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Cast of Characters

On the side of the Union, in order of appearance:


•  Abraham Lincoln, President of the United States of America, elected in 1860, inaugurated in 1861, reelected in 1864, assassinated in 1865

•  Allan Pinkerton, created and implemented plans to get President-Elect Lincoln safely into Washington using a combination of changing trains and disguises

•  Aide (unnamed)

•  Thomas Hicks, Governor of Maryland

•  George William Brown, Mayor of Baltimore

•  Winfield Scott, Union General, in charge of military operations in Maryland at the start of the Civil War

•  Benjamin F. Butler, General, Union army, strengthened the defenses of the city of Baltimore

•  George G. Meade, Union General, best known for his defeat of General Lee’s Army at Gettysburg 

•  Ulysses S, Grant, the most successful general of the Union army, accepted General Robert E. Lee’s surrender at Appomattox, future President of the United States of America

•  Daniel Wells, one of two sharpshooters usually given credit for killing Major General Ross and forcing the British land troops to reboard their ships in the Baltimore harbor protected by Fort McHenry

•  Henry McComas, the second of two sharpshooters usually given credit for killing Major General Ross and forcing the British land troops to reboard their ships in the Baltimore harbor protected by Fort McHenry

•  Major General Robert Ross, British officer in charge of troops attempting to capture Fort McHenry by land entering in an area named North Point, killed by sharpshooters 

•  Nat Turner, leader of a slave rebellion that lasted three days and resulted in the deaths of 40 whites in Southampton County, Virginia in 1831

•  Harriet Tubman, a slave who escaped to freedom, then returning to lead more than one thousand slaves to freedom, often known as the “Black Moses”

•  William Tecumsuh Sherman, Union army General, most famous for “The March From Atlanta to the Sea”

•  George B. McClellan, Union General, ran against the incumbent president in 1864

•  Frederick Douglass, born a slave in Talbot County, Maryland, worked as a ship’s caulker and carpenter in Baltimore, escaped to Philadelphia, abolitionist, author, orator, sometime advisor to President Lincoln

•  Horace Greeley, editor of the New York Tribune, supported the anti-slavery movement and abolitionist positions

•  Anna Murray, wife of Frederick Douglass, a free woman of color

•  Zachariah Clark, born in St. Mary’s County, Maryland, ship’s carpenter in Baltimore, Chesapeake Bay Pilot, lived on Happy Alley in Baltimore, investor, great-grandfather of the author

•  Solomon Northup, born a free man, abducted into slavery for twelve years

•  Robert Clarke, Surveyor of all the land in Maryland, sentenced to death for being a Catholic, ancestor of the author

•  Jacob Sommersby (fictional character), brother of Nathanial Sommersby, Union spy, his brother Nathanial was a Confederate spy

•  William Penn, Quaker, founder of the state of Pennsylvania, added some land in northern Delaware to act as a buffer in case of an attack from nearby British colonies

•  Joseph William Byrne, Union soldier, prisoner-of-war held in the Andersonville camp, great-grandfather of the author’s wife

•  Andrew Johnson, Vice-President of the United States under Abraham Lincoln, became President upon the death of Abraham Lincoln

•  Mary Todd Lincoln, wife of President Abraham Lincoln

•  Willian H. Seward, Secretary of State under President Abraham Lincoln, injured in the assassination attempt by John Wilkes Booth

•  Thadeus S. C. Rowe, Army Aeronaut, creator and head of the Union Army Balloon Corps, resigned in 1863

•  Enoch George Howard, freed slave, wealthy Marylander, slave, farmer, estate owner, publisher
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On the side of the Confederacy, in order of appearance:


•  John Merryman, anti-abolitionist, supporter of slavery, blew up bridges and train tracks in Maryland to disrupt movement of Union troops, served as Maryland Treasurer 1870-1872, shares a common ancestor with the author 

•  Roger B. Taney, Chief Justice of the United States, ordered writ of habeas corpus to be served on John Merryman

•  Robert E. Lee, Confederate General, Commanded the Army of Northern Virginia

•  Orderly (actual position, fictional character), serving Robert E. Lee, suspected of being Union spy

