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Preface

Later, much later, when the passions in this most passionate kind of war had finally cooled enough for sober and detached reflection, and when the generation that understood what those passions meant had passed on, the same stubborn question presented itself: How could the oldest, deadliest, most divisive conflict of a proud nation come down, after decades of bitter strife, to a dispute over an insignificant fort squatting on a hunk of rock in the harbor of the South’s oldest and most defiant city? That a great tragedy had occurred all sides agreed, but they differed over what exactly had happened; as to why it had happened, they argued with a ferocity that approached the passions of the original dispute. Even mild-mannered professors, cloaking their differences in the guise of scholarship, took up cudgels of biting controversy against one another. But their debate was born of hindsight; they knew all too well the ghastly slaughter that followed the rending of a nation. What of the original disputants, who feared for the future but could not know that their actions or inactions would produce the bloodiest war in American history?

This book attempts to tell the story through their eyes, as they saw it at the time. It is not just about the Sumter crisis itself but about what it signified to that generation. It seeks to show what America was in 1860 and what it was becoming, and why certain forces drove her people into deadly and unavoidable conflict. I have centered the story around key characters, believing that history is at bottom the story of people, and that the stuff of people’s lives is no less important than their public record.

The five months between the election of Abraham Lincoln and the firing on Fort Sumter was a time unlike any other in American history. The crisis that led up to the attack proved to be, in Matthew Arnold’s magnificent phrase, “one world dying, another struggling to be born.” In that fateful transition the world going under was not just that of the Old South but, more important, that of the old American Republic as conceived by the Founding Fathers. In its place arose a new, more diverse, and far more complicated nation shaped by revolutions in transportation and communication. This transformed society, its nationality challenged anew by unexpected forces such as an enormous wave of immigration, changed and grew so rapidly as to shove past quarrels ever deeper into the dustbin of history. Yet the lessons of that forgotten past are worth retrieving; they remain both vivid and relevant to later generations.

It has long been the conventional wisdom that the great achievements of the Civil War were the preservation of the Union and the abolition of slavery. For most of American history the latter result has, for good reason, been the most heavily stressed and studied. Nevertheless, the case can be made that no result of the war was more important than the destruction, once and for all (except in the minds of occasional diehards), of the idea of secession. One nation, indivisible, with the hope of liberty and justice for all. Even the promise of those goals required the death of secession no less than that of slavery. Today, more than 135 years after the secession crisis, in a vastly different world and context, we seek to answer the same basic question that baffled the finest minds of that era as it does our own: What is an American? This book, in its way, is an inquiry into that question.

THE WRITING OF this book would not have been possible without the cooperation of many people at archives and libraries throughout the country. To those who answered my inquiries I tender sincere thanks. In particular I wish to express gratitude to Henry Fullmer and Laura Costello at the South Caroliniana Library, and to Alex Moore, Mark Wetherington, Kathleen Howard, Peter L. Wilkerson, Pat Hash, and Anne Rosebrock at the South Carolina Historical Society. In my own home library at the University of Rhode Island, special and continuing gratitude goes to the entire staff, particularly Marie Beaumont, Vicky Burnett, Kathe James, Marie Rudd, and Betty Sekator, for aid above and beyond the call of duty. No one performed more useful tasks more cheerfully than my secretary, Deborah Gardiner. My agent, Marian Young, was ever helpful with advice and encouragement. Special thanks go to Ash Green, my editor at Knopf, for his guiding hand in the shaping of the manuscript, and to his assistant, Jennifer Bernstein. Whatever errors remain are my responsibility alone. Finally, I wish to salute the memory of Bell I. Wiley, my mentor in graduate school, who did so much to nourish and cultivate my interest in the Civil War.


PROLOGUE

Ship of Foils

THE STEAMER Arabia was due to sail on the evening of March 3 from Queenstown on the southern coast of Ireland. Through the train ride from London to Liverpool and the boat trip to Dublin, William Howard Russell had managed to keep his luggage together, but he despaired of finding the proper train to Queenstown. Nor was his anxiety eased when, on the morning of his departure, the Dublin hotel clerk delayed him by refusing to accept his check. “Don’t you know who I am?” he barked, his bearded, portly figure shaking in exasperation.1

“I don’t know anything about Mr. Russell of The Times,” replied the clerk.

Even fame had its limits, it seemed. And its price. There had been yet another difficult parting from his wife, Mary, still recovering from the birth of a fifth child and more than ever dependent on his presence. He ought to have stayed and he had tried, but it was hopeless. Instead he had taken the assignment and deposited Mary at Bath with the baby. The other four children were in boarding school—all the more reason for a steady paycheck. But that was not why he had left: He went because he desperately wanted to go, because he needed to go, and as always it hurt deeply. “Never can I forget the look in those dear eyes and the poor fretted face and the melting lips so tender and true,” he told his diary after saying good-bye to Mary at Bath. “I went to the station in a storm of pain.”2

He found the train to Queenstown and climbed aboard the Arabia, where he steeled himself for thirteen days of pitching and rolling in the rough March weather on the Atlantic. He had always been a good sailor, tucking away with gusto the bountiful Cunard meals in the fiercest of weather while his fellow passengers prayed for instant dispatch from their misery. But his feeling of indignation at the slight was slow to subside. It bothered him not to be known in his native land, where he had first been hailed as “Mr. Russell of The Times” and where his old college, Trinity, had bestowed an honorary doctorate on him for his accomplishments. But how could a mere Dublin hotel clerk know anything of such matters?

He was a large, convivial man with a pleasing baritone voice, a generous appetite for food, drink, and cigars, a fondness for the camaraderie of clubs, and a passion for travel. It was that passion that had elevated him to his place as the world’s first war correspondent. He left Trinity early to work for the Times of London in 1841, doing odd assignments while studying law. In June 1850 he was called to the bar, poised at the brink of a career he did not want; that same month the Times sent him to cover a conflict that had erupted over Schleswig-Holstein, two small provinces lying at the base of the Danish peninsula. There he witnessed a battle and wrote his first account under fire. Apart from a minor flesh wound, little distinguished his effort. The business was too new to him, too large for him to grasp whole or divine his own special role in it.

