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			Praise for James M. McPherson’s Tried by War

			“A perfect primer, not just for Civil War buffs or fans of Abraham Lincoln, but for anyone who wishes to understand the evolution of the president’s role as commander in chief. Few historians write as well as McPherson, and none evoke the sound of battle with greater clarity. There is scarcely anyone writing today who mines original sources more diligently. In Tried by War, McPherson draws on almost fifty years of research to present a cogent and concise narrative of how Lincoln, working against enormous odds, saved the United States of America.”

			—Jean Edward Smith, The New York Times Book Review

			“James M. McPherson is the most important historian of the most important event to occur in these United States since the Revolution and the framing of the Constitution—the Civil War. . . . McPherson is one of our greatest narrative historians, with an unequaled ability to lucidly describe battles and strategy. In this book, he displays a similar virtuosity with the politics that were an inevitable part of Lincoln’s management of an essentially volunteer army with what amounted to an elected and politically appointed officer corps. So too his utterly adroit engagement with the issues that the author’s scholarship—more than any other historian of his rank—consistently has maintained at the heart of his account of the Civil War: slavery and race. . . . It is hard to do justice in a short review to how convincingly and compellingly McPherson narrates Lincoln’s simultaneous mastery of the political, strategic and moral challenge of his historical moment.”

			—Tim Rutten, Los Angeles Times

			“From our generation’s finest Civil War historian comes yet another masterpiece—a beautifully written and stunningly original account of how Lincoln’s unparalleled array of leadership skills, strategic insights, and exceptional sensitivity to popular sentiment combined to make him our greatest commander in chief. This is a thoroughly terrific work.”

			—Doris Kearns Goodwin, author of Team of Rivals

			“As James McPherson shows in his masterful new book Tried by War, our sixteenth president’s entire tenure was bounded by this great contest, and it fell to him to all but define the vague commander in chief role. Even after all the books written about him, how Lincoln did so remains somewhat enigmatic. So it would be hard to think of anyone better to help sort this out than McPherson . . . who no less than David McCullough or Doris Kearns Goodwin must surely rank as a national treasure. Once again he does not disappoint, as Tried by War brims with fascinating details and great insight. . . . McPherson’s superb new book [is] destined to become a classic.”

			—Jay Winik, The Boston Globe

			“A vivid survey of Lincoln’s ordeals.”

			—Bob Thompson, The Washington Post

			“Pulitzer Prize–winning historian James M. McPherson’s excellent examination of what Lincoln was up against and how he overcame all those obstacles covers an aspect of Lincoln’s presidency that McPherson believes hasn’t received the attention it deserves. . . . McPherson has combined readable writing with a vast knowledge of the war and the man who directed it, bringing us a new appreciation of our most remarkable president.”

			—Rocky Mountain News

			“A rare look at Lincoln the military strategist.”

			—Men’s Vogue

			“With the bicentennial of Abraham Lincoln’s birth approaching, the most interesting book in the coming deluge is James McPherson’s study of Lincoln’s formative role as a wartime president.”

			—The New York Sun

			“Packed with countless facts and insights . . . an enjoyable read.”

			—St. Louis Post Dispatch

			“Here, McPherson offers up a little gem of a book. It will compel not only Civil War buffs but also any thoughtful reader drawn to a very timely subject: presidential leadership in wartime.”

			—The Cleveland Plain Dealer

			“The vivid depiction of the personalities and frustrations of the various figures involved . . . reveals an overlooked aspect of Lincoln’s actions as president during the nation’s costliest fight.”

			—Army

			“A solid appraisal of Lincoln as a strategist, administrator and statesman.”

			—The Providence Journal

			“Best of all the new books on Lincoln . . . is James M. McPherson’s gracefully written and fast-paced Tried by War.”

			—The News and Observer (Raleigh)

			“Many scholars have described Lincoln’s legacy, but few have chronicled his role as commander in chief. Arguably our premier Civil War historian, James McPherson . . . brilliantly remedies this neglect.”

			—The Tennessean

			“Illuminates a heretofore obscure aspect of Lincoln’s legacy.”

			—Tucson Citizen

			“Graceful style, balanced assessments, and common sense conclusions based on a complete command of the sources.”

			—Library Journal

			“For bracing good judgment, probing research, and beauty and clarity of prose, the Civil War has never had a historian more important than James McPherson. Tried by War shows us Lincoln imagining, planning, and prosecuting a war of profound proportions with a stunning degree of grace under pressure. This is Lincoln the fast learner as military strategist, manager of people, and tribune of public opinion. All discussions of presidential war powers must contend with Lincoln, and now with McPherson’s superb rendering of him.”

			—David W. Blight, author of Race and Reunion

			“McPherson provides a definitive exploration of a long-unexplored aspect of the Civil War: Lincoln’s astute and precedent-shattering management of the army as the nation’s first modern commander in chief. Ever lucid, the author is not only in command of his material, but like his subject, its commander in chief. This is McPherson at his best, which in the Civil War field, is the best there is.”

			—Harold Holzer, cochairman, U. S. Abraham Lincoln Bicentennial Commission

			“Lincoln’s presidency was completely encircled by the Civil War, but his groundbreaking role as commander in chief has been allowed to slip from view. McPherson fills this gap with a surprising, wide angle story of Lincoln teaching himself military theory and tutoring recalcitrant commanders. Lincoln won the respect of generals, and this fascinating book will win the admiration of both scholar and general reader.”