•  Robert E. Lee’s junior staff number (unnamed)

•  Robert E. Lee’s senior staff (unnamed)

•  John Wilkes Booth, actor, pro-slavery supporter anti-abolitionist, fiancee of Lucy Lambert Hale, assassin of President Abraham Lincoln, lived with his parents on North Exeter Street in Baltimore, near the house of Zachariah Clark

•  Thomas Jordan, Confederate spy, created a network of agents that included a woman, Rose O’Neal Greenhow, in a high position

•  Rose O’Neal Greenhow, occasional code name Rosebud, high-level Confederate spy, responsible for the “Secret Line” spy organization

•  Jefferson Davis, President of the Confederate States of America

•  Multiple unnamed Canadians from Montreal (fictional characters in an actual situation), co-conspirators in John Wilkes Booth’s first plot

•  Nathanial Sommersby, Confederate spy, later known as Spymaster 22, brother of Jacob Sommersby

•  Lily (fictional character), hired for providing access to a Confederate spy for a single day, not a member of the spy hierarchy

•  Frances (fictional character), Confederate spy, second level in spy hierarchy, supervises Lily

•  Edward (fictional character), Joan (fictional character), a married couple living in St. Inigo’s, Maryland, completely inexperienced in spying, served as first level Confederate spies evaluating the possibility of freeing the Confederate prisoners-of-war held in a prisoner-of-war camp in Point Lookout, in St. Mary’s County, Maryland

•  Henry Wirz, Commandant of Andersonville prisoner-of-war camp, later executed for war crimes for mistreatment of prisoners held there

•  Lucy Lambert Hale, fiancee of John Wilkes Booth, daughter of United States Senator John P. Hale

•  John P. Hale, father of Lucy Lambert Hale, United States Senator

•  Mary Surratt, owner of Washington boarding house where John Wilkes Booth often stayed, previous owner of properties known as Surratt’s Tavern and Surratt’s Farm, sentenced to death by a military tribunal and executed for participation in the successful plot to assassinate President Abraham Lincoln

•  John T. Ford, owner of Ford’s Theatre, friend of the Booth family

•  John Surratt, co-conspirator, son of Mary Surrratt

•  David Herold, co-conspirator near Ford’s Theatre, tasked with assisting the escape of the assassins to Virginia, hanged July 7, 1865

•  Lewis Powell, co-conspirator n ear Ford’s Theatre, also known as Lewis Payne or Lewis Paine, tasked with assassinating Secretary of State William H.Seward, hanged July 7, 1865

•  George Atzerodt, co-conspirator near Ford’s Theatre, tasked with assassinating Vice President Andrew Johnson but did not do so, hanged July 7, 1865

•  Dr. Samuel A. Mudd, resident of Southern Maryland, treated John Wilkes Booth’s injured foot, tried and convicted in a military court, imprisoned in Florida but not executed

•  Samuel Cox, allowed John Wilkes Booth and David Herold to wait in the woods outside his house while he contacted his foster brother, Thomas A. Jones, a Confederate spy master

•  Thomas A. Jones, foster brother of Samuel Cox, a Confederate spy master
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Neutral, not taking action in the Civil War, in order of appearance:
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•  Alfred Nobel, Swedish chemist, developing dynamite, an improvement over gunpowder for bombs

•  Edwin Booth, actor, lived in the same Baltimore House as his brother, John Wilkes Booth

•  Asia Booth, actor, daughter of Junius Brutus Booth

•  Junius Brutus Booth, actor, father of John Wilkes, Edwin, and Asia Booth

•  Francis Scott Key, lawyer, held prisoner on British ship during bombardment of Fore McHenry in Baltimore, wrote four-verse poem called ”Defence of Fort McHenry,” that was later renamed “The Star Spangled Banner,” close friend of Roger B. Taney 

•  Lincoln’s aide (unnamed)

•  Kublai Khan, grandson of Genghis, ruled from Poland and parts of eastern and southern Europe to the Pacific coast of China, launched two attacks on Japan that were ended in failure when a typhoon (a Kamikaze) destroyed the attacking fleet

•  William Shakespeare, world famous English playwright
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Lincoln
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Mid-July 1864:  President’s Cottage, Northwest Washington, DC

––––––––
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President Abraham Lincoln was happy when he stayed at the presidential cottage during the hot, humid Washington, summers. Its tree-filled lot and higher elevation made it seem much cooler than the White House or the nearby area known as Foggy Bottom. Lincoln laughed at that term, saying that Washington was always in a fog about something.

