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PREFACE

The cataclysm of the Civil War is the defining moment in the history of the United States. At the cost of more than 750,000 dead and that many more wounded, it guaranteed the preservation of the Union and abolished the institution of racial slavery. Even with that frightful human toll, the outcome made it a good war for the United States. These generalizations are well known and shared by most Americans of our time.

Yet the men who made the fateful decisions leading to that massive conflict did not share our perspective. The great historian David M. Potter commented on the difficulty, but necessity, of understanding the perspective of those we study. “The supreme task of the historian,” he wrote, “and the one of most superlative difficulty, is to see the past through the imperfect eyes of those who lived it and not with his own omniscient twenty-twenty vision.” Recognizing the arduousness of his assigned task, Potter concluded, “I am not suggesting that any of us can really do this, but only that it is what we must attempt.”1

In this book I have tried to adhere to Potter’s charge. In the months between the election of the Republican Abraham Lincoln as president in November 1860 and the outbreak of hostilities in April 1861, no one knew whether war would occur, or if it did, no one could foresee the price, course, or result of that war. Even those who did expect armed conflict, a few excitedly, more fearfully, had no conception of its magnitude.

Slavery and the political issues surrounding it occupy a central place in my account. Yes, the war ended slavery, and to most Americans of today it was fought for that cause. The war was not begun to eradicate slavery, however. Even the leading Republican policymakers understood that a war started to kill slavery could not command united northern support and could quite possibly destroy their party.

This judgment was based on the reality that Americans, Republicans included, overwhelmingly believed that the Constitution protected slavery in the states where it existed. Moreover, except in extreme antislavery circles, owning slaves did not make a person a moral ogre or persona non grata in civil society. Additionally, the racial character of American slavery was of cardinal importance. In the mid-nineteenth century almost all white Americans and Western Europeans believed in the supremacy of the white race. I will not keep pointing out that this outlook is different from mine and that of our own era. I should not need to.

Before the Civil War, white southerners constantly talked about liberty—its preciousness and their commitment to it. They perceived no contradiction between their faith in liberty and the existence of slavery. From at least the period of the American Revolution, white southerners defined their liberty, in part, as their right to own slaves and to decide the fate of the institution without any outside interference. In their view, living in a slave society made them no less American than their fellow citizens in the free states. While such a concept is foreign to our thinking, it was fundamental to white southerners until 1865.

Writing a book about the coming of the Civil War, even one so chronologically restricted as mine, I place myself in a long line of historians who have grappled with the causes of the war. I owe an enormous debt to my predecessors, who have illuminated so many facets of the sectional struggle from abolition to secession. Answering the question of why the war came is not my aim. My goal is not so grand. I want to tell the story of those whose action and inaction brought the country to the precipice and finally over it.

I concentrate on the five months between Lincoln’s election and the commencement of fighting. During those weeks the attention of Americans became increasingly riveted on the great crisis of the Union. The southern states threatened to break up the Union. The immediate crucial issue was the place of slavery in the national territories; the longer-term question concerned the character of the Union and who would wield power in it.

At the outset, many Americans assumed that a political compromise fashioned in Congress would settle the dispute. Compromising sectional disagreements had been a hallmark of the nation since the Constitutional Convention of 1787. The precedent set there had been followed on several volatile occasions during the succeeding three-quarters of a century.

But not all Americans wanted another compromise. In the South, radical secessionists saw this moment, the election of a northern president heading a northern party by northern voters, as their opportunity to disrupt the Union. The North had its own segment that spurned any compromise with the South. These vigorous partisans of the triumphant Republican party were determined to celebrate their victory without any deal with an alarmed, uneasy South.

Between these extremes, Americans in both sections ardently desired to reach an equitable settlement between North and South. Although this pro-compromise sentiment could be found in the Deep South and in the Republican party, it flourished among northern Democrats and in the Upper South and Border. A fact often overlooked is that pro-compromise forces included men both antislavery and proslavery.

My book focuses on why the pro-compromise legions lost, or why the American tradition of sectional compromise failed. In the past few years, several scholars have investigated different parts of this story, most notably the success of the secessionists and the dynamics within the Republican party. But no one has treated North and South, Republican and Democrat, sectional radicals and sectional conservatives in the same place. I have done that.2


PROLOGUE

“Is This Not a Remarkable Spectacle?”

[image: ]N THE EARLY evening of Sunday, March 3, 1861, the white-headed gentleman stood once more among his fellow senators. Of medium height, spare and erect, with a face deeply lined, almost craggy, John J. Crittenden commanded attention. With a long commitment to his country and an unsurpassed reputation for integrity, he was foremost a man of character. But Crittenden’s audience consisted of more than his Senate colleagues. Spectators jammed the galleries long before he spoke at 7:00 p.m. In this assembly sat Abraham Lincoln, to be inaugurated president the next day.1

For the past three months, during the entire span of the Second Session of the 36th Congress, Senator Crittenden had striven to get his colleagues to address the crisis that convulsed the nation. The Union he cherished was coming apart. Since December 1860, seven southern states, from South Carolina west to Texas, had severed their relations with the United States. In mid-February these seceders had created a new polity, the Confederate States of America. Furthermore, turmoil and uncertainty about their future course dominated discussion in most of the remaining eight slave states. Recognizing his inability thus far to secure any congressional action to prevent this dismemberment, Crittenden on that Sunday made a final plea for his beloved Union.

John Jordan Crittenden is not a name remembered today. But in 1860 and 1861 he was a consequential man, with admirers in both North and South. A native Kentuckian, born in 1786 and trained in the law, he had spent most of his life serving his state and nation in various offices: state legislator, governor, twice a cabinet officer, and on four separate occasions a United States senator. Since the 1830s he had always been a Whig, the party formed to oppose Andrew Jackson’s Democratic party. The Whigs generally believed in active government to facilitate the material growth and cultural progress of the country. Moreover, Crittenden was a political disciple and protégé of one of the giants of antebellum American politics, Henry Clay, a fellow Kentuckian. Even though the Whig party as an organized force disappeared in the mid-1850s, a victim in large part of increasing sectional tension, Crittenden in 1860 still called himself a Whig.