			—Ronald C. White, Jr., author of Lincoln’s Greatest Speech and A. Lincoln

			“McPherson brilliantly portrays Lincoln’s evolution as a leader, creating war powers for himself and other presidents who would follow. No one has explained better than McPherson how, in Carl Sandburg’s words, Lincoln presided, ‘over the wild, massive and turbulent forces let loose in civil war.’”

			—Frank J. Williams, founding chair, The Lincoln Forum

			“This is vintage McPherson. Smart, shrewdly analytical, insightful, and elegantly written, Tried by War is sure to become the standard treatment of Abraham Lincoln as commander in chief.”

			—Joseph Glatthaar, author of Forgotten Allies
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			The insurgent leader . . . does not attempt to deceive us. He affords us no excuse to deceive ourselves. He can not voluntarily reaccept the Union; we can not voluntarily yield it. Between him and us the issue is distinct, simple, and inflexible. It is an issue which can only be tried by war and decided by victory.

			—Lincoln’s annual message to Congress, December 6, 1864
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			PREFACE

			ABRAHAM LINCOLN was the only president in American history whose entire administration was bounded by war. On the day he took office the first document placed on his desk was a letter from Maj. Robert Anderson at Fort Sumter, informing him that the garrison there must be withdrawn or resupplied at the risk of war. Lincoln chose to take that risk. Four years later he was assassinated, five days after Gen. Robert E. Lee surrendered at Appomattox but while several Confederate armies were still in the field.

			During those four years military matters required more of Lincoln’s time and energy than anything else. He spent more time in the War Department telegraph office sending and receiving messages to and from his generals than anywhere else except the White House or his summer residence in the Soldiers’ Home at the northern edge of Washington. The president rarely left Washington except to visit the Army of the Potomac at the front, which he did eleven times for a total of forty-two days. Not only Lincoln’s success or failure as president but also the very survival of the United States depended on how he performed his duties as commander in chief.

			In the vast literature on our sixteenth president, however, the amount of attention devoted to his role as commander in chief is disproportionately far smaller than the actual percentage of time he spent on that task. On the 175th anniversary of Lincoln’s birth in 1984, Gettysburg College hosted a conference on recent Lincoln scholarship. There were three sessions on psychobiography, two on the assassination, two on Lincoln’s image in photographs and popular prints, and one each on his economic ideas, humor, Indian policy, and slavery. But there were no sessions on Lincoln as commander in chief—a remarkable irony, given the site of the conference. Of the seventeen collected essays on Lincoln published in 1987 by the late Don E. Fehrenbacher, one of the foremost Lincoln scholars of his time, not one dealt with the president as a military leader. In 1994 the historian Merrill Peterson published a splendid book on Lincoln’s image in history and memory. There are chapters on Lincoln and the South, religion, politics, Reconstruction, civil rights, and several other themes, but no chapter on Lincoln and the army.1

			Perhaps it is time to recognize the truth expressed by Lincoln himself in his second inaugural address, when the Civil War had been raging for almost four years: On “the progress of our arms . . . all else chiefly depends.”2 “All else” included many of the questions and developments that historians consider important: the fate of slavery; the definition of freedom; the destruction of the Old South’s socioeconomic system and the triumph of entrepreneurial free-labor capitalism as the national norm; a new definition of American nationalism; the origins of a new system of race relations; the very survival of the United States in a manner that laid the foundations for the nation’s emergence as a world power.

			It was the commander in chief who was held mainly responsible for “the progress of our arms”—or the lack thereof. This book offers a narrative and analysis of how—and how well—Lincoln met this challenge, which was unquestionably the chief challenge of his life and of the life of the nation.

			NOTE ON QUOTATIONS

			Original spellings and punctuation have been preserved in quotations without inserting the intrusive “[sic].”

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			ON JULY 27, 1848, a tall, rawboned Whig congressman from Illinois rose in the House of Representatives to challenge the Mexican War policies of President James K. Polk. An opponent of what he considered an unjust war, Abraham Lincoln mocked his own meager record as a militia captain who saw no action in the Black Hawk War of 1832. “By the way, Mr. Speaker, did you know I am a military hero?” said Lincoln. “Yes, sir . . . I fought, bled, and came away” after “charges upon the wild onions” and “a good many struggles with the musketoes.”1

			Lincoln might not have indulged his famous sense of humor in this fashion if he had known that thirteen years later he would become commander in chief of the U.S. Army in a war that turned out to be forty-seven times more lethal for American soldiers than the Mexican War. On his way to Washington in February 1861 as president-elect of a broken nation, Lincoln spoke in a far more serious manner. He looked back on another war, which had given birth to the nation that now seemed in danger of perishing from the earth. In a speech to the New Jersey legislature in Trenton, Lincoln recalled the story of George Washington and his tiny army, which crossed the ice-choked Delaware River in a driving sleet storm on Christmas night in 1776 to attack the Hessian garrison in Trenton. “There must have been something more than common that those men struggled for,” said the president-elect. “Something even more than National Independence . . . something that held out a great promise to all the people of the world for all time to come. I am exceedingly anxious that the Union, the Constitution, and the liberties of the people shall be perpetuated in accordance with the original idea for which that struggle was made.”2