But the experience changed him in more ways than he knew. John Thadeus Delane, the vigorous young editor of the Times, began to use Russell regularly as a descriptive reporter, feeding his love of travel in return for engaging accounts of events that revealed growing powers of observation and depth of insight. Then, in February 1854, Delane offered Russell the assignment that was to transform his life. Great Britain was about to go to war with Russia, and Delane wanted Russell on the ground in the Crimea to provide the Times with firsthand reports. With some reluctance Russell embarked on an assignment that, Delane promised, would have him home by Easter.

He was gone nearly two years, struggling in the field with an army whose officers mostly despised his presence as a witness to their staggering incompetence and callous disregard of their men’s health and welfare. Russell took it all in and relayed the details home in a torrent of letters noted less for their elegance or artistry than for their hard-nosed, plainspoken recital of the facts regardless of whose reputation they bruised. One gloomy letter to Delane in January 1855 revealed this ability to convey the mood in the field unvarnished by tact or patriotic euphemisms:


This army has melted away almost to a drop of miserable, washed out, spiritless wretches, who muster out of 55,000 just 11,000 now fit to shoulder a musket, but certainly not fit to do duty against the enemy.… My occupation is gone; there is nothing to record more of the British Expedition except its weakness and its misery—misery in every form and shape except that of defeat; and from that we are solely spared by the goodness of Heaven, which erects barriers of mud and snow between us and our enemies. While the people expect every day to hear of fresh victories they would be astonished to hear there is not an officer in command of the trenches at night who does not think of an attack by the Russians with dread and horror. I cannot tell the truth now—it is too terrible.3



When the government of Lord Aberdeen fell soon afterward, the retiring war secretary was not alone in blaming Russell for its collapse. Russell came home in December 1855 a national celebrity to everyone except hotel clerks in Dublin. His letters had provoked a debate on the role of the press in wartime in which the Times declared confidently that the people of Britain would “look for safety in publicity rather than in concealment.”4 Russell moved on to cover the coronation of Czar Alexander II in 1856 and then, in December 1857, set out for India, where Bengal soldiers of the East India Company had mutinied, massacred British civilians, and laid siege to the Residency at Lucknow. On the long voyage out he read everything he could find and talked for hours with fellow passengers—East India officials, army officers, missionaries—trying to sharpen his eye for the sights and contradictions that would soon assail him.

Russell stayed fifteen months in India, providing rich accounts of the fighting, the looting that accompanied it, and, increasingly, the folly of an imperial policy based on force, racial superiority, and brutality. He came home, in his own words, as “the only Englishman, I believe, who ever left India poorer than when he came into it.”5 After a summer sojourn in Switzerland with his family, he searched for a new direction to his career. He tried his hand as an editorial writer on foreign affairs but had no stomach for life behind a desk. He left the Times, became the editor of a new magazine, and reverted to free-lancing, but could not earn enough to pay his bills and all the while longed for more travel. After declining an offer to cover the 1860 election campaign in America, he finally agreed to report on the worsening crisis there for the Times. “You must go,” urged his friend the novelist William Makepeace Thackeray. “It will be a great opportunity.”6

And so he went to observe another foreign upheaval, this one with a twist that made it the most unusual and difficult assignment he had yet undertaken. Great Britain had been a participant in all the other conflicts he had covered, leaving no doubt where his sympathies lay. This time, however, he came as a neutral observer to a complex civil clash where any comment by him would antagonize those on whom it reflected. Although the Times maintained an official pose of neutrality, the men who controlled it leaned toward the South. “Why should we be so very anxious to see the Union preserved?” demanded John Walter, the chief proprietor. “What has it done to command our sympathy?”7

For himself, Russell professed to come to the struggle with an open mind and an unbiased eye. “No man ever set foot on the soil of the United States with a stronger and sincerer desire to ascertain and to tell the truth as it appeared to him,” he insisted. “I had no theories to uphold, no prejudices to observe, no interests to advance, no instructions to fulfil; I was a free agent, bound to communicate … my own daily impressions of the men, scenes, and actions around me, without fear.… As to the questions which were distracting the States, my mind was a tabula rasa, or, rather, tabula non scripta.”8

But of course he did not come entirely free of moral and intellectual baggage. He shared that sense of superiority held by so many Britons (and Europeans) toward the quaint Americans. He also possessed the strong dislike of slavery shared by his countrymen, and his stint in India had opened his eyes to the horrors resulting from attitudes of racial superiority. While Russell may have earned his fame in the Crimea, it was India that provided his frame of reference for the American experience. Nothing had prepared him for the rigid social code that prevailed among the British in India, the stifling snobbery and obsession with protocol, and, above all, the almost instinctive harshness toward the natives. He recalled dining with one “fierce-eyed, red-nosed, ferrety, bloodthirsty sort of man,” the spitting image of one of his own uncles, who liked to boast of “the splendid style in which he hung up niggers.” Gradually Russell had realized that all the British in India “in course of time become anti-nigger.”9

One day, while making arrangements for his departure from India, Russell went to the railway office to have his baggage forwarded. He noticed several natives sitting idly in the shade of a wall when suddenly a large Brit burst into their midst. With eyes flashing he flailed about with a large stick, knocking them, maimed and bleeding, in every direction. Russell was appalled. “Good Heavens, stop!” he cried out. “Why, you’ll kill those men!”

“What the —– business have you to interfere?” the man growled. “It’s no affair of yours.”

“Oh, yes, sir; but it is,” Russell retorted. “I am not going to be accessory to murder. See how you have maimed that man! You know they dared not raise a finger against you.”