In the Second Session, Crittenden worked to emulate Clay, who had gained fame as the Great Compromiser or the Great Pacificator. On three occasions when sectional strife had endangered the stability, even the continuation, of the Union, Clay, as congressman or senator, had assumed a major role in finding a legislative settlement. In 1820, when a dispute over the admission of Missouri as a slave state caused a national crisis, Speaker of the House Clay was central in fashioning the Missouri Compromise. Then, in 1832 and 1833, during the Nullification Crisis, which brought South Carolina and the administration of Andrew Jackson to the brink of armed conflict, Clay, now in the U.S. Senate, was instrumental in crafting the Compromise of 1833 and defusing the explosive situation. Finally, toward the end of his life, again a senator, he initiated a drive to settle the struggle between North and South over slavery’s future in the Mexican Cession, territory that came to the United States following the Mexican War—California and the modern Southwest. The resulting Compromise of 1850 thwarted what could have become a full-blown secession crisis. In 1860 and 1861, Crittenden wanted to replicate Clay’s achievement.2

The same subject that underlay the political clash of 1850 occupied the country and Senator Crittenden in 1860 and 1861—the future of slavery in the territories belonging to the United States, or, more fundamentally, the future of slavery in the nation. Southerners and many northerners disagreed. Overwhelmingly, southerners asserted their right as Americans to go into the national territory with their property, including slave property. In 1860, southerners based their claim not only on the general southern understanding of their constitutional rights, but also on a recent ruling of the U.S. Supreme Court. In its Dred Scott decision of 1857, the Court declared that southerners enjoyed a constitutional right to carry slaves into the territories, a right that Congress could not proscribe.

That judicial conclusion directly contradicted the main tenet of one of the two major parties—the Republican party, which had grown in the North from the rubble of the old Whig party and from Democrats disaffected by what they perceived as an increasingly pro-southern bias in their former political home. With its single-minded commitment to the North, the Republican party had barely a footprint in the South, and that only in the Border slave states. From the very inception of their party, Republicans had preached no slavery in the territories as their gospel. Even in the face of Dred Scott they refused to back away. In 1860, the Republican candidate for president, Abraham Lincoln, running on a platform that trumpeted territorial prohibition, was elected president of the United States without a single electoral vote from a slave state.

Lincoln’s triumph overturned American politics. A new party with a solely northern constituency would take control of the executive branch of the federal government. That had never happened before; previously, all victorious parties had had a southern connection. Republicans were exuberant, though inexperienced in governing. The defeated Democrats confronted their own problem. Many in the South, the base of the party’s strength, were distraught, even fearful; they foresaw a Republican administration threatening their most basic interests. In the slave states, sectional radicals called fire-eaters cheered the Republican victory as the catalyst for their chief goal, breaking up the Union. Although southerners were certainly not unified on secession, tumult wracked the South. Yet while Republicans basked in the glow of victory and southerners debated their course, the nation turned its eyes to Congress. The Second Session of the 36th Congress would convene in early December, less than a month after the election.

When Congress met, however, no clear statement signaled that it would settle the sectional dispute that had rapidly ascended to the level of national crisis. No person, group, or party immediately stepped forward to calm the excitement. In fact, leadership appeared alarmingly absent. Turning to the Bible, a reporter wrote, “Babel was not in a more confused condition than is Congress at this time.” This witness found “the gabbing, gibbering, many who have nothing to lose, and some hope that they may gain by disorder and dissolution, and who laugh, cackle and gossip over the general conflagration.” The tradition of Congress grasping and handling major crises was seemingly in jeopardy. Southern fire-eaters strutted; Republicans crowed. In contrast, anguished men on both sides of the Mason-Dixon Line struggled to find a way toward reconciliation.3

Senator Crittenden came forward with proposals, chiefly to settle the territorial question by extending the old Missouri Compromise line westward to California and embedding the division in the Constitution. Between December and March he pushed, at times altering the specifics of his plan to attract support. Other senators and congressmen floated additional suggestions; none went anywhere. The judgment of a close observer in mid-January described the plight of the would-be compromisers: “Things look dark here today. The utter inactivity of Congress stupefies those who would otherwise have some hope.” Most Republicans were fundamentally obdurate in opposing any compromise touching the territories, even in permitting either House or Senate to vote on any such measure. Their strength increased in both houses as congressmen and senators from seceded states left the capital. Despite his arduous efforts, Crittenden never even succeeded in getting the Senate to say aye or nay to his plan.4

Now, with the session coming to a close and no congressional action on his or any other proposal, the venerable lawmaker gave his final assessment. It was also his valedictory, for his term expired with the 36th Congress. Crittenden spoke the language of failure, but even more of incomprehension. Addressing his fellow senators, Crittenden asked, “Is this not a remarkable spectacle?” He wanted to know why “when the country trusted to our hands is going to ruin,” the Senate has been unable “to devise any measure of public safety.” “We see the danger,” he announced; “we acknowledge our duty.” Yet, he sorrowfully noted, “we are acknowledging before the world we can do nothing; acknowledging before the world, or appearing to all the world as men who do nothing.” “The saddest spectacle,” he deplored.5

Denying accusations hurled at him that he acted as if he had a special commission to make peace, Crittenden heaped praise upon colleagues who had also worked for settlement. He had done no more, he declared, than those others. He also made clear that he was no evangelist for slavery, announcing, “I appear here as the advocate of Union.” Borrowing from Shakespeare, he told senators their role “must be to do something, or to do nothing.”

For a man who professed no allegiance to an active party, Crittenden’s cry for patriotism to country over party loyalty posed no difficulty. Still, recognizing the power of party on professional politicians, he insisted that the Senate no longer confronted “a question of party,” but “a question of country and Union.” He went on to affirm the equality of all Americans under the Constitution.

Thus, in his view the South did have constitutional rights in the common national territory. And these rights, in his mind, included taking slave property into that territory. He even admitted that the South had “some plausible reason to be discontented” because Republicans repeatedly maintained that they would bar southerners from the territories, taking all for the North. For Crittenden solving this problem was simple—a compromise, extending the Missouri line westward to California. This was more than an equitable division, he informed Republicans, for it gave the North fully two-thirds of the national domain. Furthermore, because of the inhospitable climate and terrain below that line, he foresaw little chance of slavery taking hold there. As a result, he defined Republican insistence on the total prohibition of slavery as “a mere question of abstract right.”

Crittenden said he would never waver in his great goal to halt any future secession and then aim for reconstruction of the Union. From Republicans he solicited compromise, “giv[ing] to the nation breathing-time” to get past the alarm pervading the country. But he admitted despite that single request “this is refused.” He pointed out to Republicans that they would control the executive branch, that the northern population and economy were outpacing the southern. Over time, northern power would only increase. Thus, offering the South now what he termed “a little boon” in order to save the country he saw as wise policy, not craven compromise. He chided the Republicans for their commitment to the shibboleth “woe to the conquered; no compromise,” comparing it to the proclamation of Roman emperors, “vae victis.” Simply put, it was not American. Moreover, he insisted that a large portion, “if not a majority,” of the northern electorate rejected Republican obduracy. Crittenden based this estimate on petitions and memorials flooding Congress. He specified that no less than a quarter million northern voters had signed petitions submitted to Congress. He also noted that legislatures had “memorialized, and, in fact, petitioned Congress in the name of the people of their States.” Even executives of railroad lines traversing the North testified to widespread backing for compromise and expressed their wishes for settlement along the lines of his proposals, Crittenden added. Given the “assurances” proclaimed by all these citizens and his “confidence in the intelligence and public virtue of the people, [which] is greater than it is in any body of their representatives,” Crittenden professed his conviction “that right will eventually be done.”