			Lincoln faced a steep learning curve as commander in chief in the war that began less than two months after that speech at Trenton. He was also painfully aware that his adversary, Jefferson Davis, was much better prepared for that daunting task. A graduate of the U.S. Military Academy at West Point, Davis had fought courageously as a colonel of a Mississippi regiment in the Mexican War and had served as an excellent secretary of war from 1853 to 1857—while Lincoln’s only military experience was his combat with mosquitoes in 1832. Lincoln possessed a keen analytical mind, however, and a fierce determination to master any subject to which he applied himself. This determination went back to his childhood. “Among my earliest recollections,” Lincoln told an acquaintance in 1860, “I remember how, when a mere child, I used to get irritated when anybody talked to me in a way I could not understand.” Lincoln recalled “going to my little bedroom, after hearing the neighbors talk of an evening with my father, and spending the night walking up and down, and trying to make out what was the exact meaning of some of their, to me, dark sayings. I could not sleep . . . when I got on such a hunt after an idea, until I had caught it. . . . This was a kind of passion with me, and it has stuck by me.” Later in life Lincoln mastered Euclidean geometry on his own for mental exercise. As a largely self-taught lawyer, he honed this quality of mind. He was not a quick study but a thorough one. “I am never easy,” he said, “when I am handling a thought, till I have bounded it North, and bounded it South, and bounded it East, and bounded it West.”3

			Several contemporaries testified to the slow but tenacious qualities of Lincoln’s mind. The mercurial editor of the New York Tribune, Horace Greeley, noted that Lincoln’s intellect worked “not quickly nor brilliantly, but exhaustively.” Lincoln’s law partner William Herndon sometimes expressed impatience with Lincoln’s deliberate manner of researching or arguing a case. But Herndon conceded that his partner “not only went to the root of the question, but dug up the root, and separated and analyzed every fibre of it.”4 Lincoln also focused intently on the central issue in a legal case and refused to be distracted by secondary questions. Another fellow lawyer noted that Lincoln would concede nonessential points to an opponent in the courtroom, lulling him into a sense of complacency. But “by giving away six points and carrying the seventh he carried his case . . . the whole case hanging on the seventh. . . . Any man who took Lincoln for a simple-minded man would very soon wake up with his back in a ditch.”5

			As commander in chief Lincoln sought to master the intricacies of military strategy in the same way he had tried to penetrate the meaning of mysterious adult conversations when he was a boy. His private secretary John Hay, who lived in the White House, often heard the president walking back and forth in his bedroom at midnight as he digested books on military strategy. “He gave himself, night and day, to the study of the military situation,” Hay later wrote. “He read a large number of strategical works. He pored over the reports from the various departments and districts of the field of war. He held long conferences with eminent generals and admirals, and astonished them by the extent of his special knowledge and the keen intelligence of his questions.” Some of those generals, like Lincoln’s courtroom adversaries, eventually found themselves on their backs in a ditch. By 1862 Lincoln’s grasp of military strategy and operations was firm enough almost to justify the assertion of the historian T. Harry Williams: “Lincoln stands out as a great war president, probably the greatest in our history, and a great natural strategist, a better one than any of his generals.”6

			This encomium is misleading in one respect: Lincoln was not a “natural strategist.” He worked hard to master this subject, just as he had done to become a lawyer. He had to learn the functions of commander in chief on the job. The Constitution and the course of American history before 1861 did not offer much guidance. Article II, Section 2, of the Constitution states simply: “The President shall be Commander in Chief of the Army and Navy of the United States, and of the Militia of the several States, when called into the actual Service of the United States.” But the Constitution nowhere defines the powers of the president as commander in chief. In Federalist No. 69, Alexander Hamilton tried to reassure opponents of the Constitution, who feared executive tyranny, that the commander-in-chief power “would amount to nothing more than the supreme command and direction of the military forces, as first General and Admiral” of the nation.

			Hamilton’s phrase “supreme command and direction” seems quite forceful, but it lacks specificity. Nor did the precedents created by Presidents James Madison and James K. Polk in the War of 1812 and the Mexican War provide Lincoln with much guidance in a far greater conflict that combined the most dangerous aspects of an internal war and a war against another nation. In a case growing out of the Mexican War, the Supreme Court ruled that the president as commander in chief was authorized to employ the army and navy “in the manner he may deem most effectual to harass and conquer and subdue the enemy.” But the Court did not define “most effectual” and seemed to limit the president’s power by stating that it must be confined to “purely military matters.”7

			The vagueness of these definitions and precedents meant that Lincoln would have to establish most of the powers of commander in chief for himself. He proved to be a more hands-on commander in chief than any other president. He performed or oversaw five wartime functions in this capacity, in diminishing order of personal involvement: policy, national strategy, military strategy, operations, and tactics. Neither Lincoln nor anyone else defined these functions in a systematic way during the Civil War. If they had, their definitions might have looked something like the following: Policy refers to war aims—the political goals of the nation in time of war. National strategy refers to mobilization of the political, economic, diplomatic, and psychological as well as military resources of the nation to achieve these war aims. Military strategy concerns plans for the employment of armed forces to win the war and fulfill the goals of policy. Operations concerns the management and movements of armies in particular campaigns to carry out the purposes of military strategy. Tactics refers to the formations and handling of an army in actual battle.