Lincoln had a lot to be happy about. Since General Meade had beaten Robert E. Lee at the Battle of Gettysburg, the President had been pleased about how the war was progressing. Union victories on the western front, control of the Atlantic Ocean and the Gulf of Mexico, military successes in the heart of the South, and Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia appearing to hibernate were all good news. Moreover, no foreign countries had entered the war on the side of the Confederacy.

Lincoln was also enjoying success on the domestic front. His Emancipation Proclamation had set the tone for ultimately abolishing slavery. It was time to convince his cabinet and, indeed, the entire country about the need for a plan to reintegrate the South back into the nation and to help ensure its growth and prosperity without depending on an economy based on slavery. These good tidings had helped ease the clinical depression that Lincoln had suffered for much of his life.

Lincoln remained concerned, however, that Lee might have some additional tricks up his sleeve. The President admired Lee’s leadership, intelligence, and loyalty to what he believed, and was not ready to discount him. The nation was still at risk. The Union needed to find out what, if anything, the man was planning. But how? Both sides had their share of spies, who had provided useful information about tactics and troop movements. But Lincoln knew that he could not rely solely on Union spies to learn what Lee was thinking.

Allan Pinkerton had taught him the value of misdirection, of doing something other than what opponents expected. In 1861 Pinkerton had foiled a Confederate plot to assassinate Lincoln by putting the President-elect on a train other than the one that the would-be assassins had expected him to use.

Lincoln reflected that, like Pinkerton, he too had often had used misdirection as a young wrestler, feint once or twice to get your opponent off guard, then attack in a different, unexpected direction. He recalled that he had also used often used an old debating trick with his cabinet – his team of rivals: Change your opponents’ words slightly, make them respond to that change, and then convince them that he actually agreed with their opinion. That way, he could hear all the different viewpoints and still reach a decision. As a strategy it was more like leading witnesses in a courtroom than fighting them on the battlefield, as he had during his time serving in the Illinois militia. He enjoyed that he could change minds without making any new enemies.

He sat on a bench and thought back to the start of the awful war, wondering as always if there had been anything else he could have done to have avoided it.

* * *
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War seemed inevitable. The leaders of eleven southern states had either voted for, or were planning to vote for, secession from the United States of America. The initial secessionist states that formed the Confederacy, more properly called the Confederate States of America, on February 8, 1861 were South Carolina, Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, and Texas. After the attack on Fort Sumter in Charleston harbor in April, the four additional states of Virginia, North Carolina, Tennessee, and Arkansas also joined the Confederacy.

Which side would Maryland take? Like the eleven states of the Confederacy, Maryland was a slave state because slavery was legal there, however, Maryland was in an unusually precarious situation. If Maryland joined the Confederacy, as many of its citizens wanted, then Washington, DC could not have been defended, since it would have been surrounded by enemies on nearly all sides. Yet, if Maryland remained in the Union, which was a shorthand for the United States of America, there would have been major uprisings throughout the state. These would come largely from southern Maryland and the eastern shore of the Chesapeake Bay region where slave labor was used to bolster the agricultural economy. Since the soil had already been depleted by years of growing tobacco, the famers were convinced that they needed slave labor if they were to retain some semblance of their livelihood.

In contrast, citizens of Baltimore and its surroundings were more attuned to the needs of the industrial states of the Union than to the slave states of the South. Immigrants who built ships and railroads, and worked in factories and in the mines of western Maryland – together with the owners of those shipyards, railroads, factories and mines — were more concerned with growing the state’s industrial base than in preserving its agricultural base.

As a border state, the prevailing sentiment of many Marylanders was that they wanted people to be able to keep their existing slaves, and even to obtain new ones, but they did not want to secede from the Union. (That Maryland was not in favor of the total abolition of slavery was shown by the results of the 1860 election. Only about 2.5% of the voters chose Abraham Lincoln.)