Identifying himself as a southern man, though one utterly attached to the Union, he urged southerners to recognize the moment as “a time of high party excitement by one Congress.” This emotional spasm would pass, he asserted. New elections would result in more balanced views in Congress. To buttress his case he emphasized the same petitions and memorials he used to appeal to Republicans. Reasonable and fair adjustment of even the territorial issue, he assured southerners, would result from their patience.

Although he tried hard to dam the torrent of disunion, Crittenden left no doubt about his personal position. “I am not for secession. No, sir,” he announced. Whatever came he would stand by the Union, and he urged his state, Kentucky, to do likewise. Nothing that secession could promise, he declared, could match the glory of the Union. Only “an imperious necessity” that he could not envision would legitimize Kentucky’s seceding. Kentucky, the Constitution, the Union—together they comprised the rock of Crittenden’s conviction and patriotism.

While Crittenden made clear his personal stance, he had no illusions. Realizing that Congress would not pass his propositions, he still clung to “every word I have said.” But he warned Republican senators not to feel triumphant, for “I tell you now that, whatever security the apparent peace that surrounds us may induce you to suppose exists in the country, it is a delusion.” His reading of the future was foreboding: “To-morrow, after to-morrow, and each to-morrow brings with it new fears and new apprehensions to my mind.” In his view, “rebellion, revolution, seem to be epidemic in the land.” Facing his fellow senators, he lamented, “I thought we could do something to stay it.” Crittenden and those like him failed, for when Congress adjourned the day after his speech, no settlement had been embraced.

“Restoration,” his major object, had not been achieved. No one at that time could tell whether the Union would again be whole or be engulfed by bloodshed.


CHAPTER ONE

“The Future Is … Shrouded in the Very Blackness of Darkness”

[image: ]UBILATION, EXCITEMENT, JOY—all reverberated through the great body of the Republican party. One stalwart captured the moment: “I want to live more than I have done for years; to see the future of this great nation under its new impulse of regeneration.” The Republican candidate for president had won the election of 1860. In only its second try for the nation’s highest office the party had triumphed.1

While this impressive showing thrilled the Republican faithful, the uniqueness of the victory matched their delight. In the mid-nineteenth century, the United States had both slave and free states, a division that had obtained since the beginning of the country. By 1860, the nation had grown from the original thirteen states to thirty-three, with eighteen free and fifteen slave. There was also a sectional divide, with the former in the North, the latter in the South. The Republican party was a sectional party, with its roots and voting strength in the free states. It barely had a presence in any of the slave states, and none at all below the Border slave states that adjoined the free states. Never before in American history had a party with no southern connection won a national election. For the first time, a party would control the executive branch of the federal government that had no constituency in and no political obligation to a vast portion of the country.2

This state of affairs neither surprised nor alarmed Republicans, for they proudly displayed their sectional colors. The political movement that became the Republican party grew out of the wreckage of what had become known as the second American party system, the competition between Democrats and Whigs that had dominated the nation’s politics from the early 1830s until the mid-1850s, when the Whig party expired. Although no single political disease ravaged the Whigs, the bitter sectional fight over slavery, its future in the country, and, specifically, its expansion into the national territories, was particularly virulent. National parties existed when northerners and southerners could agree on basic issues, or, at least, on how to handle them. With the demise of the Whigs, Democrats alone enjoyed such an agreement, for they had in their fold those northerners willing to cooperate with southerners demanding both constitutional equality for slaveowners and recognition of their slave institution as American.

Overwhelmingly, northern Whigs refused to meet these southern demands, but ex-northern Whigs alone could not build a party to compete with the Democrats. Another critical component of the new political alliance came from a minority of northern Democrats disaffected from their party because of what they perceived as its increasingly pro-southern stance. Mostly associates of former president Martin Van Buren of New York, these Democrats hated the South. In their view, southerners had literally stolen their party from them. To their fledgling political force also came strident antislavery men who had operated outside both the Whig and Democratic tents. They brought idealism, visceral hatred of political deals with the South, and a powerful indictment of slavery as un-American.

The full history of the rise of the Republican party is not my subject. For my purpose it suffices to note that by the middle of the 1850s these former adversaries had joined together to form a new party, distinctly sectional in identity. They designated it Republican to emphasize that only they could save the country, the republic inherited from the founding generation, from the machinations of the southern politicians and their northern friends who had disrupted and corrupted their political universe.

This new Republican party was a northern party with its own defining cornerstone, made of antisouthern granite. That foundation was absolutely essential, for the coalition included ex-Democrats and Whigs who still disagreed over economic issues like the tariff and over the proper attitude toward new immigrants, especially those professing the Roman Catholic faith. “Anti-South” provides a more accurate description of the Republicans and their message than the narrower and balder term “antislavery.” Although Republicans counted antislavery zealots among their number, a substantial majority believed that the Constitution granted states control over slavery within their borders and that the federal government could not legitimately interfere with the institution in states that permitted it. At the same time, this majority embraced two critical propositions: first, the Constitution gave the federal government power through Congress to control, or to permit or prohibit, slavery in the national territories; second, the government of the United States could never recognize slavery and freedom as equals. For almost all Republicans freedom must predominate, and at some point slavery would cease to exist.

[image: ]
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Republicans shaped their assault on the South around a powerful symbol, the Slave Power. For Republican politicians the Slave Power provided a powerful rallying cry more than a critique of the human tragedy of slavery that ardent abolitionists agonized over. That the Slave Power possessed, in the view of Republicans, excessive power within the national government irked them more than the power slaveowners exerted over their human property. In Republican rhetoric the Slave Power embodied the unholy influence exercised by slaveowners acting through the Democratic party over the national government and national policy. This Slave Power, advised Republicans, interfered with the basic rights of northerners. “The liberties of our country are in tenfold the danger they were at the commencement of the American Revolution,” shouted a Republican editor in New Hampshire. “We then had a distant foe to contend with. Now the enemy is within our borders.”3

According to the Republican script, only nefarious and unscrupulous manipulation could explain why the South, the Slave Power, had so much influence at the federal level. With America a democracy, Republican leaders proclaimed, the free states should be directing national affairs because their population far exceeded that of the South. On the numbers, they were certainly correct. In 1860 the free states counted more than 18.8 million people while the slave states had but 8.3 million free people along with almost 4 million slaves. Republicans constantly cried that the North had to assert itself to take its rightful role in leading the country.

