of the people were not on the President of the Republic …” an officer wrote. “All the attention was upon that young general with the calm eye, with the satisfied air, who moved around followed by an immense staff, to the clanking of sabers and the acclamation of the spectators.”

Even McClellan’s officer corps was glamorous. It included three representatives of deposed French royalty; Philip Kearny, a one-armed adventurer and millionaire who had fought for France against Austria, winning the Legion of Honor for charging enemy positions with his reins between his teeth; and a still richer amateur soldier, Colonel John Jacob Astor III, who went to war with his own chef, steward, and valet.

A hundred thousand untrained volunteers had become an army—the Army of the Potomac, McClellan’s army. His men, who loved him for having made them proud of themselves again, called him “Little Mac.” The newspapers called him “Young Napoleon,” and he actively encouraged the comparison. “Soldiers!” he had proclaimed to his troops in western Virginia in true Napoleonic fashion. “I have heard that there was danger here. I have come to place myself at your head and to share it with you. I fear now but one thing—that you will not find foemen worthy of your steel.”

Nathaniel Hawthorne witnessed the soldiers’ enthusiasm for their new commander: “They received him with loud shouts, by the eager uproar of which—now near, now in the center, now on the outskirts of the division—we could trace his progress through the ranks … they believed in him, and so did I.” So did McClellan himself. “You have no idea how the men brighten up when I go among them,” he told his wife. “I can see every eye glisten. Yesterday they nearly pulled me to pieces in one regiment. You never heard such yelling.”

“The boys are happy as clams at high water,” wrote a Massachusetts artilleryman after a visit by his commander. “The rank and file think [McClellan] is just the man to lead us on to victory when he gets ready and not when Horace Greeley says to go.”

The defeat at Bull Run and the appalling rout that followed it were bad enough in themselves, but Lincoln also feared they would make the job of keeping the slaveholding border states within the Union still more difficult. Delaware, with barely two out of every hundred residents a slave, never seriously considered seceding, but Kentucky, Missouri, and Maryland all remained dangerously undecided. “I think to lose Kentucky is nearly the same as to lose the whole game,” Lincoln explained to a friend. “Kentucky gone, we cannot hold Missouri, nor, as I think, Maryland. These are all against us, and the job on our hands is too large for us.”

While a secessionist governor and a Unionist legislature wrestled for control, Union volunteers in Louisville marched on one side of a street while Confederates drilled on the other. Two of Senator John Crittenden’s sons became major generals, one for the North and one for the South. Mary Lincoln’s youngest brother joined the Confederate army, as did three of her half-brothers and a brother-in-law, even after Lincoln personally offered him a major’s commission in the Union army.

The balance of power in Kentucky was so precarious that Lincoln was willing to respect what he called the “conditional Unionism” of the state in which he had been born, provided it did not seem about to tip toward the South, and even agreed to turn a blind eye for a time to the steady stream of weapons and supplies passing through the state to the Confederacy. But in the fall, when Confederates commanded by an Episcopal bishop, General Leonidas Polk, moved to seize Kentucky, Union troops under a new commander, Brigadier General Ulysses S. Grant, were ordered to seize Paducah and Smithland at the mouths of the strategically important Cumberland and Tennessee rivers. Two months later, Grant’s undisciplined recruits were almost destroyed, looting a captured rebel camp instead of preparing for a Confederate counterattack, and their commander was returned temporarily to desk duty. But Union troops now occupied three-quarters of Kentucky, and although secessionists formed a provisional government and the Confederate Congress solemnly accepted the state into the Confederacy, Kentucky remained loyal.

Maryland was still more crucial to the Union, for if it fell, Washington would be encircled by hostile states. Bull Run had emboldened its secessionist legislators, and in September, on the eve of a special legislative session that Lincoln feared would vote to secede, he sent troops to occupy Baltimore, locked the mayor and thirty-one legislators in jail, and kept them there without trial for more than two months until a new and safely Unionist legislature was elected in November. Maryland, too, held for the Union.

In Missouri, Governor Claiborne Fox Jackson, who favored secession and had denounced Lincoln’s call for troops as “illegal, unconstitutional, revolutionary, inhuman, diabolical,” commanded the state militia. To oppose him, Congressman Frank Blair, Jr., the younger brother of Lincoln’s Postmaster General, Montgomery Blair, organized a Unionist Home Guard, made up largely of antislavery Germans, and resolved to hold the state. Under red-bearded Captain Nathaniel Lyon, a veteran of the Bloody Kansas border war, he spirited 21,000 Union muskets out of town before the rebels could seize them, then surrounded the southern militiamen, forced their peaceful surrender, and marched them through St. Louis. There, a secessionist mob pelted his men with stones, then shot and killed a captain. Lyon’s men shot back, killing twenty-eight people, including a baby in its mother’s arms.

