
		
			
				[image: Cover for The Impeachers]
			

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					[image: Book Title, The Impeachers, Subtitle, The Trial of Andrew Johnson and the Dream of a Just Nation, Author, Brenda Wineapple, Imprint, Random House]
				

			

		

	
		
		
			
			Copyright © 2019 by Brenda Wineapple

			All rights reserved.

			Published in the United States by Random House, an imprint and division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York.

			RANDOM HOUSE and the HOUSE colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Wineapple, Brenda, author.

			Title: The impeachers : the trial of Andrew Johnson and the dream of a just nation / Brenda Wineapple.

			Description: First edition. | New York : Random House, [2019] | Includes bibliographical references and index.

			Identifiers: LCCN 2018034980| ISBN 9780812998368 | ISBN 9780812998375 (ebook)

			Subjects: LCSH: Johnson, Andrew, 1808–1875—Impeachment. | United States—Politics and government—1865–1869.

			Classification: LCC E666 .W59 2019 | DDC 973.8/1092—dc23 LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​2018034980

			Ebook ISBN 9780812998375

			randomhousebooks.com

			Book design by Jo Anne Metsch, adapted for ebook

			Cover design: Tom McKeveny

			Cover images: Jesse Harrison Whitehurst/Library of Congress (Andrew Johnson photograph), Granger (impeachment trial engraving)

			Title-page image: “The Senate as a Court of Impeachment for President Andrew Johnson,” as sketched by Theodore R. Davis.

			v5.4_r2

			ep

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				Cover

				Title Page

				Copyright

				Epigraph

				Dramatis Personae

			

			
				Prologue

			

			
				Part One: Battle Lines of Peace

				
					Chapter One: Mars

				

				
					Chapter Two: Magnificent Intentions

				

				
					Chapter Three: The Accidental President

				

				
					Chapter Four: Moses

				

				
					Chapter Five: The South Victorious

				

				
					Chapter Six: Not a “White Man’s Government”

				

				
					Chapter Seven: Reconciliation

				

				
					Chapter Eight: Civil Rights

				

				
					Chapter Nine: Mutual Concessions, Mutual Hostilities

				

				
					Chapter Ten: Andy’s Swing Around the Circle

				

				
					Chapter Eleven: Resistance

				

			

			
				Part Two: Impeachment

				
					Chapter Twelve: Tenure of Office

				

				
					Chapter Thirteen: A Revolutionary Period

				

				
					Chapter Fourteen: The Rubicon Is Crossed

				

				
					Chapter Fifteen: The President’s Message

				

				
					Chapter Sixteen: A Blundering, Roaring Lear

				

				
					Chapter Seventeen: Striking at a King

				

				
					Chapter Eighteen: Impeachment

				

				
					Chapter Nineteen: The High Court of Impeachment

				

				
					Chapter Twenty: All the President’s Men

				

				
					Chapter Twenty-one: The Trial, First Rounds

				

				
					Chapter Twenty-two: The Trial

				

				
					Chapter Twenty-three: The Beginning of the End

				

			

			
				Part Three: Verdict

				
					Chapter Twenty-four: Cankered and Crude

				

				
					Chapter Twenty-five: Point-Blank Lying

				

				
					Chapter Twenty-six: The Crowning Struggle

				

				
					Chapter Twenty-seven: The Cease of Majesty

				

				
					Chapter Twenty-eight: Let Us Have Peace

				

			

			
				Part Four: Denouement

				
					Chapter Twenty-nine: Human Rights

				

				
					Chapter Thirty: Epilogue

				

			

			
				Dedication

				Acknowledgments

				Appendix A

				Appendix B

				Appendix C

				Notes

				Selected Bibliography

				Illustration Credits

				By Brenda Wineapple

				About the Author

			

		

	
		
		
			
			…The cease of majesty

				Dies not alone; but, like a gulf, doth draw

				What’s near it with it: it is a massy wheel,

				Fix’d on the summit of the highest mount,

				To whose huge spokes ten thousand lesser things

				Are mortised and adjoin’d; which, when it falls,

				Each small annexment, petty consequence,

				Attends the boisterous ruin.

				—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, Hamlet, III, 3

				“Men in pursuit of justice must never despair.”

				—THADDEUS STEVENS
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			Prologue

			February 25, 1868, Washington, D.C.

			A cold wind blew through the city, and the snow was piled in drifts near the Capitol, where gaslights flickered with a bluish light. Throngs of people, black and white, waited anxiously outside or pressed into the long corridors and lobbies.

			At quarter past one o’clock in the afternoon, the doorkeeper of the U.S. Senate announced the arrival of Pennsylvania Representative Thaddeus Stevens.

			Carried aloft in his chair because he’d been weakened by illness, Stevens was helped to stand upright, and after taking a moment to gain his balance—born with a clubfoot, he wore a specially made boot—he linked arms with Representative John Bingham, of Ohio, who had accompanied him to the Senate. The two men strode with slow dignity down the main aisle of the chamber.

			The jam-packed galleries were so hushed that there was no mistaking what Stevens, emaciated but inexorable, had come to say. He formally greeted Benjamin Wade, the Senate’s presiding officer, and then pulled a paper from the breast pocket of his dark jacket and read aloud, each word formed with precision. “In obedience to the order of the House of Representatives, we have appeared before you in the name of the House of Representatives and of all the people of the United States.

			
			“We do impeach Andrew Johnson, President of the United States, of high crimes and misdemeanors in office.”

			Just the day before, the House of Representatives had voted overwhelmingly, 126 to 47, to undertake this extraordinary step: the impeachment, the first ever, of the President of the United States. No one dared to speak.

			Stevens had been pushing hard for Andrew Johnson’s impeachment for over a year, but previous attempts had failed. Now congressional Republicans believed they no longer had a choice: impeachment was the only way to stop a President who refused to accept the acts of Congress, who usurped its prerogatives, and who, most recently, had violated a law that he pretended to wave away as unconstitutional. But for people like Thaddeus Stevens, the specific law that President Andrew Johnson had violated—something called the Tenure of Office Act—was merely a legal pretext; Johnson should have been impeached by the House and brought to trial by the Senate much earlier, and he had been lucky to have escaped this long.

			That is why Thaddeus Stevens was considered inexorable. Then again, so was Andrew Johnson, who had been heard to say, “This is a country for white men, and, by G—d, as long as I am president it shall be a government for white men.” That offended Stevens to the core. He and fellow impeachers believed that the war to preserve the Union had been fought to liberate the nation once and for all from the noxious and lingering effects of slavery. “If we have not been sufficiently scourged for our national sin to teach us to do justice to all God’s creatures, without distinction of race or color,” Stevens had declared at war’s end, “we must expect the still more heavy vengeance of an offended Father.”

			“ ‘All men are created free and equal’ and ‘all rightful government is founded on the consent of the governed,’ ” Stevens insisted in 1867. “Nothing short of that is the Republic intended by the Declaration.” Thaddeus Stevens had fought to create a world where blacks and whites lived in harmony and equal citizenship. Discovering that the place he had chosen for his burial would not inter black men or women, he immediately sold the plot and bought one in an integrated cemetery. He then wrote his own epitaph: “Finding other cemeteries limited by charter rules as to race, I have chosen this that I might illustrate in death the principles which I advocated through a long life, Equality of man before his Creator.”