Yet a particular provision of the Constitution rankled Republicans even more—the three-fifths clause that for representation counted a slave as three-fifths of a free person. In 1860 that calculation meant that the slave states had a population of 10.7 million for representation, notably increasing their strength in both the House of Representatives and the Electoral College. The actual increase was twenty-five additional congressmen and electoral votes. For Republicans, the Slave Power depended upon this unsavory formula.4

Despite what they regarded as a constitutional blemish, Republican politicians believed they could wrestle control from the Democrats, whom they depicted as pledged to “execute all the designs of the slave holders.” Consolidating the North could defeat the political handmaiden of the hated Slave Power. With their substantially larger population the northern states dominated the Electoral College, which named presidents. There the free states had 183 electoral votes, the slave states, even with the three-fifths clause, but 120. Thus, by sweeping the North, a Republican presidential candidate could win a national election without a single southern electoral vote. Accordingly, Republicans aimed their message solely at the North, working assiduously to unify the northern electorate while proclaiming that only a North united behind the Republican party could save the republic from the Slave Power.5

The Republican national platforms of 1856 and 1860 made unequivocal declarations about the plight of the country. Although those documents did not specifically speak about the Slave Power, their language describing the dangers facing the nation spoke of its manifestations. In 1856 nothing so endangered the republic as “attempts to violate [the Constitution] for the purpose of establishing Slavery in the Territories … .” Slavery itself was condemned as a “relic of barbarism.” Four years later no talk of “relic” appeared, but the platform declared that only the Republican party could protect the country from the “measureless subserviency to the exactions of a sectional interest” as practiced by the Democrats. That “subserviency,” in the Republican view, led to policy “revolutionary in its tendency, and subversive of the peace and harmony of the country.” Republicans especially decried what they termed efforts to permit slavery in any new territory as the most heinous evidence of Democratic perfidy. In the Republican interpretation, those attempts violated the principles of the Declaration of Independence and the provisions of the Constitution.6

Not only a new party with unprecedented organization and outlook, the Republicans in 1860 also presented an untried, inexperienced leader, Abraham Lincoln of Illinois. He had not held any state or national office since the 1840s, when he served a single term as a representative in the 30th Congress. When Republicans met in Chicago in May 1860 to nominate a presidential candidate, they did not act as most observers thought they would. The leading contender, Senator William Henry Seward of New York, famous for the declarations of a “higher law” than the Constitution and of an “irrepressible conflict” between North and South, between freedom and slavery, was set aside.7

Seward lost because many Republican politicians feared he could not win the presidential election. Specifically, they worried that voters in the lower portions of states like Illinois, Indiana, and Pennsylvania—states essential for a Republican triumph—would spurn Seward as too radical. Far more prominent than any other Republican in 1860, Seward had been the preeminent spokesman for antislavery politics for a decade. Condemning any territorial compromise as far back as 1850, he had called on a higher law than the Constitution. For Republicans hungering for victory, Seward had simply been in the public eye for too long. He was passed over. The convention eventually chose Lincoln, a man widely seen as less radical than Seward, and thus more electable.

The Republican decision to jettison Seward and go with Lincoln might well have been the major reason for the party’s performance in the presidential election. Lincoln carried all the critical states on the way to a virtual sweep of the free states, only failing in New Jersey, where he shared the electoral vote. In the nation he won 180 electoral votes, a clear majority, though he received none in any of the fifteen slave states. But the popular vote was another matter; he managed only 39.8 percent. In ten slave states he received no votes at all. Since the widespread adoption of popular voting for president three decades earlier, no previous candidate had won with such a small percentage of the popular vote.8

Not only was Lincoln distinctly a minority president, he had little national political experience. When the 30th Congress adjourned, in early 1849, Lincoln’s time in office also ended. Yet, he was a key figure in building the Republican party in Illinois. A good Whig, he had held on to that party for its lifetime. Upon its disappearance he went to work in earnest for the new organization. Illinois Republicans recognized Lincoln’s contribution; no other Republican in the state stood above him. Although he failed in his two tries for the United States Senate, in 1855 and 1858, the latter election was critical for him despite his loss.9

That defeat propelled him beyond Illinois borders, for he had challenged the most prominent northern Democrat, United States Senator Stephen A. Douglas. Their widely reported joint speaking tour through the state had carried Lincoln’s name, his speeches, and his position on national issues, chiefly the territories, across the North. That he stood up to Douglas in their demanding political journey impressed many Republicans far beyond Illinois. But always, and certainly in his contest with Douglas, Lincoln had been in opposition. From the mid-1850s on he had constantly attacked individuals and the party in power.
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Then, in February 1860, he traveled to New York City for what resulted in his famous speech at Cooper Union. His performance on the evening of February 27 really impressed northeastern Republicans, especially those in New York opposed to Seward. Although this speech may not have made Lincoln president, it certainly propelled him toward the top of the list of serious contenders for the Republican nomination. In this address Lincoln strove to make Republican opposition to slavery in the territories and the power of the federal government to enact such a policy direct legacies of the Founding Fathers. Focusing on a discrete group of that generation, the men who actually signed the Constitution, Lincoln argued that they were overwhelmingly antislavery, including the southerners. They intended, Lincoln insisted, an antislavery future for the new republic. In his version of history that noble goal had somehow been shunted aside. To restore its primacy was the duty of Republicans.10

As a political pronouncement to promote himself and to galvanize the Republican faithful, the speech was enormously successful. As a legal brief, it was indeed effective. But as history, and Lincoln defined his remarks as history, always emphasizing “the facts,” it was decidedly one-sided. The Founding Fathers had not circumscribed slavery. For three decades after the ratification of the Constitution, slavery and freedom had marched westward side by side. That simultaneous expansion had occurred with powerful support from some notable Founding Fathers. New territories open to slavery had been acquired or organized under every president from George Washington to James Monroe. On slavery the Founding Fathers bequeathed a more complicated legacy than Lincoln reported and evidently wanted to believe.

Lincoln’s political activity during the half decade preceding his election as president had centered on campaigning and ardent partisanship. He had no experience in governing, even on the state level. The only politicians he knew really well were his fellow Republicans in Illinois, who, for their entire existence, had battled against the powerful figure of Douglas. Even though they knew occasional success, they were fundamentally men in opposition. They felt that standing united and holding fast to party doctrine were imperative for survival against the titan in their midst.