Secession sentiment rose; Sterling Price, a hero of the Mexican War, volunteered his services to Governor Jackson; and guerrilla warfare burst out again along the Kansas border. It would not stop for almost four years and it would take decades before the hatreds it engendered began to fade.

Nathaniel Lyon, now a brigadier general, chased Price and a growing secessionist army two hundred miles across Missouri until he caught up with them at Wilson’s Creek in the southwest corner of the state in August. Lyon was killed there, and the Union army driven back to St. Louis. Lexington fell to the rebels. Half of Missouri was now in Confederate hands.

Lincoln’s overall commander in the West was John Charles Frémont, “the Pathfinder,” a sometime explorer and soldier and full-time politician. He was a magnetic man, handsome and energetic, but overly fond of pomp. His staff was top-heavy with lesser European nobility in glittering uniforms, and his headquarters was surrounded by a hand-picked personal guard of thirty Kentuckians, all of them taller than five foot eleven. He was also recklessly ambitious: he had been the first Republican candidate for President five years earlier and was already planning to displace Lincoln in 1864. Lincoln once privately called him “the damndest scoundrel that ever lived, but in the infinite mercy of Providence … also the damndest fool.”

After the Union defeat at Wilson’s Creek—and without consulting Washington—Frémont issued a proclamation threatening with death all guerrillas captured behind Union lines and proclaiming free all the slaves owned by Missouri secessionists. The President was furious: generals did not make policy; the threat of emancipation would unnecessarily alienate the border states. Lincoln rescinded the order when his request that it be modified was ignored, and in November replaced his flamboyant commander with Henry Wager Halleck, an aloof West Point tactician and former attorney, whose military scholarship and inbred caution earned him the nickname “Old Brains.” Halleck promptly assured the President that further action against the enemy would now be inadvisable until spring.

“The true course in conducting military operations,” George McClellan declared from Washington, “is to make no movement until the preparations are complete.” On paper, McClellan’s projected movements looked promising. The Union forces were to mount a three-pronged assault on the Confederacy: one army would drive into Virginia and take Richmond; another would secure Kentucky and Tennessee for the Union, then push into the heart of the Confederacy and occupy Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia, while the navy cleared the Mississippi, surrounded the Confederacy by sea, and choked off supplies.

But as summer turned to autumn, it became increasingly clear that, having made a magnificent army, George McClellan had no immediate plans to lead it anywhere.

Republicans in Congress grew impatient. If the Union did not soon avenge Bull Run, they feared, Europe would see it as a sign that northern resolve was weakening and recognize the Confederacy. Even Horace Greeley again began to clamor for action.

From the first, George McClellan had demonstrated an apparent self-confidence that bordered on vainglory. “I find myself in a new and strange position here,” he had told his wife upon arriving in the capital. “President, cabinet, General Scott and all deferring to me—by some strange operation of magic I seem to have become the power of the land. I almost think that were I to win some small success now, I could become Dictator, or anything else that might please me.… But nothing of that kind would please me—therefore I won’t be Dictator. Admirable self-denial!”
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The Union grand strategy for defeating the rebellious states: As envisioned by General George McClellan, it called for three simultaneous overland assaults, combined with a blockade of southern ports and naval thrusts up and down the Mississippi.

Now, as the pressure built for him to move against the enemy and the newspapers began to make fun of the daily bulletins of “All quiet on the Potomac” that had once seemed so reassuring, he responded to President, cabinet, and Congress alike with arrogant contempt. “I am becoming daily more disgusted with these wretched politicians,” he told his wife. “They are a most despicable set of men.… Seward [is a] meddling, officious, incompetent little puppy.… The President is nothing more than a well-meaning baboon … ‘the original gorilla.’ ”

For his part, Lincoln was patient with his commander, even when he called at his home late one evening and waited in his parlor until McClellan returned from a wedding party, only to be told by the butler that the general could not see him; he had retired for the night. The President’s secretary was outraged at this insult, and urged that McClellan be dismissed immediately. Lincoln forbore: he would gladly hold the general’s horse, he said, if it meant victories, and when the general insisted that it was General Scott, not he, who was responsible for all the delay—he alleged that the old hero was either “a dotard or a traitor”—the President allowed Scott to retire and made McClellan general-in-chief as well as commander of the Army of the Potomac. “I can do it all,” McClellan assured him.