			
			But Andrew Johnson had sought to obstruct, overthrow, veto, or challenge every attempt of the nation to bind its wounds after the war or to create a just republic from the ashes of the pernicious and so-called “peculiar institution” of slavery. Recently eradicated, to be sure, by proclamation, by war, and by constitutional amendment, its malignant effects stalked every street, every home, every action, particularly but not exclusively in the South. “Peace had come, but there was no peace,” a journalist would write.

			Stevens continued to read from the paper he’d pulled from his coat pocket. The House would provide the Senate—and the country—with specific articles of impeachment in the coming days but in the meantime “we demand of the Senate that it order the appearance of said Andrew Johnson to answer said impeachment.”

			“The order will be taken,” Senator Wade replied.

			It sounded like a death sentence, an onlooker observed, though not to the young Washington correspondent Mark Twain. “And out of the midst of political gloom,” Twain rejoiced, “impeachment, that dead corpse, rose up and walked forth again!”

			

			—

			“ANDREW JOHNSON WAS the queerest man who ever occupied the White House,” one of his colleagues remembered. As Lincoln’s Vice President, thrust into the presidency after Lincoln’s assassination, Johnson earned the hatred and opprobrium of most Republicans, particularly those members of Lincoln’s party in Congress who initially hoped that he had become one of them. Although he had been a Democrat, he’d been Lincoln’s running mate, after all. But just six weeks after the assassination, Johnson swerved away from what many considered to be Lincoln’s program for reconstruction and the fruits of a hard-fought, unthinkably brutal war.

			
			Still, impeachment? That was new territory even for a reviled President, and certainly other chief executives had been reviled: Franklin Pierce, old John Quincy Adams, and on occasion Lincoln  himself. Yet never before had Congress and the country been willing to grapple directly with impeachment, as defined in the Constitution. Then again, never before had the country been at war with itself, with more than 750,000 men dead, at the very least, during its Civil War, and countless men and women, black and white, still dying, and murdered, in Memphis, in New Orleans, in other cities and in the countryside, in Mississippi, Georgia, South Carolina, Florida, Texas, Alabama.

			So in 1868 Congress and the public would have to consider the definition of a high crime and the meaning of a misdemeanor. It was bewildering. “The multitude of strangers were waiting for impeachment,” Twain observed. “They did not know what impeachment was, exactly, but they had a general idea that it would come in the form of an avalanche, or a thunder clap, or that maybe the roof would fall in.”

			For no one knew what the first-ever impeachment of the President of the United States would look like or what sufficient grounds, legal or otherwise, were necessary. No one knew partly because the U.S. Constitution provides few guidelines about impeachment beyond stipulating, in Article II, Section 4, that a federal officer can be impeached for treason, bribery, or a high crime or misdemeanor. The House of Representatives shall have the sole power of impeachment, the Constitution says, and a simple majority of members can vote to impeach. The Senate shall then have the sole power to try all impeachments, and if there is a trial of the U.S. President, the chief justice of the Supreme Court shall preside over it. No person shall be convicted without the concurrence of two-thirds of the members of the Senate present. A conviction requires the person be removed from office. As for further punishment, the convicted person may or may not be prosecuted by law. That’s pretty much it.

			And if the President—the President of the United States—was to be impeached for treason, bribery, or a high crime or misdemeanor, then the country had to define “high crime.” Originally, the crime warranting impeachment was “maladministration,” but James Madison had objected; the term was hazy. Yet “high crimes and misdemeanors” is fuzzy too. In Federalist 65, Alexander Hamilton clarified—sort of: a high crime is an abuse of executive authority, proceeding from “an abuse or violation of some public trust.” Impeachment is a “national inquest into the conduct of public men.” Fuzzy again: are impeachments to proceed because of violations of law—or infractions against that murky thing called public trust?

			
			But surely if the only crimes that were impeachable were “high,” then the Founders must have meant “high misdemeanors” as well. For a misdemeanor is a legal offense, ranked below that of a felony. Was a President to be impeached for any misdemeanor—like stealing a chicken—or did it have to be something, well, “higher”?

			Yet the fact remains that the Founding Fathers had anticipated the possible need for an impeachment. Of that, there can be no doubt. A man in a position of power must be held accountable for his actions. And so they outlined a way to adjudicate accountability—to provide, in other words, a way to maintain a responsible and good government, which is to say to preserve the promise of a better day.

			Still, the impeachment of a President seemed no less revolutionary, no less confusing, and no less terrifying for that. Impeachment was the democratic equivalent of regicide, for Benjamin Franklin had said that without impeachment, assassination was the only way for a country to rid itself of a miscreant chief executive who acted like a king. And murder was of course out of the question.

			President Andrew Johnson’s utterly unprecedented impeachment thus presented knotty constitutional issues—and at a very specific, very difficult time in American history. The ink on the Appomattox peace agreement was barely dry, and the country was seeking moral clarity or, more particularly, the restoration of the Union in a country facing the consequence of war, a reconstruction half done, and a popular if unreadable general, Ulysses S. Grant, waiting in the wings to be elected the next chief executive. Driven by some of the most arresting characters in American history—Charles Sumner, Wendell Phillips, Benjamin Butler, Secretary of War Edwin Stanton, and especially Thaddeus Stevens—it was one of the most significant moments in the nation’s short history, occurring as it did when it did.

			
			For there were concrete, burning questions to be answered about the direction the country would take: Under what terms would the eleven seceded Southern states of the former Confederacy be allowed to re-enter the Union? Should the states that had waged war against the Union be welcomed back into the House and the Senate, all acrimony forgotten, all rebellion forgiven, as if they had never seceded? President Johnson argued that the eleven states had never left; the Constitution forbade secession, and so the Union had never been dissolved. As a consequence, to his way of thinking, these Southern states should resume their place in the Union, their former rights and privileges restored, as soon as their governments could be deemed loyal—mostly by their renouncing secession, accepting slavery’s abolition, and swearing allegiance to the federal government. In theory, such a speedy restoration would swiftly repair the wounds of war.

			Yet what about the condition of four million black men and women, recently freed but who had been deprived during their lives of literacy, legitimacy, and selfhood? Shouldn’t this newly free population be able to control their education, their employment, their representation in government? Were these black men and women then citizens, and if so, could they vote? In 1865, just after the war ended, the white delegates to the South Carolina state convention would hear none of that. As a northern journalist reported in disgust, to them “the negro is an animal; a higher sort of animal, to be sure, than the dog or the horse.”

			Would the nation then reinstate the supremacist status quo for whites? “Can we depend on our President to exert his influence to keep out the Southern States till they secure to the blacks at least the freedom they now have on paper?” a Union general worried. Allowing white Southerners to rejoin the Union quickly while at the same time denying the black man the vote seemed to many Republicans, black and white, “replanting the seeds of rebellion,” as Thaddeus Stevens said, “which, within the next quarter of a century will germinate and produce the same bloody strife which has just ended.”

			
			In a South where houses had been burned, crops had failed, and the railroads had been destroyed, soldiers were hobbling home from the front in gray rags, seeking paroles, jobs, and government office. Thousands of people, both black and white, were dying of starvation. Around Savannah, about two thousand persons had to live on charity. Black men and women in the hundreds had been turned off plantations with little or no money and maybe a bushel of corn.