“Well, but those lazy scoundrels are engaged to do our work, and they sneak off whenever they can, and how can I look after them?”10

Russell’s disgust at the British treatment of Indians transferred easily to the plight of slaves in the South. No man who had seen India up close could be entirely perplexed by the extremes and contradictions, the contrasts and confusion, presented by the American scene. He understood why, during the uprising, it was the trusted household servants who had often turned most savagely on their British masters, and he wondered why the “sense of power, which nearly every Englishmen more or less enjoys, should need to be expressed so rudely.… I cannot believe the men who tell me it is essential to our rule that we should use brute force on all our dependents.”11

He wondered, too, why the British had not only maintained the rigid Indian caste system but added to it an even more stultifying one of their own rooted in race. “The habit of speaking of all natives as niggers has recently become quiet [sic] common,” he observed. “Every man of the mute, white-turbaned-file, who, with crossed arms, glistening eyes and quick ears, stands motionless along the mess room table, hears it every time a native is named, and knows it is an expression of contempt.”12

Echoes of these attitudes resonated aboard the Arabia, where, as he had done on his voyage to India, Russell sought out those passengers who could educate him on the issues and scenes he would soon encounter. He found tutors in abundance. An army major named Robert S. Garnett was going home to Virginia to follow his state’s fortunes. He had graduated from West Point in 1841, had earned two brevet citations for gallantry in the Mexican War, and was considered one of the best and brightest young officers in the United States Army. Well read, reserved, and somewhat dour, Garnett introduced Russell to the southern view of slavery and contempt for New England. He mocked the idea that all men were born equal or possessed equal rights. Men were born to a station, he assured Russell—some as slaves, others as laborers, a privileged few to rule those beneath them and to own those inferior to them.13

Similar views, delivered with more vehemence, came from a young South Carolinian returning home from his diplomatic post in Russia. Julian Mitchell staunchly defended the doctrines of John C. Calhoun on state rights and the Constitution. As for the new administration, Mitchell noted with a scowl that “no gentleman could tolerate such a Government” with men like Abraham Lincoln or William Seward. South Carolina could resist any force thrown at it by the North. “The North will attempt to blockade our coast,” he predicted, “and in that case, the South must march to the attack by land, and will probably act in Virginia.”

“But if the North attempts to do more than institute a blockade?” Russell asked. “For instance, if their fleet attack your seaport towns, and land men to occupy them?”

“Oh, in that case, we are quite certain of beating them.”

Scratching his head in puzzlement, Russell turned next to a woman from Nashville, Tennessee, who was traveling with her son and daughter. To Russell they embodied the European notion of American speech and thought. They too believed in government by gentlemen and heaped ridicule on Yankee vulgarity, but they were not so eager to disrupt the Union or run the risks of war. This attitude, Russell learned, reflected the sentiments of the border states: less impulsive, more moderate, mindful of their place in the middle, and therefore hopeful of ultimate reconciliation.

Two Louisiana sugar planters gave Russell yet another slant. One owned thousands of acres of sugar land; the other had more than five hundred slaves. Both regarded secession as a violent and extreme response, but their state had followed that path because the secession of other states left them no choice. How, they asked, could Louisiana have stood alone, isolated from its sister southern states and the North alike? Russell came away from the conversation with the sense that at bottom politics mattered to the planters only insofar as it affected the price of sugar and the safety of their slave property.

Shifting to the other side, Russell encountered a bright, well-educated young merchant named Brown, who was returning from a stint as book keeper at his uncle’s firm in Liverpool. His father and uncle were English, the uncle a member of Parliament. In a moderate but firm voice, young Brown made clear his determination to prevent what he called the “glorious Union” from being wrecked. He believed passionately in America, but not in all its institutions. Universal suffrage was a grave error, he confided, as was complete freedom of the press, especially in New York City. The problem in both cases was immigrants, particularly the Irish. They were useful as laborers or servants, but to make them citizens and give them the vote was to corrupt the purity of government, and the dismal results could be seen throughout the municipal administration of New York.

Another young merchant, who had gone to college with Brown, echoed his sentiments. That his own father was the son of an Irish immigrant did not affect his beliefs in the slightest. He too vowed to uphold the Union at all costs and to defend that most curious (to Russell) of abstractions, the federal or general government. Southerners, it turned out, also despised the Irish for quite a different reason. They considered the Irish useful tools for labor too risky or dangerous for valuable slaves to perform, but the Irish also made up a large part of the United States Army and would be pitted against the best blood of the South if war should come. In that case, Mitchell assured him, there would be some “pretty tall fighting,” and the idea of Paddy slaying the flower of southern manhood revolted him.

Another northern voice—the loudest and most vehement of all—belonged to the German immigrants below decks coming (or in some cases returning) to America, and it denounced the whole institution of chattel slavery. The southerners regarded these Germans with even more contempt than they did the Irish. “These are the swine who are swept out of German gutters as too foul for them,” sneered Garnett, “and who come over to the States and presume to control the fate and the wishes of our people. In their own country they proved they were incapable of either earning a living, or exercising the duties of citizenship; and they seek in our country a licence denied them in their own, and the means of living which they could not acquire anywhere else.”

Russell pondered the contradictions in what he had heard and came to a tentative conclusion: “Thus the agriculturalist and the trader—the grower of raw produce and the merchant who dealt in it—were at opposite sides of the question—wide apart as the Northern and Southern Poles. They sat apart, ate apart, talked apart—two distinct nations, with intense antipathies on the part of the South, which was active and aggressive in all its demonstrations.”

But this did not satisfy him. Why had they grown so far apart? What made the southerners so defensive and belligerent? What indeed was this curious amalgam called America? It was nothing like India, he realized, but it was surely as elusive in nature. The Indians were inscrutable to him, suggesting behind whatever face they chose to present countless subtle layers of meaning that, like some ancient palimpsest, reached deep into the inchoate heart of their traditions. The Americans, by contrast, were all too scrutable; they just didn’t make sense to him.

THE MORNING OF March 16 brought Russell his first glimpse of the snow-covered New York shore. By afternoon the sea had come alive with schooners and coasters, one of which approached the Arabia to serve as the pilot boat. Its deck swarmed with men in chimney-pot black hats and coats, the uniform of the port mariners. One of them climbed aboard the Arabia with a stack of newspapers, giving the passengers their first news in two weeks. Nothing in the view from the harbor impressed Russell: a thicket of masts behind which rose a low horizon of brick houses and blue roofs, and above them distant spires of churches and domes signaling the presence of a great city.