Just as its newly elected leader found himself thrust into a new role, the Republican party had to adopt a different national posture. Previously, it had been on the outside attacking Democratic administrations while arousing its adherents. Not only had the party never before elected a president, it had never controlled Congress. Although Republicans in the House of Representatives had a plurality and had chosen the speaker in the First Session of the 36th Congress, they did not come close to having a majority, and had had to give the nod for speaker to one of their most conservative members. In the Senate, Democrats far outnumbered Republicans thirty-seven to twenty-six, with three self-declared Whigs or Union men who usually voted with Democrats on sectional issues.

The election for members of the 37th Congress, which would come into being with Lincoln’s inauguration on March 4, 1861, gave Republicans little reason for optimism that basic power relationships would change. Because in the mid-nineteenth century there was no single national election day, the final lineups for the 37th Congress remained unknown. But the results tabulated by December 1860, along with projections for 1861 elections, made clear that the Republicans would remain a minority. In the House they would fall more than twenty short of a majority while the Senate division would basically replicate that of the 36th Congress. The party would have to change gears from outsider to insider, from campaigning to governing, never an easy task. And this difficult shift would have to occur without control of either house of Congress and with an inexperienced, minority president.11

While the excited Republicans relished their triumph, the Democrats faced losing the presidency they had held for almost a decade. But the defeat had not come as a surprise. Professional politicians in both North and South had anticipated that outcome because the party had come apart during its national convention back in the spring. Unable to agree on either a candidate or a platform, the nation’s oldest party split along basically North-South lines, with each side naming its own candidate and adopting its own platform. Northern Democrats nominated Stephen A. Douglas, while southern Democrats chose John C. Breckinridge of Kentucky, the sitting vice president.12

The dissolution of the Democratic party dated from Douglas’s defection from the party line back in 1858. The issue was slavery in the territories, specifically in Kansas. Proslavery forces in that territory had called for the selection of delegates to a constitutional convention, an election boycotted by free-soil settlers. Then they fashioned a constitution allowing slavery, even though all involved knew that a majority of Kansans opposed legalizing the institution within their borders. Moreover, the proslavery men set up an approval process that denied Kansas voters the ability to reject or accept the constitution completely. When their creature, known as the Lecompton Constitution, which would have made Kansas a slave state, reached Congress, the southern Democrats and President James Buchanan stood behind it. They correctly maintained that in Kansas all legal technicalities had been followed by its writers and backers. Yet both the president and the southerners knew that the Lecompton Constitution did not enjoy the approval of a popular majority in Kansas. For the southerners, the chance to add another slave state overcame that hurdle. The president went with the major leadership of his congressional party, believing that with Kansas a state, the combustible, divisive territorial issue would fade.

Senator Douglas refused to follow his party and his president, however. For Douglas, who had staked his political reputation on popular sovereignty—the doctrine declaring that territorial settlers in a free vote could decide aye or nay on slavery—Lecompton was simply unacceptable. He accurately denounced Lecompton for making a mockery of popular sovereignty. Being pressed hard in Illinois in his own reelection year by Republicans pushing their total prohibition doctrine, he could not do otherwise. Falling in line on Lecompton in Washington meant political suicide for him in Illinois. Douglas’s stance combined with Republican opposition defeated Lecompton. The administration and the southerners prevailed in the Senate, but fell short in the House, where Douglas loyalists joined with Republicans to stop it.

In the aftermath the president and the party leadership in the Senate waged political war on Douglas, wielding the patronage club and stripping him of his cherished chairmanship of the Committee on Territories. Despite these heavy blows, Douglas stood his ground. After a hard-fought contest he won reelection to the Senate, defeating Lincoln. In 1860, Senator Douglas, not President Buchanan, was undoubtably the most popular northern Democrat.

In the Democratic convention of 1860, which met in Charleston, South Carolina, in April, the South desired both the rejection of Douglas and a platform acknowledging the constitutional rights of slaveowners in the territories, a right affirmed by the United States Supreme Court in its Dred Scott decision of 1857. Douglas’s stalwarts would give on neither, demanding the senator’s nomination and refusing on the territorial issue. As a result, the convention dissolved, with an agreement to regroup in Baltimore in June. But with both sides holding firm, the second conclave provided no resolution on either candidate or platform.

Thus the party broke into two parts, fielding two tickets—one northern, the other southern. Although each side truthfully claimed that it had supporters in the other section, in reality the divided party had two campaigns, one in each section. Douglas lost the North to Lincoln, gaining electoral votes only in New Jersey, though he won more than 1,380,000 popular votes throughout the country. Breckinridge, on the other hand, carried eleven of the fifteen slave states, though nationally he managed only 848,356 popular votes.13

Defeated and divided, the Democrats found themselves in opposition, with the task of putting their party back together. Loss might spur former combatants, but provided no guarantee. Douglas remained ascendant in the North and anathema to the southerners who dominated the party in Congress. The Democrats were not powerless, however. They controlled the Senate, and signs pointed to increased Democratic numbers on both sides of the Capitol in the 37th Congress. Making effective use of that strength of course depended on restoring party unity. Some Democrats in each section did begin calling on their comrades in the other to come together to stifle the Republicans. In the words of an editor in Albany, New York, a reunited Democracy would mean a Republican party “stricken down within a single year, as if by paralysis.”14

Yet, the most immediate menace to a party already in disarray were the voices of disunion in the Cotton States. In the South, particularly in the Deep South, or the Cotton States as they were called, stretching from South Carolina westward to Texas, some men nominally connected to the Democratic party also preached disunion. These secessionists commonly held office as Democrats, including governorships and seats in Congress, though they were not committed to the Democratic or any other party. Contemporaries often termed these men fire-eaters, highlighting the incendiary language and dire pronouncements they customarily employed. These fire-eaters had only one fundamental commitment—to break up the Union. “The South can never know peace and security again in the Union,” cried one of them.15

The fire-eaters’ most fervent message centered on slavery. They insisted that an antislavery Republican party would take control of decisions regarding slavery from the South. This message resonated with many southerners, for since at least the time of the American Revolution white southerners had defined their liberty, in part, as their right to own slaves and to decide the fate of the institution without any outside interference. Losing that right, then, meant losing liberty, their most precious possession. For the white South, liberty and slavery had become inextricably intertwined.16

Slavery formed the core of southern society and the southern economy. In 1860 some four million slaves populated the fifteen states that permitted the institution, though they were not evenly dispersed through the region. More than half lived in the Deep South, and the numbers decreased as slave country approached the free states. The slave population had quadrupled since 1800. Its value in 1860 totaled some three billion dollars, exceeding the combined sum of national investment in manufacturing and railroads plus bank capital by some 600 million dollars. In sum, by a wide margin slaves were the most valuable investment in the country.17