			Visitors from the North frequently found white Southerners smoldering, aggrieved, and intransigent; white Southerners had tried to protect their homes, believing they’d fought for the unassailable right of each state to make its own laws and preserve its own customs. And they wouldn’t surrender such rights easily, having lost the war. “It is our duty,” said South Carolina planter Wade Hampton, “to support the President of the United States so long as he manifests a disposition to restore all our rights as a sovereign State.” Union General Philip Sheridan, renowned for unrelenting aggression during the war, alerted his superiors that planters in Texas were secretly conspiring “against the rights” of the freedmen. In New Orleans, a visitor was stunned to find a picture of Lincoln hanging next to one of John Wilkes Booth, and above them both, a huge portrait of Robert E. Lee.

			All through the South, ex-Confederates were vilifying the black population, and one legislature after another had been passing “black codes,” ordinances designed to prevent freedmen and -women from owning property, traveling freely, making contracts, and enjoying any form of civil rights or due process. “People had not got over regarding negroes as something other than human,” said a journalist traveling through the South. Meanwhile, Andrew Johnson, the Tennessean occupying the White House, had acted quickly. While Congress was in recess, he singlehandedly re-established Southern state governments by executive proclamation. He subsequently issued pardons to former Confederates on easy terms and at an astonishing rate. He later nudged out of the Freedmen’s Bureau those who disagreed with his position and tried to shut down that Bureau by vetoing legislation that would keep it running. He vetoed civil rights legislation as unfair to whites and attempted to block passage of the Fourteenth Amendment, which guaranteed citizenship to blacks. He turned a cold eye on the violence directed toward the freedmen, and he emphatically staked out a position he sought to maintain, saying, “Everyone would and must admit that the white race is superior to the black.”

			
			Yet on December 4, 1865, at the opening session of the Thirty-Ninth Congress, the clerk at the House of Representatives had omitted from the roll call the names of Southern congressmen.

			Battle lines were being drawn, albeit without a bayonet or rifle.

			The four-year period between the death of Lincoln in the spring of 1865 and the inauguration of Ulysses S. Grant in March of 1869 seems a thicket of competing convictions, festering suspicions, and bold prejudice. Yet oddly, for years and years, the intensely dramatic event—the impeachment of the U.S. President—has largely been papered over or ignored. For years, we’ve sidestepped that ignominious moment when a highly unlikeable President Johnson was brought to trial in the Senate, presumably by fanatical foes. The whole episode left such a bitter aftertaste, as the eminent scholar C. Vann Woodward said more than four decades ago, that historians often relegated the term “impeachment” to the “abysmal dustbin” of never-again experiences—like “secession,” “appeasement,” and “isolationism.”

			The year before Woodward’s pronouncement, though, Michael Les Benedict had brilliantly scrutinized the political dimensions of Johnson’s impeachment, thus breaking with the long tradition of embarrassment, outrage, or silence. Regardless, that tradition has persisted—despite David O. Stewart’s careful study, a decade ago, of how dark money may have influenced the final vote. And though Stewart, a practiced lawyer, is no friend of Andrew Johnson, he too concludes, albeit sadly, that the whole affair was a “political and legal train wreck.”

			
			But to reduce the impeachment of Andrew Johnson to a mistaken incident in American history, a bad taste in the collective mouth, disagreeable and embarrassing, is to forget the extent to which slavery and thus the very fate of the nation lay behind Johnson’s impeachment. “This is one of the last great battles with slavery,” Senator Charles Sumner had said. “Driven from these legislative chambers, driven from the field of war, this monstrous power has found refuge in the Executive Mansion, where, in utter disregard of the Constitution and laws, it seeks to exercise its ancient far-reaching sway.”

			Impeachment: it was neither trivial nor ignominious. It was unmistakably about race. It was about racial prejudice, which is not trivial but shameful. That may be a reason why impeachment and what lay behind it were frequently swept under the national carpet. Then too the whole idea of impeachment does not fit comfortably within the national myth of a democratic country founded in liberty, with abundant space, opportunity, and resources available to all. Impeaching a President implies that we make mistakes, grave ones, in electing or appointing officials, and that these elected men and women might be not great but small—unable to listen to, never mind to represent, the people they serve with justice, conscience, and equanimity. Impeachment suggests dysfunction, uncertainty, and discord—not the discord of war, which can be memorialized as valorous, purposeful, and idealistic, but the far less dramatic and often squalid, sad, intemperate conflicts of peace, partisanship, race, and rancor. Impeachment implies a failure—a failure of government of the people to function, and of leaders to lead. And presidential impeachment means failure at the very top.

			In 1868, the highly unlikeable President Johnson was impeached and then brought to trial in the Senate by men who could no longer tolerate the man’s arrogance and bigotry, his apparent abuse of power, and most recently, his violation of law. Johnson’s impeachment was thus not a plot hatched by a couple of rabid partisans—notably the powerful congressional leader Thaddeus Stevens and his counterpart in the Senate, Charles Sumner. For both Stevens and Sumner were unswerving champions of abolition and civil rights—and yet both were long considered malicious and vindictive zealots, cold and maniacal men incapable of compassion or mercy.

			
			Yet Senator Sumner, the regal advocate of human dignity and political equality, more or less came into his own thanks to historian David Herbert Donald’s two biographies of him, one that earned a Pulitzer Prize in 1961; the other bore the title “The Rights of Man.” As for Thaddeus Stevens, in the Pulitzer Prize–winning Profiles in Courage of 1956, John F. Kennedy called him “the crippled, fanatical personification of the extremes of the Radical Republican movement, master of the House of Representatives, with a mouth like the thin edge of an ax.” Kennedy’s depiction of Stevens was derived in part from the diabolical portrayal of Stevens in D. W. Griffith’s controversial movie Birth of a Nation. In 2012, in the film Lincoln, Steven Spielberg mercifully updated the record, with the actor Tommy Lee Jones playing a more likeable person. But Thaddeus Stevens still lurks in the shadows of history, a fiendish figure whose clubfoot was said to be a sign of the devil, and a man vengefully bent on destroying the South.

			Kennedy also applauded the “courage” of the senators who voted against the conviction of Andrew Johnson, ostensibly because they put the best interests of the country above career and politics. Singling out Edmund G. Ross of Kansas, Kennedy soft-pedaled the fact that Ross may have been bribed to acquit Johnson—or if he wasn’t exactly bribed, he successfully importuned Johnson for favors, perks, and position shortly after his apparently courageous vote.

			And then there is President Andrew Johnson. Lambasted as “King Andy” in one of Thomas Nast’s biting political cartoons, Johnson was a self-made man, born in a log cabin, who, though raised in poverty, rose after Lincoln’s assassination to the topmost position in the land. In his youth, Johnson had been a tailor with a taste for stump oratory and politics, and in 1829, at the age of twenty-one, he was elected alderman in Greeneville, Tennessee, where he was living with his wife and children. He then became mayor, then legislator, then state senator, and he was subsequently elected to the U.S. House of Representatives. He served in Congress for ten years before being elected governor of Tennessee, and he eventually landed in the U.S. Senate as a fierce states’ rights Democrat but also a staunch Unionist.

			
			Johnson’s heroic, lonely stand against secession—he was the only senator from a Confederate state to oppose it—earned him an appointment as military governor of Tennessee during the war and then the vice-presidential slot when President Lincoln ran for re-election in 1864.

			With a Southern War Democrat on the Republican ticket, Peace Democrats could not easily tag Lincoln as anti-Southern. Johnson also helped Lincoln appeal to the working class, especially the Irish, for Johnson did not approve of the common prejudice against Catholics. Yet his tenure as Vice President began badly. Presumably suffering from a nasty cold, he had medicated himself with a concoction that included some fortifying shots of alcohol. Whatever he drank, Johnson arrived at Lincoln’s second inauguration reeking of whiskey, and after muttering something not quite comprehensible about his being a plebeian and a man of the people, he bent over and planted a sloppy kiss on the Bible. Secretary of the Navy Gideon Welles shifted uncomfortably in his seat and said to Secretary of War Edwin Stanton, who would play a key role in the impeachment, that Johnson must be either drunk or crazy.