It was dark before the steamer carrying the passengers ashore reached the wharf on the New Jersey side of the river. Russell marveled at the traffic before his eyes. Huge ferryboats moved majestically up and down the river amid scurrying steamers and sailers and small craft. Tall factory chimneys belched columns of smoke above a shore littered with warehouses and other buildings. Armies of ragged workers and porters swarmed over the wharves, bellowing fragments of broken English. “These are all Irish and Germans,” explained a New Yorker alongside Russell. “I’ll bet fifty dollars there’s not a native-born American among them.”14

At the customhouse Russell was startled to find the officials dressed like their British cousins but without any insignia or buttons to identify them. Once cleared through customs, he let an Irish porter stow his luggage aboard an ancient hackney and rode it aboard a ferry for the crossing to New York City. A short time later the hackney lurched up an incline and onto some wretched pavement before rattling through endless mudholes and banks of snow in narrow, dimly lit streets lined with cheap wooden buildings, most of them saloons, grogshops, oyster houses, and pool halls. The people Russell saw reminded him of the dregs in the slums of London or Antwerp or Hamburg.

Gradually the character of the streets improved until the hackney swung onto a wide street with tall houses and shops blazing with lights. Throngs of people jammed the muddy sidewalks, hurrying to and from omnibuses that jounced along the street. Here and there an entire block of brickwork with long rows of windows interrupted the shops. Russell smiled at the sight, the “barracklike glory of American civilisation—a Broadway monster hotel” towering above an endless sea of shops, saloons, restaurants, churches, and private homes. Just when Russell despaired of the procession’s ever ceasing, the hackney pulled into a large square and deposited him at the Clarendon Hotel.

Russell settled wearily into his room and turned at last to the newspapers to catch up on events. During his crossing the new president had taken office. Lincoln’s inaugural address had already reached Europe, where diplomats puzzled over its meaning no less than did Americans North and South. Like most Europeans, Russell was equally perplexed by the “declaration of causes” given by South Carolina to justify its secession and by the new “Confederacy” of seceded southern states. “The South Carolinian was nothing to us,” he admitted; “… he was merely a citizen of the United States, and we knew no more of him in any other capacity than a French authority would know of a British subject as a Yorkshireman or a Munsterman.”

But Russell understood that the force behind revolution was seldom reason or justice; it was rather passion or some special form of interest. What was at work here?

From the papers he gleaned that public attention centered on two forts named Sumter and Pickens. One lay in the harbor of Charleston, South Carolina; the other, off the coast of Florida. Both states had seceded, but the forts remained in the hands of United States troops with garrisons too small to defend themselves from attack. The southern states demanded their evacuation; the new administration had not yet made its policy clear, although Lincoln had stated in his inaugural a determination to maintain all property belonging to the federal government. “It is a strange situation,” Russell thought. “The Federal Government, afraid to speak, and unable to act, is leaving its soldiers to do as they please.”

He rose from breakfast the next morning to the sound of a procession headed by a small band trudging through the slush and cold. Dressed in their Sunday best, garnished with shamrocks and green sashes decorated with crownless harps, the men marched solemnly toward a church before a thin audience composed mostly of servants on their way to work. Some of the onlookers were black women made up with what Russell considered elaborate toilettes, holding their crinolines above the mud. “They’re concayted poor craythures them niggirs, male and faymale,” offered a waiter standing behind Russell.

“There seem to be no sparrows in the streets,” Russell observed.

“Sparras!” exclaimed the waiter. “And then how did you think a little baste of a sparra could fly across the ochean?”

Gradually the street filled with well-dressed people released from the churches and braving the dismal weather for the Sunday ritual of parading up and down Fifth Avenue. Russell marveled at the Parisian costumes adapted ingeniously to the rigors of a northern winter by women whose beauty was to him rivaled only by that of the Hindus. There was about their delicate features that pallor so admired by the Russians that they sometimes took vinegar to produce it. Strolling the long avenue, engrossed in these pleasant sights, Russell was surprised to discover how abruptly the city around him turned into countryside. “Fifth Avenue might have been transported from some great workshop,” he noted wryly, “where it had been built to order by a despot, and dropped among the Red men.”

In the afternoon Russell called on George Bancroft, the former minister to Great Britain and a historian well into the writing of a sweeping multi-volume history of early America. Russell had hoped to get some insight into the crisis but came away disappointed. Bancroft seemed bewildered by the situation and distracted by the intricate philosophical debate over the right of secession—a cobweb of abstraction Russell found difficult to grasp. He dined with a New York banker who talked with surprising calm. The other guests, all men of prominence, also seemed little concerned about the raging storm. He returned in puzzlement to the hotel and dropped into what Americans called “the bar” to converse with its denizens. One man assured him that most New Yorkers were disgusted at the election “of such a fellow as Lincoln” and would surely back the South if a split came. Was there truth in this, or was it the whiskey talking?

The next morning Russell awoke to an explosion of drums, fifes, and bugles. Union Square was jammed with the Irish forming for the St. Patrick’s Day parade, which had been put off until Monday morning. Flags rustled in the cold wind from windows and steeples as militia units formed and marched down Broadway amid cheering throngs. That the lancers looked to Russell ill dressed and poorly mounted, and the troops ill fitted and tawdry, did not dampen the enthusiasm of the crowd. Every benevolent or provident society had its band leading the way with a cacophony of sound as the marchers snapped proudly along. Pickpockets worked the crowd undaunted by the police, who nabbed only a few in the act.

That evening Russell went by invitation to a celebration of St. Patrick’s Day at the Astor House, a giant hotel whose facade reminded him of a railway station. He was startled by the hostile tone of the speeches toward England from Irishmen so far removed from their homes. Amid the prodigious eating and drinking he was prodded to make some remarks. Never comfortable at public speaking, he blurted out such gems as a quip that he had never seen so many good hats and coats in any gathering of Irishmen anywhere in the world. The next morning he awoke with a headache to read his remarks in the papers. The speech came out differently in every paper, and he could remember none of it, but every version he read made him cringe. “O Lord,” he wrote in his diary, “why did I do it?” His friends in London shared his remorse when copies of the remarks reached them. Mowbray Morris, manager of the Times, said bluntly, “I am very sorry you attended that St. Patrick dinner and made that speech.”15

It was not an auspicious debut.