Baltimore benefitted from the rapid growth of railroad travel of people and goods, being served by multiple companies, each with its own station within the city limits. Railroad lines included the Baltimore and Ohio, which had two stations in Baltimore, with one of its stations having a roundhouse containing a heavy-duty carousel that could be used to turn locomotives around, and the other at the nearby Mount Royal Station. Other major railroad lines served the small Camden Station and the even smaller President Street Station, among several others. The President Street Station serviced the Baltimore, Wilmington and Philadelphia line. The desire of nearly all railroad companies to have all their traffic, both passenger and freight, use their own lines and not connect with one another line easily was an important factor in the first deaths of the Civil War.

In order to reinforce the Capitol in Washington, soldiers from Massachusetts and Pennsylvania were transported by rail to the small President Street Station where they had to disembark from their train. They then had to march a little over a mile through the city on wide streets near the waterfront, and board another train at Camden Station in order to continue their journey to Washington. The longest part of the march was along Pratt Street which ran east to west and was within a few blocks of Federal Hill which is across from the Inner Harbor of Baltimore. The city fathers had forbidden railroad lines on Pratt Street for fear that the noise would disturb the horses.

The troops were attacked by citizens of Baltimore throwing stones and bricks; it was not clear if these citizens were supporters of slavery, or simply objecting to Union soldiers traversing the state of Maryland. Some of the soldiers fired at the rioting citizens. It was not clear if they were ordered to fire above the protesters’ heads, or, if not, were they ordered to aim to kill? In any event, twelve citizens were killed, as were four soldiers. These deaths were the first casualties of the Civil War.

The turning of the guns on the top of Federal Hill toward the heart of the city and the firing of a few shots into the city, dispersed the mob and allowed the soldiers from Massachusetts to board their train from Camden Station to Washington, DC.

Skirmishes between Union soldiers having to transfer between these two Baltimore railroad stations and enraged Baltimore citizens continued to occur.

Not surprisingly, there was considerable pressure from both sides to call a meeting of the State Legislature to make decisions about both secession and the closing of the state to troops from other states. While most citizens knew nothing of the negotiations, there was a general sense of unease in the population at the seeming lack of response from the state.

Both Baltimore Mayor George William Brown and Maryland Governor Thomas Hicks implored Lincoln to reroute troops around Baltimore city and through Annapolis, instead, to avoid further confrontations even though the Annapolis area hosted many southern sympathizers. In a letter addressed to me as the President, Mayor Brown wrote the following:


“It is my solemn duty to inform you that it is not possible for more soldiers to pass through Baltimore unless they fight their way at every step. I therefore hope and trust and most earnestly request that no more troops be permitted or ordered by the Government to pass through the city. If they should attempt it, the responsibility for the bloodshed will not rest upon me.”




Not receiving a prompt reply from President Lincoln, the Mayor and the Governor Hicks and Mayor ordered the destruction of railroad bridges leading into Baltimore City from the north, preventing further incursions by Union soldiers. The destruction was accomplished in record time. One of the men involved in this destruction who was arrested for doing it was John Merryman, who had blown up several bridges elsewhere in the state. Since it appeared that the state of Maryland might be provoked into joining the Confederate rebels, Lincoln moved to defuse the situation. He promised that the troops sent through Maryland were needed purely to defend Washington, not to attack the South.

Lincoln also complied with the request to reroute troops to Annapolis, at least on a temporary basis, since the political situation in Baltimore still remained highly volatile. Meanwhile, General Winfield Scott, the officer in charge of military operations in Maryland indicated in correspondence with the head of the Pennsylvania troops that the route through Baltimore would resume once sufficient troops were available to secure Washington.

After these events, Maryland Governor Thomas Hicks called a special session of the state legislature. The special session was not held in the state capital of Annapolis, since that city was close to areas with strong support for the Confederacy, slavery, and for not allowing of Union troops to cross Maryland state boundaries. Instead, the special session met in Frederick, about thirty miles west of Baltimore in an area that was strongly pro-Union. On April 29, the Legislature voted 53–13 against secession, though they also voted not to reopen rail links with the North, and they requested that Lincoln remove Union troops from Maryland. Clearly, the legislature wanted to avoid the state’s involvement in a war against its southern neighbors.