			Regardless, after the dust of impeachment had mostly settled, Johnson was credited as being the valiant public servant whose plan for reconstruction had been temperate, fair-minded, constitutional, and intrepid. One writer, in the 1920s, anticipating Kennedy’s portrayal, christened Johnson a “profile in courage” whom future generations would regard as an “unscathed cross upon a smoking battlefield.” Johnson was seen for a time as a populist, a champion of democracy and of the beloved Constitution; as a man of principle, flawed perhaps, but honest, upright, brave.

			
			Perhaps he had been brave—if, that is, one can separate mettle from mulishness. For in the end, Andrew Johnson assumed powers as President that he used to thwart the laws he didn’t like. He disregarded Congress, whose legitimacy he ignored. He sought to restore the South as the province of white men and to return to power a planter class that perpetuated racial distrust and violence.

			Still, Andrew Johnson had once vowed to penalize the traitorous, secessionist South. “The American people must be taught—if they do not already feel—that treason is a crime and must be punished,” he had said just days after Lincoln’s assassination. At the same time, he argued, as he always had, that since secession was illegal, only people could be traitors, not states. His position was that as long as rebels applied to him for pardons, which they amply did, he would amply grant them. A traitor, to Johnson, then became anyone he disliked—mostly Republicans, and especially men like Thaddeus Stevens and Charles Sumner.

			Convinced by the summer of 1866 that congressional Republicans were out to get him, Johnson toured the North and West and in a set of speeches remarkable for their vituperation, he shouted out to the crowd that he hadn’t been responsible for recent riots, such as had occurred in Memphis or New Orleans. Blame Charles Sumner; blame Thad Stevens; blame Congress or anyone dubious about the Southern governments he had put into place, crackpot fanatics who wanted to give all people the vote, even in some cases women, regardless of color. Don’t blame him.

			The years right after the war were years of blood and iron: bloody streets, iron men, oaths of allegiance, as they were called, in which former rebels swore their loyalty to the Union. But to what kind of Union government were they promising to be loyal? For these were years in which the executive and the legislature struggled to define, or redefine, the responsibilities of a representative government—and the question of who would be fairly represented. These were years of sound and fury, of fanaticism and terror, of political idealism and mixed motives, of double-dealing and high principle—and of racism, confusion, and fear. It was a time of opportunism, paranoia, pluck, and tragedy: tragedy for the nation, to be sure, and for individuals, often nameless, who lost their lives in the very, very troubled attempts to remake the country and to make it whole.

			
			The nation was at a crossroads, and at the very center of that crossroads was impeachment.
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			CHAPTER ONE

			 

			Mars

			April 15, 1865, Washington, D.C.

			Secretary of War Edwin Stanton leaned over the bedside of his good friend, Abraham Lincoln, and, tears spilling down his cheeks, spoke the memorable phrase: now he belongs to the angels—or the ages. No one is quite sure which word, “angels” or “ages,” Stanton uttered, but each works poignantly well.

			Many were likely surprised by Stanton’s sobs. And his eloquence. Most knew him as hard, implacable, and gruff. He barked out orders to his inferiors, he kept the lamps burning in the War Department all through the night, and he’d organized the Union army with precision. His long beard trailed down to the middle of his chest, as if he had no time to bother with a barber, and he took exercise by standing at his high desk for as many as fifteen hours a day. He was so devoted to the War Department, in fact, that people were likely not surprised, three years later, when Stanton assumed center stage during the impeachment controversy.

			Of all people, though, President Lincoln might have understood best what motivated his secretary of war. For if Stanton had ever unburdened himself, it would have been to his chief executive. These two men—Lincoln, tall and lean and genial; Stanton, shorter, squatter, and far more volatile—were friends. Wrapped in a plaid shawl and with his hat pulled down over his forehead, during the war Lincoln would walk over to the War Department and sit in the small room next to Stanton’s office, where Lincoln kept a desk. He and Stanton waited, each of them anxious, for telegraph dispatches from the many fields of battle. Sometimes they relaxed together, occasionally driving north of the city to the leafy retreat known as the retired soldiers’ home, where the secretary of war, like Lincoln and his family, escaped from summer heat. These men truly loved each other, said Representative Henry Dawes, who knew them both.

			
			Edwin Stanton had also shared with Lincoln grief of a more personal sort. Like Lincoln’s boy Willie, Stanton’s young son had also died in 1862. But Stanton mainly sought relief in work, and unlike Lincoln, always appeared to be on guard, shouldering sorrows that acquaintances only sometimes glimpsed. After Stanton’s father, a well-liked physician, had died suddenly in 1827, the thirteen-year-old Stanton took charge of the Steubenville, Ohio, household that included his mother, his brother, and his two sisters. He completed only one year at Kenyon College but studied law in the office of his guardian, becoming the sort of brilliant attorney on whom nothing was lost—and who left nothing to chance. He prepared cases with a meticulous, even furious, attention to detail, and he argued with aggressive often insolent vigor. He might insult a witness or a judge, or tell the opposing counsel to quit whining. A stocky, broad-shouldered man with brown, sharp eyes under steel-rimmed spectacles that he often wiped, he was not an easy person to like, and there were a great many people who did, in fact, dislike him.

			As Henry Dawes would recall, Edwin Stanton was also “prone to despond.” When he was twenty-two, he married Mary Lamson, and after the burial of their firstborn daughter, Stanton disinterred the child and placed her remains in a metal box that he kept on the mantelpiece. When his wife died not long afterward—Stanton was thirty—he stopped eating and sleeping and in the night would rush from room to room, lamp in hand, crying out, “Where is Mary?” Not long after that, Stanton, learning that his brother Darwin had cut his own throat, ran to Darwin’s house, where blood was pooling on the floorboards. He then raced out into the freezing cold in such a hurry that friends, fearing for his life, coaxed him back and stayed with him until he calmed down. Stanton took responsibility for Darwin’s family but never seemed to recover. “I feel indifferent to the present, careless of the future—” he said, “in a state of bewilderment the end of which is hidden.”

			
			Yet Stanton’s law practice was thriving. He moved to Pittsburgh, where he argued on behalf of the state of Pennsylvania before the Supreme Court to prevent a bridge from being built across the Ohio River because, Stanton claimed, it would prevent tall steamboats from traveling under it and thereby restrict interstate commerce. The case dragged on for almost a decade, and though Stanton technically lost, steamboat travel continued. Then in 1856, Stanton married Ellen Hutchison, a woman from a wealthy Pittsburgh family and Stanton’s junior by sixteen years. Though Lincoln’s secretary John Hay described her “as white and cold and motionless as marble, whose rare smiles seemed to pain her,” the marriage seems to have been happy in spite of Stanton’s working long hours—and his even longer absences.

			Attorney General Jeremiah S. Black had appointed Stanton as special U.S. counsel to inspect alleged Mexican land grants in California. During his protracted stay in the West—almost a year—Stanton immediately learned Spanish to gather the documents scattered throughout the state, or that were allegedly lost, and he exposed several bogus land grant deals, one of which actually claimed ownership of San Francisco. In early 1859, he returned to Washington, where he had moved his family, and built an impressive brick house, three stories high, on the north side of K Street. He was a prosperous, sought-after man in a country about to break apart.