White southerners could not imagine a world without slavery. With slavery whites controlled a race they believed distinctly inferior to their own in basic intellect and promise. White southerners were not unique in their racial outlook; in the mid-nineteenth century almost every white American and Western European believed that whites were superior to blacks. According to southern whites, the end of slavery would mean either race war or amalgamation, equal horrors to them—or, even worse, both. In addition, slavery formed the backbone of the economy. The massive investment in the institution made it central. Moreover, southerners could not envision how their agricultural economy could function without slaves. All the major crops from the Lower to the Upper South depended upon their labor. Furthermore, as the southern states began to industrialize, slaves were utilized effectively in iron and textile mills, on railroads, and in other enterprises. Southerners found slave labor flexible and considered it essential to their growing, prosperous economy. Thus, for southerners an assault on the institution became an attack on their way of life and deepest values.18

The fire-eater call for action to protect the South and slavery condemned political parties for dulling southern perception of an imminent peril. The leading fire-eater journal, the Charleston Mercury, asserted, “The truth is ‘that party activities’ are more or less, fraudulent in their incipiency and practices.” They certainly did not serve the best interest of the southern people. The fire-eaters, to overcome what they defined as the party-induced torpor that made southerners indifferent to danger, took as their mission awakening others to what they saw as the life-or-death southern predicament.19

In the midst of the presidential contest of 1860, the secessionist Edmund Ruffin of Virginia sent to the governors of the slave states pikes he had obtained from John Brown’s cache of weapons. Back in 1859, Brown, a self-proclaimed God-ordained avenger of abolition, had led a failed raid to rouse slaves against their masters. Captured at Harpers Ferry, Virginia, by United States forces, tried and executed by Virginia, Brown became at once a martyr in extreme antislavery circles and a terrorist to white southerners. On each pike Ruffin affixed a label: SAMPLE OF THE FAVORS DESIGNED FOR US BY OUR NORTHERN BRETHREN. Fire-eaters constantly thundered their gospel—southerners must “organize for themselves a separate and independent Confederacy.”20

Through their public onslaught the fire-eaters promulgated two important ideas. Their solution to all southern problems was secession, and they continually and forcefully preached its necessity. Although other southerners spoke about secession, its possibility and its legality, the fire-eaters gave form, emphasis, and attractiveness to the concept. In 1860, few southerners denied the legitimacy of secession, though many disputed its need. Turning to the reason for secession, fire-eaters constantly warned southerners that the Union held great danger for them. Their pamphlets—with ominous and pressing titles like The Doom of Slavery … and The South Alone Should Rule the South…—circulated widely, stirring emotions and fears.21

Yet if the fire-eaters succeeded in driving or pushing southern states out of the Union, the result would be devastation for the Democratic party as well as for the country. By 1860, the South had become the bastion of the party. With any significant number of southerners out of their seats, the party would dwindle into an insignificant minority in Congress. Any hope of a presidential victory would disappear.

For the fire-eaters, Lincoln’s triumph meant their crucial moment had arrived. Theirs was an especially difficult task—to persuade southerners to leave the Union. There were two principal reasons. First, southerners overwhelmingly revered the Union. They counted themselves good, loyal Americans, who cherished the nation’s history and treasured national leaders from George Washington forward who were southerners and Americans. Additionally, the fire-eaters asked southerners to march into the political unknown. No one knew what the world outside the United States would be like, though the fire-eaters promised a political and economic Garden of Eden. Even if unhappy with specific events and certain trends within the Union, like John Brown’s raid and the growth of the Republican party, southerners knew it and had powerful ties to it. They did not find it easy to give up familiarity and pride for uncertainty.

But Lincoln’s ascension signaled that the unknown of secession was now matched by another, the prospect of a Republican administration. No one had any certainty about what a Republican heading the executive branch would mean for the South. Fire-eaters defined that latter unknown as one filled with potential horrors the South simply could not risk. The Mercury left no doubt: “The Southern States are now in the crisis of their fate.”22

Fire-eaters were convinced that the South must act promptly. They fulminated against any talk of delay. To move the South out of the Union required action as well as words. Fire-eaters had to push, to pull, to lead. They had to decide on the strategy that would permit them to reach their goal of disunion. Whatever the precise steps, they must be immediate.23

Between the Republicans and the Democrats and at the far end of the political spectrum from the fire-eaters were the self-styled conservatives who mostly supported the Constitutional Union party in the presidential election. Concentrated heavily in the Upper and Border South, these people had been overwhelmingly Whig. The demise of their traditional partisan home had left them in the political wilderness. They could abide neither the sectional, anti-South Republicans nor their long-term enemy, the Democrats. From the mid-1850s they kept themselves alive in a variety of state and local parties through which they maintained influence. The prospect of a presidential election in 1860 provided them an opportunity to try to construct another party that transcended state, even sectional lines.

They called their handiwork the Constitutional Union party, to affirm the glories of the Constitution and the Union. Choosing a ticket of former Whig mainstays—John Bell of Tennessee for president and Edward Everett of Massachusetts for vice president—these political wanderers denounced both Democrats and Republicans for putting partisanship and sectionalism above patriotism and the Union. With practically no organization, they had no chance of winning the presidency, yet the Bell-Everett ticket gained more than 590,000 popular votes, just over 12.5 percent. The party performed respectably in the slave states, carrying three—Kentucky, Tennessee, and Virginia—and amassing at least a third of the popular vote in all the rest save Alabama, Delaware, and Texas. In the free states, though, the performance was miserable, failing to reach that one-third mark in any of them.

That result told an unmistakable story. In the South, old Whigs remained a force and had the potential to influence southern politics. In the North, however, by 1860, few old Whigs had resisted the lure of the Republicans. They added an essential element to the victorious Republican coalition largely camped on the right wing.

In the aftermath of the election, the Constitutional Unionists clung to the hope that somehow a new national Union or Conservative party could rise on their foundation. At the same time they recognized that “there is too much heat and too little cool and patriotic reflection … ” in both North and South. They saw no option in the Republicans, for that party in its current form was simply too sectional. The Democrats not only represented their former antagonists, but these veteran Whigs also found them too extreme on southern questions. Their hope was that as the Republicans had to shift to governing and the Democrats had to try reconstructing themselves, possibly one or the other would extinguish the “bad passions” that both had aroused. Then, the welcome sign would greet these pro-Union political nomads. Whether or not a new institutional home awaited them, they would advocate a Conservative course that emphasized the maintenance of the Union over any partisan or sectional platform.24

While most of the nation was consumed with assessing the meaning of Lincoln’s triumph, several southern states acted. Within a month of the election the South was in motion, hastening formal deliberation on whether or not to remain in the Union. In November, the governors of Louisiana, Mississippi, South Carolina, and Virginia either urged their legislatures to remain in session or called special sessions to confront what all saw as an emergency. Arkansas, Florida, and Georgia legislatures in their regular meetings during that month debated the issue. Back in February, Alabama lawmakers had authorized the governor to call for election of delegates to a secession convention should a Republican win the presidency; on December 6 he issued such a call. In that month, Texas also joined the parade, scheduling an election. Thus, even before Republicans had time to finish congratulating themselves, nine slave states had begun the process of deciding whether they wanted a future in a Union governed by a Republican administration.