On May 13, 1861, General Benjamin F. Butler entered Baltimore by rail with 1,000 Union soldiers and, under cover of a thunderstorm, quietly took possession of Federal Hill, which overlooked the Inner Harbor. He fortified his position and trained his guns carefully upon the city, threatening its destruction. Butler then sent a letter to the commander of Fort McHenry:


“I have taken possession of Baltimore. My troops are on Federal Hill, which I can hold with the aid of my artillery. If I am attacked to-night, please open upon Monument Square with your mortars.”



Maryland would remain in the Union. 

* * *
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When in need for a period of quiet contemplation to clear his mind President Lincoln often walked in the woods that surrounded the Presidential Cottage with an aide accompany him. On this day, the aide was new to the position. The aide stopped at a gap between the trees and exclaimed, “Look Mr. President, you can see the Capitol from here.

Lincoln laughed, “that’s because we are very near to North Capitol Street.”

The aide continued looking, as if he expected to see someone in the woods. Lincoln decided to divert the aide’s attention by giving a lecture on the geography of Washington, DC streets. 

The aide exclaimed, “Of course! I should have known that. I do have a question, though. Why is there a North Capitol Street, an East Capitol Street and a South Capitol Street, but no West Capitol Street?”

The President smiled. He relished the opportunity to explain something, a holdover from his days as a lawyer. He said, “Washington, DC was created as a ten-mile square area carved out from Maryland and Virginia. Later, all the land south of the Potomac River was given back to Virginia. The Capitol was located at the spot that was originally at the center of the square. Because the Potomac River ran from northwest to southeast on the western side of the Capitol, there was only a sliver of land that that would have been south of any location of a West Capitol Street that followed Pierre L’Enfant’s symmetrical design. Generally speaking, the streets than ran east-to-west or east-to-west were named for letters of the alphabet and streets that ran north-to-south or south-to-north were named for numbers. Navigation was easy. For example, the intersection of Seventh Street, NW and K Street NW would be easy to find if you were walking from the Capitol. You would never run out of numbers for the streets that ran north-south. If you ran out of letters for streets that ran east-west by using two-syllable words like Adams or Bryant. Several avenues went diagonally and intersected numbered and lettered streets, sometimes meeting them in parks, other times in circles with elegant houses nearby. Hilly terrain, rivers, and creeks all affected the geometric patterns. Now, let’s walk over to the Soldier’s Home Hospital and see how the injured are doing.”

As they walked, Lincoln thought he had heard some rustling in the trees, even though there was no wind. He saw nothing.
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Lee Needs a Plan
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Evening, September 12, 1864:  General Robert E. Lee’s Headquarters, somewhere in northern Virginia.

––––––––
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General Robert E. Lee sat quietly in his tent, considering his options. The Army of Northern Virginia campaign in Pennsylvania had not achieved one of its perceived goals of attacking Baltimore and Washington from the north. Originally, he had expected little difficulty around Baltimore. Maryland was a border state with many slave holders and supporters of the Confederacy’s cause. John Merryman’s case was typical: a farmer who had considerable success blowing up railroad bridges connecting Baltimore and Washington and disrupting the Union’s defenses. Although Merryman had been caught, others would certainly have been able to take his place.

The war was not over by any means, however. While Lee had been defeated at Gettysburg by Union General George G. Meade, Meade had not used his powerful Army of the Potomac to follow up on his victory, and thus a substantial portion of Lee’s army was able to cross back safely into Virginia. Lee’s men had fought bravely and well. General Lee was proud of them. He knew he had the best troops, partially countering the North’s greater industrial capacity. He just did not have as many troops as he needed.

* * *
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The naval campaign was still in flux. The North had long monopolized the transatlantic trade and was able to effectively blockade the State of Virginia, the heart of the Confederacy. Equipping the old, almost burned-out USS Merrimack with an iron plating and renaming the ship as the CSS Virginia was a moral victory for the ingenuity of the South’s naval engineers. Several wooden Union ships were defenseless against it and Lee’s spies told him that President Abraham Lincoln was terrified. A win by the CSS Virginia over much of the Union fleet would have completely broken the North’s blockades. Unfortunately for Lee, the North had created its own ironclad, the Monitor, and the two ironclads had battled to a standstill. Lee wished that the Confederacy could somehow weaken, or even end, the Union blockade.