			He was also involved in legal spectacles, serving on the defense team for Daniel Sickles, the Democratic congressman from New York who had recently shot and killed District Attorney Philip Barton Key. There was no doubt as to Sickles’ guilt, but the trial was something of a circus, featuring two of Washington’s well-known political creatures, the flamboyant Sickles and the deceased Philip Key. Sickles had served as James Buchanan’s secretary when Buchanan was minister to the Court of St. James’s during the Franklin Pierce administration. The good-looking District Attorney Key was the son of Francis Scott Key, composer of “The Star-Spangled Banner.” He also happened to be the lover of Sickles’ wife.

			
			Along with six other lawyers, Edwin Stanton defended Sickles before a packed Washington courtroom eager for salacious details about the affair. Sickles admitted he’d killed Key but pleaded not guilty by reason of “temporary insanity,” the first time such a plea had been offered in the United States. Sickles had to be insane, his lawyers contended; what man wouldn’t be driven crazy by his wife’s infidelity? The all-male jury voted to acquit Sickles, another triumph for Edwin Stanton.

			The next year, 1860, during the last days of his presidency, James Buchanan reshuffled his cabinet and appointed Stanton as attorney general. But unlike President Buchanan, who dithered over how to handle the threat of secession, Stanton was firm. America was the only democracy in the world, Stanton asserted more than once, and he was committed to its preservation—even if that meant leaking information to Republican Senator William H. Seward about President Buchanan’s intentions toward a besieged Fort Sumter in 1860. Little wonder that among his enemies, Stanton earned a reputation as disingenuous, if not downright duplicitous.

			When Lincoln appointed Edwin Stanton his secretary of war, there were many people who still distrusted him. During the war many men distrusted many other men, but Stanton was a favorite villain: he could be satirical, contemptuous, impatient, and just plain rude. One biographer described his “pantherlike pursuit of the evildoer.” John Hay thought Stanton an energetic “man of administrative scope and executive tact,” but Hay also said he’d rather “make a tour of a smallpox hospital” than ask Stanton for a favor. Still, Stanton’s assistant in the War Department, Charles Anderson Dana, said Stanton was far more than an aggressive patriot. He was a student of the Bible, of history, and of literature; he read every book he could find on Napoleon and he adored Charles Dickens. During the war, he kept Dickens’ Pickwick Papers near his bed because it never failed to soothe him. His library contained over 2,500 volumes.

			
			Although Stanton, a former Democrat, was now a Republican, Democratic friends praised him as an honest man sworn to protecting the country from extremists of any stripe. He hated both abolition and secession. And though as a child Stanton had reportedly sat on abolitionist Benjamin Lundy’s knee, or so a colleague wishfully recollected, the adult Stanton had steered clear of the abolitionists. He did maintain for many years his friendship with Salmon Chase, the celebrated fugitive slaves’ lawyer, but refused to join the abolitionist cause. Yet in Washington, Stanton frequently visited the home of Gamaliel Bailey, editor of The National Era, which had published Uncle Tom’s Cabin in serial form. Slowly his moderate views—if they had been moderate—about slavery and emancipation changed. Or, perhaps more likely, he started to express views long held but that he’d kept to himself. It’s hard to know—he was always canny. “Stanton is a character such as Plutarch would have liked to describe,” political scholar Francis Lieber said.

			While in Lincoln’s cabinet, Stanton encouraged the deployment of black troops; he supported the Emancipation Proclamation; he endorsed the Thirteenth Amendment, outlawing slavery. His detractors perceived these positions as disloyal because they seemed to contradict his earlier allegiance to the Democratic party and called into question his earlier contempt for abolitionists. They began branding Stanton a traitor. “Such hostility should, however, be accounted a crown of honor,” Representative James G. Blaine observed.

			Stanton’s friend Jeremiah Black initially rose to Stanton’s defense. “My own personal knowledge,” Black said, “does not enable me to accuse him of any mean or disgraceful act.” Later, Black would reconsider. If Stanton had been merely posing as an anti-abolitionist, good states’ rights Democrat—if he was a man to “run with the hare and hunt with the hounds”—then Edwin Stanton was nothing more than an oily, beady-eyed trickster of the most unscrupulous sort.

			
			Were there two different Stantons? A Democrat who didn’t much like him would say that there were. Or were Democrats and Republicans just duking out their differences, using the war secretary as their foil? Surely Stanton had been torn between loyalty to Democrats like Buchanan and Jeremiah Black and his growing recognition that slavery was an unpardonable sin—and that secession, as a way to preserve slavery, was an unpardonable error. Perhaps that’s why he drove himself so hard. Asthmatic since boyhood, his attacks at times had become so severe that he would double over, wheezing and gasping. He smoked cigars to open up his bronchial passages. (He wasn’t the only one who thought this would help.) He pretended to take fresh air in order to pacify his friend the surgeon general, who begged him to relax. “Keep me alive till this rebellion is over,” Stanton replied, “and then I will take a rest!” He added, a bit more seriously, “A long one, perhaps.”

			Certainly Edwin Stanton was the most enigmatic man in Lincoln’s cabinet, and, during Andrew Johnson’s administration, the ultimate thorn in Johnson’s side. Yet Stanton never defended himself publicly against those who traduced him, even when his critics were George McClellan and William Tecumseh Sherman. Then again he may have deliberately appeared to seem all things to all men. Later, he would characterize himself as “in-betweenity.” But whether as Democrat or as newly minted Republican, Stanton wanted to protect the law of the land—the Constitution—even when he seemed to take the law into his own hands. A clerk in the War Department thought that Stanton prosecuted the war as if it were a case he was arguing in court: “He seemed to regard himself as holding a brief for the Government and to be bent on bringing his client out successful, leaving everybody else to look out for himself and to get in the way at his peril.”
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					Brilliant and prickly, Edwin McMasters Stanton was secretary of war during the Lincoln and Johnson administrations; but resisting Johnson’s attempts to subvert Reconstruction laws, “Stanton is coming to be regarded as the champion of Congress,” colleagues observed just before Johnson dismissed him.

				
			
			Yet if he perplexed or antagonized people, he also inspired them. “He was the bulwark of confidence to the loyal North,” one of his secretaries declared. “In the dark hours he was the anchor which held fast the destiny of the republic.” For despite the trappings of success—the huge house, the large receptions—and his crusty, well-defended exterior, Stanton possessed an endearing humility. Each day he walked over to the general market, a basket on arm, to banter with Confederate sympathizers, from whom he picked up information as well as fruit or bread from their stalls. If a Union man was selling produce, Stanton gently provided a scrap of encouraging news. Secretary of State William Seward’s daughter once commented on the “merry twinkle” in Stanton’s eye. When her father was severely injured in a carriage accident in 1865, Stanton tenderly bathed Seward’s face “like a woman in the sickroom,” she said. “He loved those he trusted, and he trusted without question those he loved.” One of General Meade’s aides, terrified to meet Stanton, reported that he found the secretary of war “mild as drawn butter.”