Already it had become clear to Russell that he would not be traveling in obscurity. American reporters had pounced on his arrival and shadowed his every movement. The celebrated correspondent, noted one, “has short iron locks parted down the middle, a greyish moustache and a strong tendency to double chin, a very broad and very full but not lofty forehead: eyes of a clear, keen blue, sharply observant in their expression, rather prominently set and indicating abundant language.”16 It was an odd business being both an observer and an object of observation, and he wondered how much it tainted the effectiveness of what he did.

During the next day Russell talked to a steady stream of people and was amazed to find so little sympathy or respect for the new administration. Dining again with his banker friend, he met the former governor Horatio Seymour, a noted lawyer named Samuel Tilden, and other prominent Democrats. All spoke reverently of the Constitution and its lack of any provisions for preventing secession or compelling seceding states to remain in the Union. The federal government was in their eyes a mere instrument of the sovereign states. These abstractions utterly mystified Russell. That afternoon he had bought a copy of the Constitution for three cents in a Broadway store and read it closely, but he could find nothing in it that was self-expounding or even illuminating.

When talk turned to relieving Fort Sumter, one gentleman noted astutely: “If the British or any foreign power were threatening the fort, our Government would find means of relieving it fast enough.” Instead the new administration found itself floundering in the dark, prodded on one side by zealots who demanded bold action and on the other by conservatives who prophesied disaster if any action was undertaken. The army and navy were not adequate to the crisis, and who knew how many within their ranks could be counted on? Every proposed solution bogged down in pieties about the Constitution and the inalienable rights won by their ancestors.

The new administration, in short, was embarrassed and groping for a policy, and the Democrats could not be more pleased at their discomfort. The men of wealth surrounding Russell, however, were Democrats in party only. To a man they deplored the mob empowered by universal suffrage, and the corruption, waste, and venality it spawned in City Hall. When pressed, they pointed to the core dilemma posed by the crisis. Most readily conceded that secession was at bottom nothing less than a form of treason which southern ultras had been plotting for years. Yet those plotters and their followers were fellow Democrats; how could loyal Democrats permit the vulgar new Republican party to invoke the authority of the federal government against them?

These distinctions clearly mattered, as did the finespun logic over constitutional principle, but all of it left Russell befuddled. The next day he strolled into Appleton’s bookshop and found shelves of pirated European works and stacks of pamphlets denouncing or defending slavery, but not a single volume treating the present crisis. He dined that evening with a writer well known in England who had southern sympathies and was convinced that civil war loomed. The next day, braving a snowstorm he deemed worthy of Moscow, Russell called on Horace Greeley, whose eccentricities were as notorious as the radical antislavery sentiments of his New York Tribune, the most widely read newspaper in the United States. Greeley was delighted to hear that Russell planned to visit the South. “Be sure you examine the slavepens,” he exhorted. “They will be afraid to refuse you, and you can tell the truth.”

On the morning of March 23 the papers announced with their usual confidence that Confederate authorities had definitely refused to allow any further supplies into Forts Sumter and Pickens. Emissaries from the new Confederate government were in Washington seeking negotiations, but Secretary of State William Seward would not receive them. Rumors continued to fly that secret expeditions were being prepared to relieve one or both of the forts, but no official statement had come from the White House. Russell shook his head in disbelief at the sensationalism of the papers, and their willingness, on the slightest pretext, to slander the most prominent people with the worst sort of abuse.

Two days later Russell accepted an invitation to meet the men who perpetrated this brand of journalism. He breakfasted with Henry Raymond and William Hurlbert of the Times, Bayard Taylor, Frederick Law Olmsted, Charles A. Dana of the Tribune, and other leading editors and writers. He had already met James Gordon Bennett of the Herald and privately dismissed him as “so palpably a rogue, it comes out strongly in the air around, in his eyes and words.” The conversation at table was pleasant even when it turned to politics, though scarcely any two parties agreed with each other. Some thought a blockade of southern ports was imminent and wondered whether Britain would honor it. Foreign recognition would count for much in the outcome of secession, and few believed either England or France would rush to embrace the new southern government.

Russell could not find a pattern to the discussion and returned to the Clarendon to pack for his journey. His time in New York had been informative but not enlightening. He had little more sense of whether civil war actually threatened than he had upon his arrival, and precious little grasp of the American character—if such a thing existed. He would go to Washington to meet the leaders of the new administration and then south to observe the other side. Somewhere in their midst he hoped to find the insights that would illuminate this mystery called America. It was, he conceded, a country of contradictions—a whole that was somehow more than the sum of its parts and whose parts did not seem quite to make a whole.
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CHAPTER ONE

Vox Populi

THE LONG LEGS crossed and uncrossed to keep from cramping, a lone sign of restlessness in the lanky frame folded onto the shabby sofa in the telegraph office. The sallow face, tempered by years of disappointment, gazed impassively at the operators bent over their clicking instruments. Their tale had yet to be told in full, but nearly every sign was favorable: The highest office in the land would soon belong to a man who had not won an election in fourteen years and whose entire record in national office consisted of a single term in the House of Representatives. The candidate of a party barely six years old, with virtually no organization or support in fifteen of the thirty-three states, was about to claim the strangest election in the history of the young Republic.1

The manager of the Illinois & Mississippi telegraph had invited Abraham Lincoln to await the “good news” at the office with his friends and had closed the doors at 9 p.m. to keep the noisy crowd outside.2 Lincoln staked out his place on the sofa while his friends clustered about the room, talking, joking, glancing impatiently at the telegraph keys, which were slow to start before giving way to an incessant clatter through the night. The first returns, from towns and counties in Illinois, were solid for Lincoln and for Republican legislators whose votes would keep his friend Senator Lyman Trumbull in Washington for another term. Joyous shouts and cheers greeted every report; most were snatched up and rushed outside to be read to the throng milling about the street and the steps of the state capitol.