In the seven Deep South states, where the fire-eaters had their greatest strength, chief executives and legislatures were moving promptly to calculate the value of the Union. This unity did not signify, however, that all citizens in those states embraced the fire-eater gospel of immediate secession. Yet, almost all of them believed that the Constitution permitted secession. They heeded the states’-rights interpretation of the Constitution widely accepted in the South before 1861. Initially formulated by Thomas Jefferson and James Madison in the 1790s and pushed further by John C. Calhoun in the 1820s and 1830s, this exposition argued that the states, through their ratifying conventions, created the Constitution and thus the federal government. The states, the creators, were sovereign, not the federal government, the created. Carried to its logical conclusion, this thesis asserted that just as states had decided individually to come into the Union, each could decide individually to leave it. Even so, in late 1860 belief in the constitutional right of secession did not necessarily lead to a conviction about either its need or its efficacy.

The advocates of delaying or postponing secession generally found themselves defined as cooperationists. That designation differentiated them from the fire-eaters, also called immediatists, as they clamored for the immediate secession of single states. Cooperationists were not all of one mind, however. Some urged a southern convention where the slave states would come together and present an ultimatum to the North. Only with rejection of those demands would secession be appropriate. Others called for their own states to hold back, to await the secession of one or more sister slave states. Still others maintained that until the future Lincoln administration took some overt action against slavery or the South, such as prohibiting slavery in the territories or interfering with the interstate slave trade, the southern states should remain in the Union. No matter their particular views, cooperationists recognized that they needed to slow the rush to disunion. “Time is everything to us,” wrote an Alabamian, “and if we fail to gain that we are lost.”25

Fire-eaters understood the need for haste. They wanted to strike while southern outrage and fear were most intense. An opponent understood: “We are in the midst of a Revolution which is advancing with unprecedented rapidity.” A convention would take time; it would put off the day of decision, especially if the Upper South and Border slave states participated. The fire-eaters wanted to leverage those states, not to be leveraged by them because of delay. No direct attack could come from Lincoln and the Republicans before March, when Lincoln took office. For fire-eaters the prospect of waiting for several months heightened the likelihood that secession would never occur.26

Yet, individual state action had its drawbacks, for no one knew what would happen if only a single state seceded. In most of the Deep South anxiety over that unknown meant probable delay. Secessionists focused on South Carolina, the most radical state on sectional issues. Fire-eaters considered the Palmetto State their citadel, the stronghold where they exercised enormous influence. Moreover, the legislature had extended its regular session so that it could decide upon its response should Lincoln win. South Carolina seemingly could go out quickly.

Even though the state enjoyed a well-earned reputation for radicalism, its penchant for extremism had a complicated history. In 1832 and 1833, during the Nullification Crisis, South Carolina challenged federal authority and the administration of Andrew Jackson by threatening to nullify the tariff law passed by Congress. In doing so the state found itself uncomfortably alone; no other state joined the crusade. The situation became exceptionally tense when President Jackson declared that he would send the United States Army to enforce the law in South Carolina. While menacing the militant state, Jackson also became part of an effort in Congress to find a compromise on the tariff that would defuse the explosive situation. A compromise was reached, which led to a peaceful outcome. In fact, some of the nullifying Carolinians took as the chief lesson of the crisis that they had faced down the federal government.

Not quite two decades later, during and after the struggle over slavery in the territory added to the country after the Mexican War ended in the Compromise of 1850, South Carolina’s fire-eaters agitated for secession. Remembering the loneliness of the Nullification episode, leaders secretly searched for some other state that would go out first. Then, South Carolina would take the step. Forthwith, the governor of Mississippi made such a commitment, but proved unable to deliver his state. Facing the likelihood of once again standing alone against the federal government, South Carolina decided against direct action. That decision so incensed United States Senator Robert Barnwell Rhett, Sr., the state’s most visible fire-eater, that he resigned from the Senate, denouncing his fellow Carolinians for their refusal to resist “aggression of the General government” and for spurning his cherished disunion. There was no repeat of 1832 and 1833. Still, that inaction did not smother talk of secession or the eagerness of men like Rhett to lead their state out of the Union.27

Even before the votes had been cast in November 1860, fire-eater chieftains had begun plotting their path. In October, Governor William Gist of South Carolina contacted his counterpart in every Deep South state but Texas, home of the self-proclaimed Unionist governor Sam Houston, as well as in neighboring North Carolina, asking about the possible meeting of legislatures and their likely decisions. He assured his gubernatorial brothers that South Carolina would surely secede, if only some other state would lead the way. In the event that none would take that step, Gist went on to say, he thought South Carolina would go first “if she had any assurance that she will soon be followed by another or other States.” Without such a guarantee, Gist confessed, he doubted his state would move. The responses did not cheer him. Even though several of his fellow governors said they sincerely desired disunion, no one would place his state in the vanguard. Most agreed with pro-secessionist Joseph Brown of Georgia that their states really wanted a southern convention that would take “common action.” Should South Carolina go alone and war result, however, they did pledge their assistance. Only the governor of Florida, in a late reply, indicated that his state would stand with South Carolina, war or no war.28

Later that same month, Robert Barnwell Rhett, Jr., son of the former senator, who shared his father’s policies, sent to a few Deep South politicians a secret inquiry asking about the possibility of immediate secession based on separate state action. The younger Rhett’s query commanded attention, for all knew his name; moreover, he edited the Charleston Mercury, his family’s paper. Although it is known that Rhett received more than one response, only one is extant. From United States Senator Jefferson Davis of Mississippi, one of the most influential men in the Senate, Rhett got little encouragement. In fact, Senator Davis urged Rhett to wait. Davis did not think any other state, including his own, would follow South Carolina out of the Union unless the federal government resorted to coercion. But he did not foresee “that act of usurpation folly, and wickedness.… ”29