There was more bad news from Europe. While Britain had not officially entered the war on the side of the Confederacy, there had been some assistance in the form of British spies. Lee had learned that a Swedish chemist named Alfred Nobel, who was working in Germany, was making progress in developing a replacement for gunpowder, something he called dynamite. While gunpowder was useful in propelling and exploding artillery shells, it was less useful in making bombs, since such bombs frequently exploded unexpectedly. Gunpowder was best suited to fire small arms, such as pistols and rifles. The new explosive was reputed not to have this problem of premature detonation and apparently could be transported more safely. However, even if Alfred Nobel were to succeed in creating this new explosive, it would be extremely difficult to get it into the hands of the Confederacy, because both the materials and the experts knowledgeable about their creation and their use were not likely to get past the Union’s blockade of the Atlantic.

* * *
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The land war in the west was more difficult than the one in the east, because of the naval superiority of the Union forces with their powerful gunboats. General Ulysses S. Grant, albeit reportedly a drunkard, was proving to be an effective and energetic leader in the fighting in the west, making it even more critical for the Confederacy that Lee succeed in the east, and succeed quickly.

Lee thought about the battle at Gettysburg. His battle plan had been excellent, meticulously thought out. Did anyone get access to it? There were some rumors that his general order plan for the battle of Antietam a year earlier had been mislaid by a Confederate General, but Lee did not attach much credence to those rumors. There was even a rumor that Lee’s own copy of the Gettysburg plan had been found in Union hands prior to the battle. Lee did not believe that either. No, the Battle of Gettysburg had been lost on the field, due to the superior strength and ability of the Union forces.

Clearly, what Lee needed was a substantial victory, one that was important enough for the British to weigh in on the Confederate side. The Confederacy’s political arguments to the British to help defeat the Union’s blockade of southern US ports were centered around the British colony of Bermuda, and particularly the small Bermudian town of St. David’s, near the coast of South Carolina Lee speculated that he could entice the British with all their colonies to enter the war on the side of the Confederacy if and only if the Confederacy appeared to be winning. Lee also referenced Nassau in the Bahamas as a threatened British asset if the Union forces should succeed. But what Lee needed to convince the British to intercede on the Confederate side was more than the South’s small victories. He needed a major success that showed that the North could not possibly win. But how to do that? He knew he had to attack Washington.

General Lee did what he always did when planning any kind of military campaign. He stared at a large map until he had memorized it. Then he opened a small wooden box containing multi-colored tokens and put a few in place to show enemy strengths and weaknesses. He used different tokens to show difficult terrain and high ground. He marked the most important targets, relying on his own knowledge of the terrain, the potential strategic importance of various positions, and the knowledge that his own generals had in these areas, often because of the information provided by trusted spies. He also mapped the approaches that were impossible because of the North’s increasingly effective blockades.

After this first analysis, he had to mark the positions of his assets, both military and civilian. Then he had to consider logistical issues. It was hard to foresee the movements of a large army intending to attack Washington. While there were many supporters of the Confederacy in the state of Maryland, particularly in the rural areas, it was unlikely that they would be of much help in an actual battle.

Unfortunately, nearly every important target was difficult to consider to be feasible because of the blockades. Gaining smaller targets of lesser importance was feasible, but he knew that the Confederacy could not prevail in a war of attrition. Eventually, the North’s greater industrial strength would lead to its victory, and who knew what would happen to those states that had seceded.

He kept studying the map of Maryland, remembering what he had learned about the War of 1812 during his military education at the US Military Academy at West Point.

The Chesapeake Bay clearly was the most visible access point for an army attacking Washington. Indeed, the British sailed up the Chesapeake Bay during the War of 1812 and an army disembarked near the mouth of the Patuxent River. The British army moved northward, focusing on the town of Upper Marlboro, and its good Colonial-era roads leading both to Washington and to Baltimore, thereby confusing the United States defenders who couldn’t tell which city was the target.