Lincoln listened attentively to every return but showed little reaction. Like all presidential candidates (except for Stephen A. Douglas this mad year), he had stayed at home during the campaign, receiving a steady stream of visitors while others did the speaking and exhorting. On election day itself he remained in the governor’s room at the statehouse, amusing visitors with his endless flow of stories, until about 3 p.m., when he saw the voting lines at the Sangamon County Courthouse draw down enough to suit him. With his loose, unhurried gait he strolled to the courthouse in the company of three of his closest friends: William Herndon, his law partner; Ward Lamon, who served as bodyguard and confidant; and Colonel Elmer Ellsworth. A large crowd cheered as he marked his ballot, carefully clipping his name from it because he believed a candidate should not vote for his own electors.3

Now he sat quietly amid the din of excited voices and twitching telegraph keys, awaiting confirmation of results that everyone already conceded. October elections in Indiana and Pennsylvania had produced such decisive Republican majorities that even diehard Democrats realized their fragmented party was doomed. Lincoln himself took victory for granted—or as much for granted as he took anything in this uncertain world. As he sat or lay on the sofa, his features wore a haggard serenity that was one of his favorite masks. Whatever thoughts or emotions he harbored remained hidden from others, as they nearly always were. This most affable and accessible of candidates was also the most inscrutable of men, a master of showing others everything but his inner self while convincing them that he was as simple and right as rain itself.

The dispatches multiplied in number and portent. From Pennsylvania Simon Cameron reported a seventy thousand majority; Thurlow Weed, the longtime political boss in New York, declared: “All safe in this state.” Every new announcement set off boisterous celebrations in the streets. Men raced about the city shouting, linking arms, and singing “Ain’t I glad I joined the Republicans” until their voices cracked. But from Pensacola, Florida, came a very different message, informing Lincoln that he had been hanged in effigy there.4

Around midnight, returns from the Democratic states began to come in. Lincoln perked up to hear the news from Missouri, drawling, “We should now get a few licks back.” The licks were bearable, and half an hour later he went over to a hall where the women of Springfield had laid out sandwiches and coffee to fuel the celebrants through the long night. There too was Mary Lincoln, the wife whose long-dashed hopes and expectations seemed on the verge of improbable resurrection. First Lady! There was a title capable of atoning for a thousand blasted ambitions and a strained if not fractured marriage.

Lincoln stood the adulation for half an hour before ambling back to the telegraph office. Henry Villard, who was in Springfield to cover events for the New York Herald, never ceased to marvel at Lincoln’s “lean, lank, indescribably gawky figure” and his “odd-featured, wrinkled, inexpressive, and altogether uncomely face.”5 By 1 a.m. the returns were convincing enough to remove most doubt, yet Lincoln’s expression changed little until a message arrived with returns from Springfield itself. Normally a Democratic bastion, the city had gone Republican by a narrow margin. At this news Lincoln brayed out something between a laugh and a cheer. With a contented wave he said good night to his friends and left for home.

In the streets the celebrations only gained momentum, growing louder and more raucous until about 4 a.m., when a large cannon was dragged out and fired to salute the first national victory of the Republican party.


We’re the Lincoln boys!

We’re the Lincoln boys!

Ain’t you glad you joined the Republicans,

Joined the Republicans.

Ain’t you glad you joined the Republicans.6



ACROSS THE NATION telegraph operators bent wearily over their instruments through the night. Most of the thirty-three states except those on the Pacific coast were now connected by the wondrous device that sent messages through the “ether”; only that August the lines had reached remote Minnesota.7 The ability to receive news from distant places within minutes instead of days or weeks was a marvel of the age that still astonished people in the interior. Reactions to the news of Lincoln’s election were strong. “When eighteen millions of freemen speak as they spoke on Tuesday,” said a Chicago paper, “they make a noise that even the most stupid secessionist cannot fail to hear.… The chivalry will eat dirt. They will back out. They never had any spunk anyhow. The best they could do was to bully, and brag and bluster.”8

Carl Schurz of Wisconsin, who had campaigned hard to woo the large German vote in the North to Lincoln, rejoiced that “The election is over, the battle is fought, the victory is won.… I am happy in the thought of the future. We are to be one again, and unless I am greatly deceived we shall bring back a part of the old idyllic life.” New England’s Henry Wadsworth Longfellow agreed. “This is a great victory,” he wrote. “One can hardly overrate its importance. It is the redemption of the country. Freedom is triumphant.” His fellow poet, John Greenleaf Whittier, took a more sober view of the outcome. “Well God has laid the great responsibility upon us!” he observed. “We must take it up & bear it.”9

Ohio’s hotbed of abolitionism affirmed that the South’s stranglehold on Washington had at last been broken. “The great object of my wishes & labors for nineteen years is accomplished in the overthrow of the Slave Power,” Salmon P. Chase wrote Lincoln. “The space is now clear for the establishment of the policy of Freedom on safe & firm ground. The lead is yours. The responsibility is vast.” A fellow Ohioan agreed that “A more complete vindication of the rights of the North was never witnessed. We can now safely say ‘there is a North.’ ”10

Reactions in New York, where politics was Byzantine in complexity and tempered always by business considerations, ran the gamut from braggadocio to prudence. Public reactions were measured, but George Templeton Strong, a blueblood conservative, vented his unexpurgated views in the privacy of his diary: “Lincoln elected. Hooray.… If they were not such a race of braggarts and ruffians, I should be sorry for our fire-eating brethren, weighed down, suffocated, and paralyzed by a nigger incubus 4,000,000 strong, of which no mortal can tell them how they are to get rid, and without a friend in the world except the cotton buyers who make money out of them, and the King of Dahomey. The sense of the civilized world is against them.”11