			As president and leader of his party as well as commander in chief, Lincoln was principally responsible for shaping and defining policy. From first to last that policy was preservation of the United States as one nation, indivisible, and as a republic based on majority rule. In May 1861 Lincoln explained that “the central idea pervading this struggle is the necessity that is upon us, of proving that popular government is not an absurdity. We must settle this question now, whether in a free government the minority have the right to break up the government whenever they choose.” Secession “is the essence of anarchy,” said Lincoln on another occasion, for if one state may secede at will, so may any other until there is no government and no nation.8 In the Gettysburg Address, Lincoln offered his most eloquent statement of policy: The war was a test whether the nation conceived in 1776 “might live” or would “perish from the earth.” The question of national sovereignty over a union of all the states was nonnegotiable. No compromise between a sovereign United States and a separately sovereign Confederate States was possible. This issue “is distinct, simple, and inflexible,” said Lincoln in 1864. “It is an issue which can only be tried by war, and decided by victory.”9

			Lincoln’s frequent statements of this policy were themselves distinct and inflexible. And policy was closely tied to national strategy. Indeed, in a civil war whose origins lay in a political conflict over the future of slavery and a political decision by certain states to secede, policy could never be separated from national strategy. The president shared with Congress and key cabinet members the tasks of raising, organizing, and sustaining an army and navy, preventing foreign intervention in the conflict, and maintaining public support for the war—all of which depended on the public’s support of the purpose for which the war was fought. And neither policy nor national strategy could be separated from military strategy. Although Lincoln never read Carl von Clausewitz’s famous treatise On War (Vom Kriege), his actions were a consummate expression of Clausewitz’s central argument: “The political objective is the goal, war is the means of reaching it, and means can never be considered in isolation from their purpose. . . . Therefore, it is clear that war should never be thought of as something autonomous but always as an instrument of policy.”10

			Some professional army officers did in fact tend to think of war as “something autonomous” and deplored the intrusion of politics into military matters. Soon after he came to Washington as general- in-chief in August 1862, Maj. Gen. Henry W. Halleck began complaining (privately) about “political wire-pulling in military appointments. . . . I have done everything in my power here to separate military appointments and commands from politics, but really the task is hopeless.” If the “incompetent and corrupt politicians,” he told another general, “would only follow the example of their ancestors, enter a herd of swine, run down some steep bank and drown themselves in the sea, there would be some hope of saving the country.”11

			But Lincoln could never ignore the political context in which decisions about military strategy were made. Like French premier Georges Clemenceau a half century later, he knew that war was too important to be left to the generals. In a highly politicized and democratic society where the mobilization of a volunteer army was channeled through state governments, political considerations inevitably shaped the scope and timing of military strategy and even of operations. As leader of the party that controlled Congress and most state governments, Lincoln as commander in chief constantly had to juggle the complex interplay of policy, national strategy, and military strategy.

			The slavery issue provides an example of this interplay. The goal of preserving the Union united the Northern people, including border-state Unionists. The issue of slavery and emancipation divided them. To maintain maximum support for the war, Lincoln initially insisted that it was a war solely for preservation of the Union and not a war against slavery. This policy required both a national and a military strategy of leaving slavery alone. But the slaves refused to cooperate. They confronted the administration with the problem of what to do with the thousands of “contrabands” who came within Union lines. As it became increasingly clear that slave labor sustained the Confederate economy and the logistics of Confederate armies, Northern opinion moved toward the idea of making it a war against slavery. By 1862 a national and military strategy that targeted enemy resources—including slavery—emerged as a key weapon in the Union arsenal. With the Emancipation Proclamation and the Republican commitment to a constitutional amendment to abolish slavery, the policy of a war for Union and freedom came into harmony with the national and military strategies of striking against the vital Confederate resource of slave labor. Lincoln’s skillful management of this contentious process was a crucial part of his war leadership.

			In the realm of military strategy and operations, Lincoln initially deferred to General-in-Chief Winfield Scott, a hero of the War of 1812 and the Mexican War. But Scott’s advanced age, poor health, and lack of energy made it clear that he could not run this war. His successor, Gen. George B. McClellan, proved an even greater disappointment to Lincoln. Nor did Gens. Henry W. Halleck, Don Carlos Buell, John Pope, Ambrose E. Burnside, Joseph Hooker, or William S. Rosecrans measure up to initial expectations. Their shortcomings compelled Lincoln to become in effect his own general-in-chief as well as commander in chief during key campaigns. Lincoln sometimes even became involved in operations planning and offered astute suggestions to which his generals should perhaps have paid more heed.

			Even after Ulysses S. Grant became general-in-chief in March 1864, Lincoln maintained a significant degree of strategic oversight—especially concerning events in the Shenandoah Valley during the late summer of 1864. The president did not become directly involved at the tactical level—though he was sorely tempted to do so when Gen. George G. Meade hesitated to attack Robert E. Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia, trapped with its back to the Potomac River after Gettysburg. At all levels of policy, strategy, and operations, however, Lincoln was a hands-on commander in chief who persisted through a terrible ordeal of defeats and disappointments to final triumph—and tragedy—at the end. Here is that story.
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			THE QUEST FOR A STRATEGY, 1861

			FROM THE moment of his election as president on November 6, 1860, Lincoln confronted issues of policy and strategy even though he would not take office for almost four months. The South Carolina legislature immediately called a convention to take the state out of the Union. Within six weeks six more legislatures in the lower South had done the same. Each convention voted by a substantial margin to secede. As they did so, their militias seized federal forts, arsenals, and other property. In February 1861, a month before Lincoln’s inauguration, delegates from these seven states met in Montgomery, Alabama, to form a new nation they called the Confederate States of America. Lame-duck president James Buchanan maintained that secession was unconstitutional, but wrung his hands and said that he could not do anything about it. Spokesmen for the eight upper-South and border slave states still in the Union threatened also to go out if the government tried to “coerce” the seceded states.