			
			He could also throw an inkstand at you; he could dismiss you as an imbecile, which was his early estimation of Lincoln, although Stanton rapidly changed his mind (he could do that too) and considered the President in all ways his superior. The two men had met as early as 1855, when Stanton was already a prominent attorney and Lincoln a backwoods lawyer, or so Stanton thought, and they were briefly brought together in a patent infringement case. Stanton snubbed Lincoln and according to one journalist referred to him as a “giraffe.” But Lincoln admired Stanton, and in 1862 chose him to succeed the ineffective and scandal-ridden Simon Cameron as war secretary. In all likelihood his appointment was promoted by Lincoln’s secretary of state, William Seward, who remembered that Stanton had divulged intelligence about cabinet decisions during the Fort Sumter crisis. It was a very small world.

			The instant that Stanton took over the unvarnished war office in 1862, with its odor of stale tobacco and panic, he rolled up his sleeves. “As soon as I can get the machinery of the office working,” he said, “the rats cleared out, and the rat-holes stopped, we shall move,” he declared. He did not mince words. Nor stop. Stories of Stanton’s capacity for work are legion. He promptly read as much as possible about the administration of armies, for he had to raise a huge one. With an efficiency bordering on genius, he consolidated control over the telegraph lines, tightly censoring war information, and from time to time he tried to censor the newspapers. He oversaw the standardization of extensive railroad track; he updated the signal systems. During the day, in order to rest, he might lock the door to his office, lie down on his couch, and scan British newspapers sympathetic to the Confederacy. “I consider him one of the heroic elements in our war,” Francis Lieber declared.

			He drove subordinates as hard as he drove himself. “He was prone to be suspicious of those who did not work as he did,” Henry Dawes noted. His dark eyes were rimmed with weariness. Trails of gray ran down his long, full beard; his lips folded into a grimace. A web of lines appeared on his once-smooth face because for all his thunder and granite, Stanton was painfully sensitive to the responsibility he bore for hurling men, hundreds of thousands of them, into battle. Yet he followed the rules with rigidity, believing as he did in organization and discipline. One afternoon, after coldly turning down a family’s heartrending pleas for clemency for a soldier who had deserted, Stanton walked into his office and, according to his clerk, broke down. “God help me to do my duty,” he cried. “God help me to do my duty!”

			
			When the administration took the remarkable step of suspending habeas corpus, Stanton acted as its front man. He was excoriated as a tyrant, a ruffian, a dictator, an ogre. Supposedly he had withheld reinforcements from his former friend General George McClellan, causing McClellan’s devastating defeat in the Peninsula campaign. There was also the matter of his decision to shut down recruiting offices in the summer of 1862. Wrongly, he had thought victory near—and that he would not have to deliver more men to their deaths. But always Lincoln firmly backed his war secretary, whom he called his “Mars.” To President Lincoln, Stanton was the rock “against which the breakers dash and roar, dash and roar without ceasing.”

			“I do not see how he survived,” Lincoln added, “why he is not crushed and torn to pieces.”

			General Ulysses S. Grant, a man not given to overstatement, and not always fond of the secretary, nonetheless praised Stanton as “one of the great men of the Republic.”

			During the election of 1864, Stanton was bedridden for three weeks, and he may have recovered sooner had he been appointed to the Supreme Court that fall. It was the only position Edwin Stanton really wanted, but Lincoln said he could not manage without him. After Lee surrendered, when Stanton wanted to resign from the cabinet, Lincoln asked him to remain. “It is not for you to say when you will no longer be needed here,” the President said to him. So Stanton stayed, and he stayed, and he stayed. It may be accurately said that, after the war, Edwin Stanton was but one more casualty of it.

			

			—

			
			ON APRIL 14, 1865, Edwin Stanton had been undressing for bed when he heard a loud knocking at the front door. His wife hurried into the room, incredulous. Lincoln had been shot. Secretary of State William Seward had been stabbed. Suddenly the Stanton house was teeming with people. Someone begged the secretary not to go out—someone else said a man was outside lurking in the shadows—but Stanton had to go to Bill Seward’s home, where he found Seward barely conscious on bloody bedsheets.
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					The early terrified rumors in the wake of Lincoln’s assassination suggested Secretary of State Seward had died as well.

				
			
			
			Seward’s son Frederick too had been severely wounded, as was George Robinson, the army nurse who’d been assigned to Seward after Seward’s recent carriage accident. Stanton tried to soothe Mrs. Seward. He ordered a soldier to guard the premises, and he posted sentries at the homes of other cabinet members. Gideon Welles, the secretary of the navy, arrived, and Stanton and Welles drove together to the Peterson house, across from Ford’s Theater, where Lincoln lay.

			The city was already in an uproar. Soldiers everywhere were patrolling, alert, frightened, angry.

			The next morning, in a dull and misty rain, the dazed capital city began to wrap itself in black crepe. Government offices did not open. Drinking establishments closed. Theaters canceled performances. Pictures of Lincoln appeared in store windows. Men and women, black and white, milled in front of the White House. There were some arrests of former rebels. The homes of cabinet officers remained guarded. Police had banged on the door of a Washington boardinghouse, where they had been told conspirators may have secretly met. Wagons filled with produce were turned away from the city, and cavalry watched for suspicious persons: there may have been more assassins sneaking about, waiting to strike.

			Stanton took charge. He needed to apprehend the persons behind the murder of Lincoln and the attempt on Secretary of State Seward. How many officials had been targeted, and how many assassins were involved? He would bring them to justice. He dispatched detectives, instructing them to dig up as much evidence as possible. He ordered more soldiers to fan out over the city. He sent for General Grant, who had gone to Philadelphia instead of joining President Lincoln the night before. He closed Ford’s Theater and arranged the funeral ceremonies. He oversaw Lincoln’s burial attire, choosing to dress him in the Brooks Brothers suit Lincoln had worn at the second inaugural.

			
			Convinced that he too had been a target, Stanton was certain that somehow Jefferson Davis, the President of the Confederacy, was implicated.

			Rumors flew around Washington, around the North, throughout the South.

			It would have been reassuring to prove a conspiracy of Southerners—that would have made sense. Southerners might want to extend the war, not rupture the early peace. Generals Lee and Grant had already met at Appomattox, and General Lee had surrendered, but peace was not going to come easy. In Iowa, one woman was jubilant about Lincoln’s assassination; while in South Carolina, a Union soldier, learning of Lincoln’s death, confided to his diary that “God will punish & forgive, I suppose; but men never can.”

			

			—

			BY TEN O’CLOCK in the morning on the day that Abraham Lincoln died, Edwin Stanton and several other members of the Lincoln cabinet had gathered at the Kirkwood House, a five-story hotel on Pennsylvania Avenue at 12th Street, where Vice President Andrew Johnson lived in a two-room suite on the second floor. They had come to witness the swearing-in of Johnson as the President of the United States.

			Salmon Chase, by then chief justice of the Supreme Court, administered the oath of office. “May God support, guide, and bless you in your arduous duties,” Chase concluded the brief ceremony.

			This was a very different scene from the one that had taken place a little more than a month earlier when, during his inauguration as Vice President, Johnson gestured extravagantly and delivered such a long, incoherent speech that Senator Zachariah Chandler groaned. “I was never so mortified in my life,” he said. “Had I been able to find a hole I would have dropped through it out of sight.”

			This time, Andrew Johnson rose to the occasion. He reassured members of the government and the press first of all by his deportment. Reporters described him as dignified, composed, and sober. He promised continuity: he would keep the members of Lincoln’s cabinet as his own. He reassured Republicans, particularly the more radical wing of the party, that he was “clearly” of the opinion “that those who are good enough to fight for the Government are good enough to vote for it; and that a black heart is a more serious defect in an American citizen than a black face.”