In the city the largest and most effusive demonstration took place at Stuyvesant Hall, where an overflow crowd celebrated the victory with a “Jubilee” meeting. Amid the speeches two of the city’s most popular and powerful editors, Horace Greeley of the Tribune and William Cullen Bryant of the Evening Post, electrified the faithful with stronger rhetoric than most of the merchants or Wall Street denizens could stomach. “The youngest of those who now listen to me,” predicted Bryant,


may live to the middle of the next century, and yet never witness an election so pregnant with great results.… We now stand upon the battlefield of the great contest, while around us and before us lie the carcasses of the slain. At our feet, conquered, lies that great oligarchy which has so long held the South through submission and fear, and has ruled the North through the treachery of Northern men.… A new era is now inaugurated, the old order of things has passed away, never, we hope, to return … and you, my friends, will now reap the harvest of liberty and peace.12



Nowhere was the response to Lincoln’s election more mixed or anguished than in the border states, that twilight zone of slavery with roots planted firmly in both North and South.* Their people occupied the middle of the nation, were caught in the middle of the festering national crisis, and usually took the lead in proposing a middle ground for settlement. It did not help that most of these states were divided by geography and history into sections that leaned North or South in sentiment or tried to embrace some elements of both.

One Kentuckian had no doubt what the outcome meant. “Lincoln’s … election,” insisted R. S. Holt, “is a declaration by Northern people … of a purpose to emancipate the slaves of the South, and to involve Southern States in all the horrors which that event would plainly entail.” Holt voiced this prophecy to his brother Joseph, the postmaster general in President James Buchanan’s cabinet. Others shared the belief of Iowa Senator James Harlan “that Mr. Lincoln will administer the government fairly and justly to all parts of the Union; and his inauguration will be a new era in the public affairs of this country.”13

What would Lincoln do? A St. Louis paper believed he would “endeavor to make his Administration a just and conservative one,” but admitted that he would “have more to contend with than any man who has ever been elected to the Presidency.” A Memphis editor argued that “However much we deprecate the election of a sectional candidate, we ought at least to give his administration a trial.” But a North Carolinian wrote his wife, “May God avert the dangers which threaten our country,” and a newspaper in the same state warned that “if we submit now to Lincoln’s election, before his term of office expires, your home will be visited by one of the most fearful and horrible butcheries that has cursed the face of the globe.”14

Many in the border states looked to Virginia, the cradle of presidents, for cues, but opinion there was as hopelessly divided as elsewhere. “We fear no evil from his administration,” declared a Petersburg paper. “We do not believe that he will trample our rights, but will pursue a vastly more conservative course than our politicians have endeavored to impress upon the Southern mind.” Privately a Virginian admitted his belief that Lincoln “is conservative, and that the South has really nothing to fear from his administration.” But a Richmond daily insisted that the “idea of submission to Black Republican rule, under any pretext, is as dangerous as it is degrading,” and Edmund Ruffin predicted that “This … momentous election … will serve to show whether these southern states are to remain free, or to be politically enslaved—whether the institution of negro slavery on which the social and political existence of the south rests, is to be secured by our resistance, or … abolished in a short time, as the certain result of our present submission to northern domination.”15

AFTER CASTING HIS VOTE for John C. Breckinridge, Ruffin rode to Petersburg and boarded the train for South Carolina, where the sentiments were more to his liking. The cotton states spoke with a voice that was by no means united but was loud enough to silence or drown out dissension. Lincoln received not a single vote there, and no one dared admit publicly to supporting him or his party. Nearly everyone shared the view of a Montgomery, Alabama, newspaper that “Henceforth, the Government … will be in the hands of the enemies of the Southern States.”16

The election meant more than defeat; it was a call to arms. “The Cotton States are all on fire,” reported a northerner then visiting Alabama. “They all agree … that the North has become so abolitionized that the South cannot remain any longer in the Union with them.” In Georgia, Henry L. Benning argued that “the meaning of Mr. Lincoln’s election … is the abolition of slavery as soon as the Republican party shall have acquired the strength to abolish it.” Lincoln’s conservatism, added an Atlantan, “will avail nothing. It is not him we resist—it is the growth of the sentiment he represents, which is simply hostility to us.” That same view had been expressed bluntly by Senator Albert G. Brown of Mississippi months before the election. If the Republicans won, he warned, “The Negro will … insist on being treated as an equal—that he shall go to the white man’s table, and the white man to his—that he shall share the white man’s bed, and the white man his—that his son shall marry the white man’s daughter, and the white man’s daughter his son. In short, they shall live on terms of perfect social equality.… Then will commence a war of races.”17

“Of course there were no votes for Lincoln,” observed William Tecumseh Sherman, whose languishing military career had taken him to a military academy in Louisiana. An Ohioan whose brother John sat in Congress, Sherman had chosen not to vote at all in the election. “I would have preferred Bell,” he said, “but I think he has no chance, and I do not wish to be subject to any political conditions.” But Sherman could not have been pleased with the charge by a New Orleans editor that “The Northern people, in electing Mr. Lincoln, have perpetuated a deliberate, cold-blooded insult and outrage upon the people of the slaveholding States.” Would the southern states be foolish enough to secede? He shuddered at what would follow if they did. “Secession,” predicted Sherman, “must result in civil war, anarchy and ruin to our present form of government.”18

If any state was the hothouse of secession, it was South Carolina. The movement had been born there in the nullification crisis of 1832 and nourished by extremists or ultras for nearly three decades until conditions grew ripe for it to flourish again in a new and more virulent strain. Extremists hailed the election. “There will have to be a separation from the North sooner or later—peaceably if we can, forcibly if we must,” declared one planter ten days before the vote. This attitude, coupled with the dreary political outlook, left moderate men at a loss. “Every thing is so uncertain in the future of this State—of the South—and of the Union,” grieved the former governor John L. Manning a few days before the election, “that I am bewildered as to the course of conservative men in the emergency.”19