			Without power to do anything before he took office, Lincoln nevertheless began to explore what his options would be when he legally became commander in chief on March 4, 1861. “Ours should be a government of fraternity,” he acknowledged in conversations with his private secretary John Nicolay in November and December 1860. “The necessity of keeping the Government together by force” was an “ugly point.” Still, “the very existence of a general and national government implies the legal power, right, and duty of maintaining its own integrity.” The president-elect insisted that “the right of a State to secede is not an open or debatable question. . . . It is the duty of a President to execute the laws and maintain the existing Government. He cannot entertain any proposition for dissolution or dismemberment.”1

			Lincoln never deviated from these principles. But the hard question was how to carry them into practice. In December he sent word to General-in-Chief Scott through congressmen and other leaders in Washington to be prepared to retake any forts seized by secessionist militia. When rumors reached Lincoln that President James Buchanan had ordered Maj. Robert Anderson, commander of the U.S. garrison at Fort Moultrie, on the shore of Charleston Bay, to evacuate the fort, the angry president-elect exclaimed: “If that is true, they ought to hang him!”2 The rumor was not true, but several days later Anderson moved the garrison to Fort Sumter, situated on an artificial island in the bay and much more secure from attack than Fort Moultrie.

			Meanwhile two powerful editorials appeared in the Illinois Daily State Journal, a Springfield newspaper that spoke for Lincoln—in fact, he may have written them. If South Carolina tried to resist the collection of customs revenue at its ports, “any resistance on her part will lead to war. . . . The laws of the United States must be executed. . . . Disunion by armed force is treason, and treason must be put down at all hazards. . . . If ten thousand armed men are necessary to execute the laws of Congress within a State,” so be it.3

			There was one problem with all of this tough talk: There were nowhere near ten thousand federal troops available. The garrison at Fort Sumter totaled about eighty soldiers. The whole U.S. Army numbered only sixteen thousand men, and most of them were scattered at frontier posts up to three thousand miles from Charleston. And Lincoln was acutely aware that a third of their officers were from the South, including a disproportionate number of high-ranking officers. As a loyal captain had informed Lincoln in October 1860, the secretary of war and the general-in-chief (Winfield Scott, who was, however, unquestionably loyal) were Virginians; every one of the chiefs of military bureaus in Washington was a Virginian or married to one; the colonels of four of the five cavalry and dragoon regiments were Southerners; and the commanders of three of the army’s most important geographical departments were Virginians.4 Virginia was still in the Union at the end of 1860, but its political leaders had made it clear that any hint of carrying out the kind of “coercion” that Lincoln and his associates were discussing would drive it into secession.

			Lincoln was loath to take such threats seriously. He believed that an underlying Unionism remained strong in slave states—even those that had seceded. On his way to Washington in February 1861 he gave numerous short speeches. Their main thrust was an effort to calm passions in both North and South and to convince Southerners that he intended no threat to slavery in their states. But the president-elect kept alive the military option—to the clear approval of his audiences. At Indianapolis he asked the crowd: If the government “simply insists upon holding its own forts, or retaking those forts that belong to it, [cheers] or the enforcement of the laws of the United States in the collection of duties upon foreign importations, [renewed cheers] . . . would any or all of these things be coercion?” At Philadelphia and Harrisburg, Lincoln tried to assure those who deplored the prospect of war that “there will be no blood shed unless it be forced upon the Government. The Government will not use force unless force is used against it. . . . I shall endeavor to preserve the peace of this country so far as it can possibly be done, consistently with the maintenance of the institutions of the country.”5

			Those who noted the qualifying clauses in these sentences may not have been reassured. And their doubts would have been greater if they heard the following words in a second speech that Lincoln delivered in Harrisburg, to the General Assembly: “It is not with any pleasure that I contemplate the possibility that a necessity may arise in this country for the use of the military arm. [Applause].” At the New Jersey capital in Trenton, after recalling the heroic sacrifices of soldiers in the Revolution, Lincoln hinted that another war might be necessary to save the nation to which they had given birth. “I shall do all that may be in my power to promote a peaceful settlement of all our difficulties,” Lincoln said eleven days before his inauguration. “But it may be necessary to put the foot down firmly.” The New York Tribune reporter who took down this speech interjected that “here the audience broke out in cheers so loud and long that for some moments it was impossible to hear Mr. L’s voice.” Lincoln was finally able to continue: “And if I do my duty, and do right, you will sustain me, will you not? [Loud cheers, and cries of “Yes,” “Yes,” “We will.”]”6

			While he was making these speeches, Lincoln had his forthcoming inaugural address very much on his mind. He knew that every word would be scrutinized as if with a microscope for clues to his intentions. He had written a draft in Springfield before departing for Washington. He showed it to Secretary of State–designate William H. Seward, whom Lincoln had edged out for the presidential nomination, and to Orville Browning, a close friend who would soon become a senator from Illinois. Both urged Lincoln to modify one of the key sentences in his draft, which stated: “All the power at my disposal will be used to reclaim the property and places which have fallen; to hold, occupy and possess these, and all other property and places belonging to the government, and to collect the duties on imports; but beyond what may be necessary for these, there will be no invasion of any State.” Believing that these bellicose words would drive the upper South into secession and ruin any hope of bringing out the supposed latent Unionism in Confederate states, Seward recommended striking out the whole sentence. Lincoln was unwilling to go that far, but he did adopt Browning’s suggestion to delete the reference to retaking federal property and instead to say simply that the administration would “hold, occupy, and possess the property, and places belonging to the government.”7

			Many people in the South would have perceived this change as a distinction without a difference. On the day of Lincoln’s inauguration the government held only Fort Sumter; Fort Pickens on an island off the port of Pensacola; and two minor forts in the Florida Keys. Fort Sumter had long since become the flash point of possible war. Confederate artillery ringed the bay with dozens of big guns ranged on the thick brick walls of the fort. To “hold, occupy and possess” Sumter and probably Pickens would require large reinforcements if the Confederate government decided to back demands for their surrender with force.