			
			Although Johnson had been a slave-state Democrat, to George Julian, a Republican representative from Indiana, the new President “would prove a godsend to the country.” After all, Johnson had emphatically declared that “robbery is a crime; rape is a crime; murder is a crime; treason is a crime; and crime must be punished.” Johnson had been referring mainly to Lincoln’s assassins, but former Confederates seemed to be put on notice. George Julian was satisfied.

			So too was Ohio Senator Benjamin Wade, who wasted no time meeting with fellow Republicans to discuss how to bolster the President’s cabinet.

			Secretary of State Seward had to go, of course. He had been seriously injured, but more than that, Republicans like Benjamin Wade never trusted the waffling secretary. No one mentioned replacing Secretary of War Edwin Stanton. For whatever anyone had previously thought of Andrew Johnson, if they thought of him at all, many people expressed relief that in this sad hour, there was the warhorse Edwin Stanton, battered but unbowed. “Thank God Stanton lives,” said Cincinnati lawyer William Dickson.

			“The country cannot spare you,” the historian George Bancroft wrote Secretary Stanton. If Stanton still considered retiring, he must banish the thought. “Stand your ground,” he was told. “Don’t resign. There is work for you yet to do.”

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER TWO

			 

			Magnificent Intentions

			
				“Our whole system is like molten wax, ready to receive an impression.”

				—CHARLES SUMNER

			

			The marble of the U.S. Capitol sparkled in the sunlight. It was still under construction, the extensions enlarging it half done, and the monument to George Washington, unfinished and underfunded, reached only partway to the sky. Washington: a city of magnificent intentions, Charles Dickens had said. “There is incompleteness wherever the eyes rest,” a visitor to the city observed years after Dickens came and went.

			Incomplete buildings symbolized the state of the country after four long years of war, division, and death—four years during which the city daily watched those plain pine coffins being loaded into open hearses; four years of hunger and privation and of burning cities, of thousands of refugees, white and black, without shelter or means of support. Nothing and no one could go back to the way things were, and there were so many unanswered questions. How would the nation fulfill its mission of liberty and equality, begun a century earlier with the Declaration of Independence? And could a nation so recently divided pull itself together, finally indivisible, or would it remain shattered, shaken, and in pieces?

			
			By the late spring of 1865, some 40,000 freed blacks had arrived in Washington looking for work. A number of them found jobs and homes in Maryland or Virginia, thanks in large part to the ministrations of the Freedmen’s Bureau, which was set up to provide just that: work, education, assistance, even in some cases land. Four hundred acres in Arlington had been divided into small lots for rent. But many people were housed in shanties, stables, cellars, or improvised homes knocked together with tarpaper, and they had no wood, no blankets in winter, no means of subsistence.
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					After the war, emancipated men and women flocked to the country’s capital, where they often lived in impoverished conditions, largely ignored by Washington politicians.

				
			
			They lived in the shadow of marble government buildings and of the Executive Mansion, itself dingy after those four years of war. Washington in summer was hot; and in winter, the streets and open spaces were thick with black mud or slush and snow—and “dead horses, dead dogs, cats, rats, rubbish, and refuse of all kind,” journalist Jane Swisshelm noted. Pigs rooted in people’s yards. “I have even heard its inhabitants tell stories of nightly pig-hunts in the streets,” a British visitor said, “and of the danger of tumbling over a cow on the pavement on a dark night.” Near the White House were brothels and gambling houses and saloons, where more than one congressman drank too much, and not far away was the street known as Newspaper Row, where harried journalists scribbled news.

			
			There was no industry in Washington—none except politics. And yet the white marble buildings glistened in the April light of 1865, and the city’s broad avenues possessed a gracious elegance that visitors liked to associate with the South. The actress Charlotte Cushman, visiting the city, noted how people with great fortunes had settled in Washington. Often they were Southerners, she observed, who intended to “get back the political ascendancy dear to every Southern heart.”

			To them, Andrew Johnson actually did seem a godsend in this confusing time, when the country seemed half-finished, the peace rocky, and the state of the Union unclear. Should the South be punished, more than war had already punished it, for its disloyalty? Should the Southern states that rebelled be allowed to come back into the Union without being further penalized for having left? And what about the fate of the former Southern slave who, before the war, had been counted as three-fifths of a person, per the compromise written into the Constitution? (Apportioning representation, the compromise had given the North a net gain—but had also provided slave-holding states a commensurate reduction in federal taxes, which were based on eligible inhabitants.) Now free, the former slave would be counted as a full person. That would increase the number of representatives from the Southern states in the House of Representatives—quite unfairly, if persons of color were denied the vote.

			After Appomattox, General William Tecumseh Sherman leaped into the fray. Brilliant and irascible, though something of an amoral pragmatist, the leathery Sherman had known devastation firsthand; his army had caused much of it. But he hated war, which he waged with fury, and he wanted to bring Southerners into the Union on their old footing as soon as possible, hoping magnanimous terms would produce law and order. Far exceeding his authority, Sherman presented Confederate General Joseph Johnston with terms of surrender stunningly more lenient than what General Grant had offered Robert E. Lee.

			
			Sherman’s so-called “general amnesty” included official recognition of existing state governments in the South, home rule (jurisdiction over state policies and practices), and the restoration of property and political rights in the former Confederate states. However, he did not insist that the former Confederates recognize the Emancipation Proclamation; critics quickly noted that a restoration of their property could be understood as a return of their slaves. And Sherman’s amnesty would easily allow rebellious Southerners—“the worst men of the South,” as Sherman’s brother John, an Ohio senator, called them—to reinstate their state organizations, which would endanger the welfare of freed blacks and those whites who’d been loyal to the Union.

			Edwin Stanton was apoplectic.

			Unlike Stanton, General Sherman assumed that Southern leaders would accept the results of the war and, if left alone, cultivate their own gardens. Simple, generous, impulsively naïve to many, not just to Stanton, General Sherman was seen as selling out the freed men and women, the Unionists, and the Republican party. Even Sherman’s brother cringed. General Sherman’s terms were “inadmissible,” Senator Sherman acknowledged while defending the general, whom he said had merely taken a “simple military view” of the situation.

			War had honed General William Tecumseh Sherman to a thin, wiry point; he was tenacious and temperamental—and exceptional. “No one could be with him half an hour and doubt his greatness,” a journalist once said. Raised by Ohio Senator Thomas Ewing after Sherman’s father died, he attended West Point, married Ewing’s daughter Ellen, and then resigned from the army in 1853 to seek his fortune elsewhere. His stint as a banker in San Francisco left him disillusioned and impoverished, so in 1859 he took a position as head of a new military college in Louisiana. After Louisiana seceded from the Union, Sherman left the college and in 1861 received an appointment as a Union infantry colonel.

			
			Called insane when he insisted that 200,000 troops were necessary to suppress the rebellion in Kentucky, he refurbished his reputation by becoming an inspired soldier, devoted to the Union. Grant admired him hugely, and Sherman completely trusted Grant. “He stood by me when I was crazy and I stood by him when he was drunk,” Sherman drily noted when someone tried to denigrate Grant, “and now, sir, we stand by each other always.”

			At a hastily convened cabinet meeting, with General Grant attending, President Johnson had acted swiftly to reject the Sherman agreement, partly because it might suggest that the general had little faith in Johnson’s abilities. The press had hinted that Sherman was eyeing the President’s job, though General Sherman immediately quashed the preposterous rumor. “Gossip of my having presidential aspirations is absurd and offensive to me,” he told Grant, “and I would check it if I knew how.” Sherman loathed Washington politics, never sought political office, and in 1884 famously refused a presidential run: “I will not accept if nominated,” he declared, “and will not serve if elected.”