The British army moved in the direction toward Washington where they were met by a relatively untrained militia in Bladensburg, a few miles north of Washington. The Americans had never faced such a barrage of artillery and concentrated muskets. Trenches were hastily dug but to little avail. The rout was called the “Bladensburg Races” because so many American soldiers left their posts.

Important documents were packed up in Washington and carted away, preventing them from being burned by the British. The conquering army burned the White House, perhaps in retaliation for American forces burning York (now Toronto) in Canada.

The British army then went back to their fleet and sailed toward their next stop—Baltimore. The plan of attack on Baltimore was two-pronged. A large detachment of soldiers was landed to the north of the city and sent to march directly to the city center. The fleet was sent to get to the inner harbor of the city after it passed Fort McHenry, which was intended to protect the inner harbor.

(Author’s Note: Daniel Wells and Henry McComas, two sharpshooters are credited with killing British General Robert Ross, the commanding officer of the land force that had marched well inside the city limits of Baltimore. The now-leaderless soldiers in the attacking land force went back to their ships. Two Baltimore streets were named after the sharpshooters. McComas Street parallels Interstate 95 and is the access point for the Baltimore Cruise Terminal. Nearby Wells Street is only a few blocks long in one of the oldest areas of Baltimore City.)

Fort McHenry withstood the bombardment of the British fleet’s powerful guns for an entire night, and made it impossible for the British fleet to move any closer to the heart of Baltimore city. 

(Author’s Note 2: Francis Scott Key was aboard one of the British ships and created a poem in honor of the fort remaining in place to prevent the city from being conquered. The poem was eventually put to the music of a British drinking song, To Anacreon in Heaven, and today is called The Star-Spangled Banner.)
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General Lee returned to the problem at hand. He kept focusing on the map of Fort McHenry, staring at that map more than any of the others. He was sure that the maps, and his knowledge of military history, contained the solution to his problem. But what was that solution? He came to a decision, put the tokens away and rolled up the maps. Spies were everywhere, probably even in his camp. A good night's sleep might help give him the answer he was seeking.
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Lee’s Plan?
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Morning of the next day, September 13, 1864: General Robert E. Lee’s Headquarters, somewhere in northern Virginia.

––––––––
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General Robert E. Lee’s orderly awakened him from a restless sleep. He dressed in the clothes that his orderly had laid out, then asked his orderly, “Young man. what do you know about Fort McHenry?”

“Well, sir, it’s in Baltimore, It is famous for resisting a very powerful bombardment during the War of 1812 that lasted all night long. I think it took place in 1814.”

“Yes, in 1814. Anything else?”

“Sir, the fort is still standing, protecting the Baltimore Harbor from a naval attack. I’m not sure if the fort’s walls have been strengthened since then. Not sure if the guns have been replaced by newer ones with longer range. I suspect the fort is obsolete, too. Are we going to attack the fort by sea, sir?

“No, I command an army, not a navy. You may have heard about the Army of Northern Virginia.”

The orderly’s face turned red. “Sorry, sir. I did not wish to offend you. I’m just not sure what you meant.”

There was no need to embarrass the orderly any further. “What is the fort being used for now?”

“I believe it is used to hold prisoners of war, Confederate soldiers who were captured in battle.”

“Very good. And the ones who surrendered, too. Don’t forget about them. “The orderly started stammering. General Lee stopped him, asking how the prisoners were being treated there.

“I’m not sure that I know just how they are treated. The prison cells are in underground rooms so the prisoners could be sheltered from rain and snow.”

“Not much snow in September, is there?” Not waiting for the orderly to regain his composure, Lee continued. “Are they fed? Are they clothed? Are the wounded and dying well taken care of? Any idea how many men are kept there?”

“Don’t know about the food. Don’t think it’s very good, probably keeps them alive. Clothing, medical? I have no idea?” He paused. “I don’t have any idea how many men are kept there, either.”

“Don’t worry about the numbers. We have spies that can tell us how many men are kept there.”