			An uneasy truce had existed for almost two months at both Charleston and Pensacola as the Buchanan administration came to an end on March 4. But on Lincoln’s first full day in office it became clear that the status quo could not last much longer. A letter from Major Anderson landed on the new president’s desk informing him that the Sumter garrison would run out of provisions in a month or six weeks.8 Lincoln had to make his first—and one of his most important—decisions as commander in chief. Would he keep his inaugural vow to “hold, occupy and possess” at the risk of starting a war that might drive the rest of the slave states into the Confederacy? Or would he heed the advice of the Southern Unionists, Northern conservatives, and his own secretary of state—who considered himself the “premier” of Lincoln’s administration—and withdraw the troops to preserve the peace?

			The withdrawal option was extremely distasteful to Lincoln—and to a majority of his party. Nevertheless he apparently explored the option, in return for a significant quid pro quo. The largest and most strategically situated slave state was Virginia. When Lincoln arrived in Washington, a Virginia convention was meeting in Richmond to decide whether to secede. The rest of the upper South would undoubtedly follow its example. In these circumstances Lincoln met with two Virginia delegates to a “Peace Convention” in Washington a week before his inauguration. According to his own recollection and those of others, he offered to withdraw the troops from Fort Sumter if the Richmond convention would dissolve without seceding. Several weeks later Lincoln reportedly repeated the offer to a delegate from the Richmond convention, saying that “a State for a fort is no bad business.” The Virginians, however, said they had no power to make such a commitment, and the proposed deal—if there was one—fell through. Whether Lincoln made such a proposal, and would have carried it out, must remain forever moot.9

			The question of a state for a fort apart, Lincoln seemed to have only two options: Pull out, or send in reinforcements and supplies to hold the fort. The countervailing pressures on the new president to do one or the other were so intense that he suffered sleepless nights, severe headaches, and one morning he keeled over in a faint as he tried to get out of bed.10 During all this time Lincoln also had to cope with swarms of office seekers and patronage-hunting politicians who infested the White House day and night. Looking back in July on those weeks, Lincoln told Senator Orville Browning that “of all the trials I have had since I came here, none begin to compare with those I had between the inauguration and the fall of Fort Sumpter. They were so great that could I have anticipated them, I would not have believed it possible to survive them.”11

			Lincoln’s trials began when he consulted General-in-Chief Scott about the bombshell letter from Major Anderson stating that he could not hold out for more than six weeks. Scott’s advice depressed the president. “I now see no alternative but a surrender,” wrote the general, because “we cannot send the third of the men in several months, necessary to give them relief. . . . Evacuation seems almost inevitable . . . if indeed the worn-out garrison be not assaulted and carried in the present week.”12 Lincoln was reluctant to accept this counsel. The next day John Hay, the president’s second private secretary, whose opinions often reflected those of his boss, wrote an anonymous editorial in the New York World hinting that Lincoln would refuse to evacuate any of the forts still held by the U.S. Army.13 The president convened his first cabinet meeting on March 9, at which General Scott reportedly said that it would require twenty-five thousand troops and six months or more of preparations to reinforce Fort Sumter. Lincoln asked Scott to put that estimate in writing, which he did.14

			By this time Lincoln had begun to suspect that Scott’s professional opinion was colored by his political convictions. Although loyal, Scott was after all a Virginian who deplored the possibility of fratricidal war in which his native state would become a battleground. He was willing to make large concessions to avert such a calamity. Scott was also influenced by Seward, who had been one of his advisers when the general ran for president (and lost) in 1852. Seward was working behind Lincoln’s back leaking information to the press and assuring (through an intermediary) Confederate commissioners that Fort Sumter would soon be evacuated. On March 11 Scott went so far as to draft, on his own authority, an order to Major Anderson to “engage suitable water transportation, & peacefully evacuate Fort Sumter so long and gallantly held.” Scott submitted the draft to Secretary of War Simon Cameron, who placed it in Lincoln’s hands. The president’s reaction was not recorded but can be imagined. Needless to say, the order was never issued.15

			As the pressures for and against the evacuation of Fort Sumter continued to mount, Lincoln ordered the reinforcement of Fort Pickens so that if he ultimately decided to abandon Sumter, at least one contested symbol of national sovereignty would be maintained. This order miscarried and had to be sent again in April. But Sumter was a far more potent symbol; on its fate hinged the issues of Union or disunion, war or peace. On March 15 Lincoln asked his seven cabinet officers to submit written opinions on the question of evacuating or reinforcing Sumter. Five of them, led by Seward, recommended withdrawal in order to preserve the peace, calm passions, and provide time for Southern Unionism to reassert itself. Secretary of the Treasury Salmon P. Chase supported reinforcement if it would not provoke war—a rather fatuous recommendation under the circumstances. Only Postmaster General Montgomery Blair unequivocally opposed evacuation, because it would “convince the rebels that the administration lacks firmness and will.” Instead of encouraging Southern Unionists it would discourage them, strengthen the hold of Confederates on Southern opinion, and cause foreign nations to recognize the Confederacy as a fait accompli. To give up the fort meant giving up the Union.16