McClellan did nothing. Allan Pinkerton, now his personal secret operative, reinforced his chief’s natural caution, assuring him that a Confederate army of at least 150,000 men under Joseph E. Johnston was within striking distance of Washington—three times as many troops as were actually anywhere near the capital. Others told McClellan that Pinkerton was wrong, but it was Pinkerton he wanted to believe. He would not move, he said, until he had 270,000 men of his own.

In September, when rebel pickets withdrew from an exposed position a few miles southwest of Washington, Union troops found that the great cannon that McClellan’s spies had assured him were trained on the city were nothing but mammoth logs, painted black to look like artillery; a scornful reporter called them “Quaker Guns.”

McClellan was embarrassed by the discovery, but his confidence was not bolstered. And he was genuinely unsettled in October, when a Union force ordered to probe Confederate defenses at Ball’s Bluff, Virginia, was trapped on the bank of the Potomac and shot to pieces. Among the wounded carried from the field was a young Massachusetts lieutenant, fresh from Harvard, with two musket balls in his chest, Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr. Colonel Edward D. Baker, an Oregon senator for whom the Lincolns had named their second son, was killed.

Lincoln wept and his eight-year-old son, Willie, wrote a memorial poem and sent it to the editor of the National Republican:


There was no patriot like Baker
So noble and so true;
He fell as a soldier in the field,
his face to the sky of blue.



In December, in the wake of this second Union disaster so dangerously close to the capital, Congress established a Joint Committee on the Conduct of the War to search out those responsible and ensure that the administration prosecute the war with suitable vigor. Its chairman was Senator Benjamin Wade of Ohio, a Radical Republican eager to get on with the struggle—and deeply distrustful of conservative Democrats like George McClellan. General Charles P. Stone, another Democrat, who had already angered the Radicals because they thought he had been overly eager to return runaway slaves to their owners in Maryland, was blamed for the Ball’s Bluff defeat. He was falsely accused of disloyalty, given no opportunity to defend himself, and imprisoned for 189 days in New York Harbor, not far from Bedloe’s Island, on which he would one day build the pedestal for the Statue of Liberty.

McClellan took his great army into winter quarters, continuing to blame others for his own inactivity. He had been “thwarted and deceived by … incapables at every turn …,” he assured his wife. “It now begins to look as if we are condemned to a winter of inactivity. If it is so the fault will not be mine.”

Northern morale had ebbed again, when an open confrontation at sea with Britain made matters still worse for the Union. The American warship San Jacinto, patrolling off Cuba, stopped a British steamer, the Trent, and arrested two Confederate envoys on their way to England. The two agents—James Murray Mason of Virginia and John Slidell of Louisiana—were well-known secessionist firebrands, and when they arrived at Boston their captor, the Antarctic explorer Captain Charles Wilkes, was welcomed as a conquering hero. The New York Times urged a second Independence Day declared in his honor; Congress voted him a special gold medal.

Jefferson Davis denounced the seizure as beneath the dignity even of “barbarians.” Britain was no less outraged. “Captain Wilkes is an ideal Yankee,” said the London Times. “Swagger and ferocity, built on a foundation of vulgarity and cowardice, these are his characteristics … the most prominent marks by which his countrymen are known all over the world.” “You may stand for this,” the Prime Minister, Lord Palmerston, told his cabinet, “but damned if I will.” He demanded the immediate release of the two Confederates, and backed his threat by dispatching eleven thousand British troops to Canada, ready for action.

Charles Darwin wrote Asa Gray, an American friend and fellow scientist: “When you receive this we may be at war, and we two be bound, as good patriots, to hate each other. How curious it is to see two countries, just like two angry and silly men, taking so opposite a view of the same transaction.”

Lincoln’s cabinet opposed surrendering the Confederate agents. Seward, Lincoln remembered, arrived at one meeting “loaded to the muzzle” with reasons to defy Britain. Nonetheless, on Christmas Day the President decided to free his captives: they had become “white elephants,” he said; besides, one war at a time was enough.

Abraham Lincoln had begun the year persuaded that the secession crisis was “artificial” and would simply go away once the people of the South saw the dangers of the foolish path down which scheming and heedless politicians had led them. By the year’s end he knew the crisis was real enough, and was frankly fearful that Britain would recognize the legitimacy of the rebellion before he could persuade his own general-in-chief to take the offensive against it.

“Little did I conceive,” William Howard Russell wrote of Bull Run and its impact toward the end of the year, “of the greatness of the defeat, the magnitude of the disaster which it had entailed upon the United States.… So short-lived has been the American Union, that men who saw it rise may live to see it fall.”
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