From Gist’s and Rhett’s covert questioning it appeared that the South Carolina fire-eaters could depend on no one else embracing their doctrine of immediate, separate secession. Too many southerners, even in the Deep South, were wary of rapid movement by individual states. They preferred, in Davis’s words, “to bring these [Deep South] states into cooperation before asking for a popular decision”—or, put another way, no elections for conventions until the Deep South states could reach common ground. Additionally, they wanted to ascertain how the victorious Republicans would react to southern concerns. They looked for signs of what the Republicans intended to do with their new power.30

Even though the Republicans who so concerned southerners would not take charge of the executive branch until early March, they remained the focus of southern anxiety and possible action. Republicans did not respond to southern fears and threats with unity, however. Many considered secessionists no more than “noisy blusterers” engaged in “brag and bluster.” “ ‘Fire-Eating’ is practiced by jugglers as well as Politicians,” noted a Republican editorialist, who amplified: “The great point of the tricks, in the performance of both, is not really to eat the fire, but only to seem to the public to eat it.” Acknowledging the excitement in the South, the enormously popular antislavery minister Henry Ward Beecher chose the kitchen for his analogy: “But I also know these ebullitions of feeling are somewhat of the nature of the boiling pot which extinguishes the fire by boiling over.” These observers were all “convinced that the agitation raised in the South would gradually and surely subside into peace.”31

Then, some Republicans said they did not really care if one or more slave states left the Union. Secession to an Ohio Republican looked like a “farce,” causing less excitement than a fire or a storm on Lake Erie. A Boston constituent of Congressman Charles Francis Adams reported a growing feeling to let all the slave states go. In his diary, Adams himself wrote that he wanted secessionists to succeed, at least long enough “to enable the Republicans to establish their authority in the federal government.… ” Even the vehemently antislavery and anti-South senior senator from Massachusetts, Charles Sumner, stated that he would willingly let the Deep South go.32

As for the state leading the cry for dismemberment, a number of Republicans rejoiced to be “well rid of South Carolina, if we are wise enough to count it a riddance.… ” A Republican newspaper in Maine found the source of South Carolina’s extremism in the “Tory blood” that “filled” the veins of her people. This editor urged the government to buy the land in the state, then follow the example set with the Creek and the Cherokee and force the Carolinians west, all the way to Mexico. Senator Zachariah Chandler of Michigan raged, “But as God is my judge I would rather see every traitor in South Carolina hanged & Charleston burned than to see one line from Mr. Lincoln to appease them.… ”33

From the outset, a minority of Republicans took seriously the possibility of disunion and thought the potential division of the country ruinous. The “irrepressible conflict” is upon us, noted one Republican loyalist. To these Republicans their party would have to respond with equal seriousness. The question was, in what manner. Some asserted that the Union must be preserved at all hazards, even with force, calling “Peaceable Secession an Absurdity.” The youthful, exuberant Henry Adams, son of Charles Francis, minced no words: “South Carolina has got to eat dirt; yea repent in sack-cloth and ashes.” Still other party faithful wanted calming statements from their leaders that would temper southern excitement and bridle the rush to secession.34

Despite the range of reactions among Republicans, few could conceive of secession as a popular movement. Republicans constantly described the plans of fire-eaters as a “conspiracy.” They perceived no popular uprising against the Union, even in the Deep South. Rather, they spoke of “a well concerted and deeply laid conspiracy.” Republicans fixated on the conspiracy thesis, for they envisioned themselves giving “no just cause” for jeopardizing the Union. Republicans, they repeatedly intoned, had never attacked state authority or state control over slavery and never would.35

The two most important Republicans reacted quite differently. The man who had been the most notable figure in the party prior to the nominating convention of 1860 changed sharply in November. On November 2, in a speech in New York City, William H. Seward refused to take seriously all the southern rhetoric portending disunion should Abraham Lincoln win the presidency. The men who crowded in to hear Seward saw a slouching, slender figure, a beaked nose and shaggy eyebrows prominent on his visage. Though slight and standing only five feet six inches, the fifty-nine-year-old Seward had a presence that commanded attention. He had twice served as governor of New York and had been a United States senator since 1849, initially as a Whig, then reelected in 1855 as a Republican. With this pedigree and his national standing, Seward in 1860 had expected the Republican nomination for president, but political fortune decreed otherwise. Despite his deep disappointment in that loss, Seward took to the campaign trail for Lincoln, traveling and speaking widely in the North.

In that address, almost on election eve, Seward defined threats to secede the way he had throughout the campaign—as political bombast such as had emanated from the South so often in the past. Once the election was over, he predicted, no matter who won, the volatile language would simply fade away. The Union would stand firm in 1860 and “for forty presidential elections afterward,” he declared.36

Seward’s opinion would carry considerable weight among Republicans, for even after Lincoln’s win many of them still thought of Seward as their natural party leader. Statements such as “I regard you as the champion and head of the North” filled his mail. These correspondents told Seward that he occupied a special place and had an uncommon responsibility. Seward basically shared that opinion; Lincoln’s lack of experience in national politics concerned many.37

Seward also pondered his role with a Republican administration taking office on March 4, 1861. He could certainly remain in the Senate. There was the possibility of the most prestigious diplomatic assignment, minister to Great Britain. Or, he could accept an anticipated place in Lincoln’s cabinet, probably the prime slot, secretary of state. Finally, he could decide on an entirely different option and retire, “to rest and look on” as he told a fellow Republican senator.38

Seward did not consider the last option seriously for very long, if at all. In 1860, he had been a major player on the national stage for more than a decade. He would not likely depart just as his party was about to take power. As Seward calculated the political possibilities, he determined that he could exert the greatest influence on the new president and, thus, national policy, in the cabinet. If the expected offer came to join Lincoln’s official family, he would embrace it. In the meantime, he was still a United States senator from New York. In a national crisis, William Henry Seward would not be on the sidelines.39

Seward quickly decided one was coming. As he surveyed the political landscape after the election, he rapidly jettisoned the dismissive attitude toward secession that had marked his preelection speeches. Events as well as reports from the South changed his mind. On November 12, the South Carolina legislature set an election on December 6 for delegates to a secession convention and the convention itself for December 17. Seward also had correspondence from the Deep South affirming the inflamed passion raging in those states.40

A letter he wrote on November 18 to his longtime political partner, really political alter ego, Thurlow Weed, confirmed his new outlook. A dominant force in New York Republicanism as he had been in the state’s Whiggery, Weed also edited the Albany Evening Journal, where a Seward son worked as an assistant editor. Since the 1830s, Weed had managed and won elections for others, preferring to remain a power broker behind the scenes rather than an officeholder. Weed had asked when Seward intended to head for Washington and the Second Session of the 36th Congress, scheduled to convene on December 3. Replying, Seward said that he had originally contemplated remaining at
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