Ultras had no such qualms or doubts. “The issue before the country is the extinction of slavery,” declared the Charleston Mercury, the personal organ of Robert Barnwell Rhett. “The Southern States are now in the crisis of their fate; and … nothing is needed for our deliverance but that the ball of revolution be set in motion.” Writer-planter William Gilmore Simms agreed that Lincoln’s election made separation inevitable; “by forcing us into independence,” he noted, “the Black Republicans are doing us, undesignedly, a most essential service.” Even Senator James Chesnut, normally the most cautious of men, unleashed a fiery speech the day before the election. “A line of enemies is closing around us which must be broken,” he exhorted. “… For myself, I would unfurl the Palmetto flag … determined to live or die as became our ancestors. I would ring the clarion note of defiance in the insolent ears of our foe.… It is your duty … to withdraw. It is your only safety.”20

On election night the Mercury office in Charleston stayed open for crowds eager to hear election returns. As dispatches were received from the telegraph operators, they were posted on the board outside. By 4 a.m. the outcome was clear, and the paper went to press with the news of Lincoln’s election. At noon the Mercury unfurled a palmetto flag outside its office. Three of the city’s federal officials took even stronger action. Judge A. G. Magrath, District Attorney James Conner, and Port Collector W. F. Colcock all resigned their offices and were hailed as heroes. “We are about to sever our relations with others, because they have broken their covenant with us,” said Magrath, to which Colcock added, “I will not serve under the enemy of my country.” The Mercury and its proprietors could not have been more pleased: “The tea has been thrown overboard—the revolution of 1860 has been initiated.”21

THE CITY OF POLITICS ground to a halt on election day as clerks scurried out of their offices to the polling places in a drizzling rain and did not bother to return. So intense was the interest that a large audience at the theater that evening welcomed announcements of the returns from the stage during the performance. Secretary of the Interior Jacob Thompson was there with his family, as was Joseph Lane, the vice-presidential candidate on the Democratic ticket favored by secessionists. The audience cheered those returns favorable to the Democrats and hissed those boosting Lincoln.22

Later that evening Thompson and Lane were with Howell Cobb, secretary of the treasury, and Assistant Secretary of State William H. Trescot when Cobb received a telegram that New York had gone for Lincoln. A gloomy silence fell over the men. Finally Thompson, a Mississippian, said that if South Carolina dared secede before March 4, he would oppose it to the bitter end. Trescot, a native of Charleston, was shocked. While it was laudable to want to protect President Buchanan, he retorted, it was a very sad thing to hear such language applied to a state simply because it was advancing on a road Thompson declared himself willing to travel.

Lane agreed. How could the South hesitate for even a moment? The predominant mood in the North was hatred for the South, and it was growing. The time to resist was now, and he was ready to rally fifty thousand men to the cause if necessary. Trescot already knew how Cobb felt. A few days earlier, in a frank conversation, the Georgian admitted that after long, hard thought he had concluded that acquiescence to Lincoln’s election would mean slow but certain ruin. Nor would it do to wait for concerted southern action or consultation; each state had to act for itself, and decisively. Such were the sentiments of two cabinet officers, a senator, and a high-ranking official.23

The election results posed a monstrous dilemma for everyone in the City of Politics. Washington might be a world unto itself, but it was also very much a southern city, complete with slaves. Except for brief interludes, the Democratic party had been in power for nearly thirty years, long enough to grow bloated with arrogance and corruption. For most of that time the southern wing had dominated the party and filled an undue proportion of the patronage posts in the departments. Buchanan, like his predecessor Franklin Pierce, was a “doughface,” a name bestowed on northerners who gained office by wedding themselves to southern sympathies and support.

Now the tall, elderly Buchanan had a new nickname: “Lame Duck.” Since Lincoln would not be inaugurated until March 4, Buchanan would preside over whatever happened during the next four months. Had the Democrats won, this interregnum would have been a mere inconvenience, a leisurely and pleasant ritual of leave-taking. But a Republican victory meant trouble of the worst sort, probably a secession effort by the cotton states. The lame-duck Congress would not meet until December, and Buchanan’s cabinet was split down the middle: Three were northerners, two hailed from the border states, and two came from the cotton states.

The dilemma also had broad ramifications for American policy. A diplomat in Santo Domingo warned Attorney General Jeremiah S. Black of a report “current in Cuba and Porto Rico that Spain is to resume only so much control of her ancient colony of St. Domingo as will enable her to pass it over to France.… Cuba, St. Domingo and Porto Rico will keep step in the march of Africanization and coolie servitude.… No member of the Cabinet, from North or South, will be pleased to see these fine islands hopelessly Africanized.… There is a movement brewing on the Haytian frontier, and it is almost beyond doubt instigated by French agents.… The object is partly to intimidate the whites into accepting European masters. I am slow to believe that President Buchanan will abandon this island and the white race at this crisis.”24

Those in Washington had more immediate concerns. “The die is cast, and Lincoln is elected,” the Post Office official Horatio King wrote Black. “… What course should we, here, pursue?… Nearly all I possess is in real estate in this City.… With us, everything depends on the Union being preserved.” The same letter went to the president but drew no reply. Buchanan had no response to the situation other than despair. For months he had writhed in agony over the fate that had turned his time in the White House into a nightmare. Even his friends gave him cold comfort. “I deeply regret the embarrassments which will surround you during the remainder of your term,” wrote Senator John Slidell of Louisiana, long an intimate of the president. “I need scarcely say that I will do everything in my power to modify them … and to arrest any hostile action during your administration.” But Slidell was quick to add, “I see no possibility of preserving the Union, nor indeed do I consider it desirable.”25

That past spring Buchanan had told a party of newspapermen, “The duties of the presidency are severe and incessant. I shall soon retire from them; and if my successor shall be as happy in coming in as I will be in going out, he will be one of the happiest men in the world.”26 The remark had been made in jest, or so the newsmen thought, but Buchanan laughed no longer.

THE PEOPLE HAD SPOKEN, but what exactly had they said?

In this most bizarre of elections Lincoln had faced three other candidates, each representing a shard of the shattered Democratic party. His Illinois rival, Stephen A. Douglas, was the darling of the party in the North. In his zeal to gain the presidency, Douglas had challenged the long stranglehold of the South over the party; southern Democrats had responded by bolting the convention and running their own ticket, headed by John C. Breckinridge. Moderates who disliked both choices formed the Constitutional Union party with John Bell of
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