			Lincoln was inclined to think so too. But before deciding what to do, he drafted a memorandum summarizing the pros and cons of evacuating Sumter. In favor of withdrawal, wrote Lincoln in echo of General Scott, was the reality that “the Fort cannot now be re-inforced without a large armament, involving of course a bloody conflict,” while evacuation “would remove a source of irritation to the Southern people and deprive the secession movement of one of its most powerful stimulants” by “confound[ing] . . . those enemies of the Union both at the North and the South who have relied on the cry of ‘Coercion’ as a means of keeping up the excitement against the Republican Party.” On the other hand, evacuation would demoralize Lincoln’s own party and concede the legitimacy of the Confederacy.17

			It was this last consideration that was uppermost in Lincoln’s mind. He sought a formula that might maintain Sumter as a symbol of national sovereignty without provoking war. By the third week of March he thought he might have found such a formula. Montgomery Blair introduced the president to his brother-in-law Gustavus V. Fox, a Massachusetts businessman and a former naval officer. Fox proposed to run troops and supplies in to Sumter at night on chartered tugs while warships stood by to suppress Confederate artillery if it fired on the tugs. Lincoln was intrigued by the idea. He was also glad to talk with someone who offered a plan by which something could be done instead of telling him why it could not. But he continued to explore other options while he sent Fox to Charleston to confer with Anderson and sent two other emissaries to gauge opinion in South Carolina.

			During the last week of March, Northern opinion seemed to harden against evacuation. So did Lincoln’s. The break came on March 28. That day General Scott submitted a memorandum recommending that both Fort Sumter and Fort Pickens be evacuated, which would “instantly soothe and give confidence to the eight remaining slave-holding States, and render their cordial adherence to this Union perpetual.” The president was angered, though perhaps not entirely surprised, by this new evidence that Scott’s supposedly professional military advice was tinged with political considerations. He called Scott into his office and told him bluntly, according to Scott’s secretary, that the administration “would be broken up” if he adopted any such policy and that “if General Scott could not carry out his views, some other person might.”18

			That evening the president and Mrs. Lincoln hosted their first state dinner for cabinet officers, foreign diplomats, and other dignitaries. Afterward Lincoln called the cabinet together to inform them of Scott’s memorandum. “Blank amazement” registered on several faces as they realized that Scott was advising what amounted to an unconditional surrender. The next day the cabinet met officially at noon. This time all members except Seward and Secretary of the Interior Caleb Smith voted to reinforce Fort Sumter, and all of them voted to renew the stalled effort to reinforce Fort Pickens. Lincoln had already made up his mind to send both expeditions and would undoubtedly have gone ahead even without a cabinet vote. In a message to a special session of Congress three months later, he explained why. To “abandon that position, under the circumstances, would be utterly ruinous,” said the president. “At home it would discourage the friends of the Union, embolden its adversaries, and go far to insure to the latter a recognition abroad; that in fact it would be our national destruction consummated.”19

			This decision put Seward in an extremely awkward position. Having assured Confederate commissioners as well as others that the garrison would be withdrawn, and still presuming to be “premier” of the administration, he made one last desperate bid to change Lincoln’s mind. On April 1 he wrote a memorandum—which was no April Fools’ joke—titled “Some thoughts for the President’s consideration.” The government had no firm policy, Seward declared, so he suggested one: Abandon Fort Sumter but reinforce Fort Pickens. This, he said mysteriously, would change the issue from slavery to Union. And to reunite the country, Seward suggested a confrontation with foreign nations that were interfering in the Western Hemisphere. Spain had sent troops to troubled Santo Domingo, while France and Britain were threatening to do the same in Mexico to force repayment of debts to their citizens. If such confrontations led to war, so much the better, for the South would return to help fight the foreign foe. “Whatever policy we adopt,” wrote the secretary of state, “it must be somebody’s business to pursue and direct it.” He left no doubt whom he had in mind.20

			Lincoln was astonished by the effrontery of this document and even more by its proposals. In a written reply he ignored Seward’s bellicose recommendations to challenge foreign nations. He declared that the government did have a policy: to hold, occupy, and possess its property, including Fort Sumter. “I do not perceive how the re-inforcement of Fort Sumpter would be done on a slavery, or party issue,” wrote the president, “while that of Fort Pickens would be on a more national, or patriotic one.” In any case, whatever policy was decided on and carried out, “I must do it.”21

			Lincoln apparently decided not to send Seward his reply but instead to convey its substance more tactfully in private conversation. Whatever the medium, Seward got the message. Thereafter he became a loyal supporter of the president’s policies and a trusted adviser—but not before (perhaps inadvertently) throwing a small monkey wrench into the Fort Sumter enterprise. Because of Lincoln’s endless preoccupation with patronage appointments as well as with the Sumter problem, Seward had taken charge of the project to reinforce Fort Pickens. For that purpose he had assigned the most powerful warship intended for the Sumter mission (USS Powhatan) to the Pickens expedition. The distracted president had signed orders to that effect without reading them carefully. When the mistake was discovered it proved too late to recall the Powhatan. In the end this mix-up made no difference to the outcome of the successful reinforcement of Pickens or the failure at Fort Sumter. But for Lincoln it was part of the steep learning curve he had to climb in his journey toward becoming an effective commander in chief.22

			On the same chaotic and eventful day as the Seward memorandum and the Powhatan muddle (April 1), Lincoln also asserted his authority over General-in-Chief Scott by ordering him “to make short, comprehensive daily reports to me of what occurs in his Department, including movements by himself, and under his orders, and the receipt of intelligence.”23 The result of this instruction was to bring Scott on board for the reprovisioning of both Pickens and Sumter. The nature of the Sumter expedition had changed in a crucial way since Gustavus Fox had first proposed it. A full-scale attempt to reinforce the fort, backed by warships that would have to shoot their way into Charleston Bay, would make the North the aggressor. It would unite the South, drive most of the remaining slave states into the Confederacy, divide the North, and fasten on Lincoln the onus of starting a war. Therefore he conceived a plan to separate the question of reinforcements from that of provisions. He would send in supplies only, while the warships stood by to go into action only if Confederate guns opened fire. And he would notify South Carolina’s governor of his intentions. If the Confederates fired on unarmed tugs carrying provisions, they would stand convicted of attacking a “mission of humanity” bringing “food for hungry men.”