			Secretary of War Stanton loudly censured General Sherman in the press, which sparked a nasty public quarrel between the two men. Senator John Sherman begged the angry Stanton to back down. The last thing the country needed was a spat between its secretary of war and one of its most revered generals. Do not drive General Sherman into the ranks of the so-called Copperheads, John Sherman added, using the common nickname for Southern-sympathizing Peace Democrats.

			General Sherman wasn’t a Democrat, he wasn’t a Copperhead, and he claimed that he was just following Lincoln’s lead when he sought to befriend white Southerners after the war. This was the position of many other moderate Republicans as well, for as early as 1863, Lincoln had been laying plans to reunify the country. To that end, he’d issued a “Proclamation of Amnesty and Reconstruction,” which included full pardons to any ex-Confederate seeking amnesty, provided that he hadn’t been in the Confederate government or served as a high-ranking officer in its army. The proclamation also included the restoration of property (except slaves) to those same ex-Confederates if they also swore to defend the Constitution and all the laws of the United States, including the Emancipation Proclamation. Once ten percent of the prewar electorate in a formerly seceded Southern state took this oath, they could re-establish a new and loyal state government. Those new loyal governments would be entitled to representation in Washington—if Congress approved, naturally, since it had the right to determine the qualifications of its own members.

			
			Lincoln had not said anything about voting or civil rights. But his amnesty proclamation was a wartime measure intended, in 1863, to lure Southerners back into the Union while making sure that slaves stayed free. No one knew with certainty what Lincoln’s reconstruction policies, after the war, would actually have been, which is why his last speech was—and continues to be—parsed over and over again. For just days before his assassination, from the balcony of the White House, Lincoln had addressed a large black and white audience on the lawn. Declaring that “we, the loyal people” were not of one mind about what he called reconstruction, or the “re-inauguration of the national authority,” he reminded the audience that reunification could be “fraught with great difficulty.” And he said he was amenable to plans other than his own.

			He also said he was open to enfranchising black men who were “very intelligent” or who had served “our cause as soldiers.”

			While Lincoln lay in state in the East Room of the White House, his cabinet had met, and on Easter Sunday April 16, a dutiful Edwin Stanton read to them a draft of the interim reconstruction plan he’d presented at Lincoln’s last cabinet meeting, which he had revised, per Lincoln’s instructions. Since some Southern states, like Tennessee, were already under the jurisdiction of a military governor loyal to the Union, and since Virginia already had a loyal governor, Stanton suggested putting other states, like North Carolina, whose government was in shambles, under the jurisdiction of a temporary military marshal. That marshal could order the election of new and loyal government officials. The proposal was but a sketch, of course, hastily pulled together, and intended first and foremost to prevent bedlam in the South. It left open the question of voting rights for blacks.

			
			That evening, before the fireplace in his office at the War Department, Stanton again presented the reconstruction plan, this time to a group of Republicans that included Massachusetts Senator Charles Sumner, Indiana Representative Schuyler Colfax, and several other members of Congress. Sumner pounced: Stanton had not included a provision for negro suffrage—giving the black man the vote.

			Exhausted, Stanton explained he had not wanted to divide the Republican party, which he knew he would, by including suffrage. Sumner insisted. “This is a moment for changes,” he said. “Our whole system is like molten wax, ready to receive an impression.”

			Sumner’s ideas about reconstruction included full civil and political rights for all black men, and he was not alone. Just days before Lincoln’s assassination, Chief Justice of the Supreme Court Salmon Chase, who’d been Lincoln’s treasury secretary, told Lincoln it would be a crime and a folly “if the colored loyalists of the rebel states shall be left to the control of restored rebels, not likely in that case to be either wise or just.” The editor of Harper’s Weekly similarly noted that if “the political power in the late insurrectionary State be intrusted exclusively to the whites, the colored population will be left entirely at the mercy of those who have always regarded them with contempt, and who doubtless feel bitterly toward them as the real cause of the war which has desolated the South.” Think of it: without the right to vote, the freedpeople might be denied the right to testify in court, to sit on juries, to bear arms, to attend church, even to learn how to read.

			Abolitionist leader Frederick Douglass, a former slave, put the issue succinctly: “Slavery is not abolished until the black man has the ballot.”

			Frederick Douglass, Charles Sumner, Thaddeus Stevens, and Chief Justice Chase were some of those lumped together as “Radicals,” or “Radical Republicans,” a somewhat loose designation generally intended as a slur and one that referred mostly to policies vis-à-vis the South. (The epithet “radical” seems to have originated in the earlier label “radical abolitionist,” which the Democrat press in particular, but not exclusively, had applied with contempt.) Though Radical Republicans were not necessarily a cohesive group—few groups are—generally speaking, they had believed that the Civil War should be fought first and foremost to emancipate the slaves; after the war, they championed civil rights for blacks and alleged that a reconstruction policy overly lenient to the former Confederate states would unquestionably return the freedmen and -women to a condition like slavery. Radical Republicans had feared that outcome in 1864, while the war raged, and they feared it more now that the war was over. And so they clamored for black voting rights. Many of them argued that the states formerly in rebellion should not be readmitted into Congress until they guaranteed suffrage.

			
			And so at Charles Sumner’s urging, Edwin Stanton revised his blueprint for reconstruction yet again, including in it a proviso for giving black men the vote. In this, Stanton may have appeared to be a Radical Republican. Yet certain moderate Republicans—and even a number of Democrats—backed granting black men some form of suffrage if certain qualifications were met, like the ability to read and write. These Republicans often thought such a requirement should be levied on white voters too.

			The Democratic New York Herald supported qualified black suffrage, mainly because it seemed expedient. “The radical abolition faction of the North, slavery being abolished, have mounted their new hobby of negro suffrage, and they threaten to ‘ride it rough shod’ over the Southern States, and over the administration if it shall presume to stand in the way,” the paper noted. Since the population of the cotton states was at least one-half freed blacks, the Herald suggested that “upon some fair system of restrictions, we would urge them to incorporate negro suffrage into their new State constitutions.” Suffrage would undercut the platform of Northern radicals by hastening the readmission of Southern states into Congress, and the readmission of Southern states into Congress would presumably bring Democrats back into control of it.

			
			Intent on making sure that Congress—and Congress alone—handled matters of reconstruction, Thaddeus Stevens claimed that the executive branch of government had already accumulated too much power, particularly during the war, when Lincoln appropriated authority rightly belonging to the legislature. As a result, Schuyler Colfax and several other congressional leaders asked President Johnson to convene a special session of Congress as soon as possible, Congress not being due to convene until December 1865, almost eight months after the assassination.

			In no rush to reduce the presidential power that Lincoln had wielded, Andrew Johnson said he was too busy. By nature a suspicious man always looking over his shoulder, Johnson well knew that a bullet, not the ballot, had placed him in the Executive Mansion. He was the Accidental President. And conscious that his accidental presidency could disappear without an electoral mandate, he was reluctant at first to show his hand. But since he had despised secession with every fiber of his being, his hatred of it only strengthened his intention to make the Union whole again and to heal its wounds while he, Andrew Johnson, emerged unequivocally as the nation’s leader. He believed that providence had chosen him to consummate this most sacred task of healing—and to keep his sacred office.

			

			—
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