“Oh, by the way, sir, there are a few political prisoners there, civilians of Maryland who opposed the war, or were sympathetic to the cause of the South. Some folks even acted on their beliefs. For example, John Merryman, a Marylander. He was accused of blowing up bridges and railroad tracks to slow our troops, sir. He was arrested and put in prison at Fort McHenry. Merryman asked for a writ of habeas corpus and Chief Justice Roger B. Taney ordered a hearing on the writ, but the commander of Fort McHenry refused to honor it, saying that he was acting on the President’s suspension of habeas corpus for everyone. I heard that Lincoln wanted to arrest Taney. That’s an interesting position for a President to take, that Supreme Court rulings don’t apply to him, don’t you think?”

The orderly continued, “there are other people who are imprisoned in the fort. Francis Scott Key’s grandson, for one. Surprising, don’t you think? Francis Scott Key defended slavery, he owned slaves himself and Roger Taney was his friend. Taney has been great for the South, coming down with the decision on the Dred Scott case with a large majority verdict. You remember that case?”

Lee smiled and invited the orderly to continue.

“Dred Scott, his wife, and his two daughters claimed that they should be granted freedom because they had lived in the state of Illinois and the Wisconsin Territory for four years, where slavery was illegal. Laws there said that slave holders gave up their rights to any of their slaves if they stayed for an extended period. The Supreme Court decided against Scott. The Court also held that no person with African ancestry could be a citizen of the United States. The ruling was 7-2 in our favor.”
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Lee paused for a minute, thinking about how amazing it was for an orderly, who was basically his personal valet, knew so much about the details of a complicated case in the Supreme Court. A junior staff member came in as Lee had requested. Lee pointed to a chest and waited for the staff member to sit on it. Then he asked his orderly what he knew about how Union prisoners-of-war were treated by the Confederacy.

“Well sir, I have heard stories about how bad conditions are at the biggest of our prisoner-of-war camps. That’s Andersonville, in Georgia. About 45,000 prisoners. Don’t think we treated them well.”

“Are we more or less cruel than the way that the Union treats our boys?”

“No idea, sir.”

The General thought for a moment, then asked, “Are there any other Union prisoner-of-war camps nearby?”

“Yes, sir, there’s the one at Point Lookout. That’s in Maryland, too, sir, at the tip of a peninsula. And there’s also Fort Delaware on an island in the Delaware River. Don’t know anything about that one, either.”

“I know where Point Lookout is, young man. We learned geography in school, It is down almost at the mouth of the Potomac River, where that river comes into the Chesapeake Bay.” The General continued, “And what is on the other side of the Potomac River?”

“Virginia, sir.”

“How far is Point Lookout from Virginia?”

“Not sure. It seems a long way across, sir, especially if you have to swim.”

“It is six miles across at the closest point. Is that too far to swim?”

“Yes sir. And there are currents, too. Strong currents.”

Lee looked at his orderly for a few seconds before he spoke. “So, the only way to get away from the prisoner-of-war camp there is by boat, but that won’t work because ...” He waited for the orderly to say “The Union navy has blockaded the Chesapeake Bay.”

Lee was tired of waiting for his orderly to respond. He wondered if his orderly was deliberately pausing, pretending that he didn’t already know the answer in order to hide the facts that he had already been briefed on. He continued his interrogation of the orderly, posing multiple questions in rapid succession. “There is a blockade. How effective is that blockade? What about this prisoner-of-war camp? Are there walls?”

“The blockade is extremely successful; the shoreline is almost completely cut off from the Confederacy. No, sir, high walls around the camp are not needed. Escape by land is really impossible for any large number of men to even consider an escape.”

Lee retorted, “Think small, young man. Could a single man get into or out of this prisoner-of-war camp? Maybe even a few men? If so, then messages can be communicated.”

The orderly seemed confused, so General Lee turned to the junior staff member and waited for a response.

“One man, certainly. Maybe a few men. But there is no way we can get to them because they are on the wrong side of the blockade.”

The general smiled as he said, “Do you see? The Confederate soldiers in that prisoner-of-war camp are behind enemy lines. Now think about how we could send a few brigades to get them free, armed, and ready to march to victory. Since you have told me that even a few men could get messages both in
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