			It was a stroke of brilliance. In effect Lincoln flipped a coin with Confederate president Jefferson Davis, saying: “Heads I win; tails you lose.” If the Confederates allowed the supplies to be landed, the status quo at Charleston would continue, peace would be preserved for at least a while, no more states would secede, and Seward’s cherished policy of “voluntary reconstruction,” whereby a cooling of passions would bring the presumed legions of Southern closet Unionists out of the closet, might have a chance to go forward. But if Confederate guns opened fire, the responsibility for starting a war would rest on Jefferson Davis’s shoulders.

			On April 6 Lincoln sent a special messenger to Charleston with a dispatch notifying the governor (Lincoln did not officially recognize the existence of a legitimate Confederate government) “to expect an attempt will be made to supply Fort-Sumpter with provisions only; and that, if such attempt be not resisted, no effort to throw in men, arms, or ammunition will be made, without further notice, or in case of an attack upon the Fort.”24 Lincoln had plenty of reasons to expect the Confederates to attack. The envoys he had sent to Charleston a couple of weeks earlier had reported the bellicose mood they found there. On his way to Washington back in February, the president-elect had reviewed several companies of Pennsylvania militia in Harrisburg. Governor Andrew Curtin had said they would be ready whenever Lincoln needed them. On April 8, as the relief expedition to Fort Sumter prepared to leave New York, Lincoln informed Curtin: “I think the necessity of being ready increases. Look to it.”25

			The coin was in the air, and Lincoln expected to win whether it came up heads or tails. That same day, April 8, the Confederate secretary of war telegraphed Gen. Pierre G. T. Beauregard, commander of Confederate forces at Charleston: “Under no circumstances are you to allow provisions to be sent to Fort Sumter.” Two days later came another telegram: “You will at once demand its evacuation, and if this is refused proceed . . . to reduce it.”26 Two more days after that, Confederate guns opened fire on the fort. For the second time in American history it was a shot heard around the world.

			•   •   •

			ON APRIL 13 the telegraph flashed news of the one-sided artillery duel at Charleston to the War Department and to newspaper offices in the North. Later that day Lincoln held a previously scheduled meeting with three delegates from the Virginia convention that had initially rejected disunion but remained in session “awaiting events.” The president received them coldly and read a prepared statement condemning the “unprovoked assault” on Fort Sumter. Now that the Confederacy had commenced “actual war against the government,” Lincoln told them that he intended not only to “possess, occupy, and hold” national property in the Confederate states but also “to repossess, if I can, like places which had been seized before the Government was devolved upon me.”27

			Here was the beginning of a military strategy consistent with Lincoln’s policy of rejecting the legitimacy of secession and continuing to regard the Confederate states as part of the United States. When official word reached Washington on April 14 of Fort Sumter’s surrender, the cabinet met in an emergency Sunday session and approved a proclamation drafted by Lincoln calling seventy-five thousand state militia into federal service for ninety days (the maximum allowed by law). Their purpose would be to suppress “combinations too powerful to be suppressed by the ordinary course of judicial proceedings.” Their first task “will probably be to re-possess the forts, places, and property which have been seized from the Union.”28

			Lincoln’s successful effort to place the onus of starting a war on the Confederacy paid off. The attack on Fort Sumter united a previously divided Northern people more than they would ever be united again. War fever swept the free states. Hundreds of American flags flew over rallies in cities and villages across the land. “The heather is on fire,” wrote a Harvard professor who had been born during George Washington’s presidency. “I never knew what a popular excitement can be. . . . The whole population, men, women, and children, seem to be in the streets with Union favors and flags.” The “time before Sumter” seemed like another century to one New York woman. “It seems as if we never were alive till now; never had a country till now.”29

			Northern governors offered more regiments than their quotas under Lincoln’s call for militia. About 90,000 men were eventually mobilized under this call. The government could scarcely arm and equip this number within ninety days. Although many people in the North (and in the South too, for that matter) believed the war would be over and won within that period, Lincoln did not share this optimism. The federalization of state militias was limited to ninety days under the Militia Act of 1795, which was still in effect. Recognizing that more troops for a longer term would be needed, Lincoln on May 3 issued a call for 43,034 three-year volunteers. And for good measure he also increased the size of the regular army by 22,714 men and of the navy by 18,000. The president enacted these measures by executive order, in apparent violation of the Constitution, which grants Congress exclusive authority to “raise and support armies” and to “provide and maintain a navy” (Article I, Section 7).30

			These were among several executive actions by Lincoln that he justified under his constitutional mandate as commander in chief. Another such action was his proclamation of a blockade of Confederate ports on April 19.31 A blockade is an act of war, and the Constitution gives only Congress the power to declare war. But Congress was not in session and would not convene (in a special session called by Lincoln) until July 4, nearly three months after the war began. This delay was not the result of Lincoln’s desire to prosecute the war without congressional interference, as several historians have suggested. Rather, it was a consequence of the electoral calendar at that time. Most states
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