
		
			[image: 978-0-7627-7807-2.jpg]
		

	
		
			OUR ONE COMMON COUNTRY

		

	
		
			
			OUR ONE COMMON COUNTRY

			Abraham Lincoln and the Hampton Roads Peace Conference of 1865

			JAMES B. CONROY

			
				[image: 29152.jpg]
			

		

	
		
			
			Copyright © 2014 by James B. Conroy

			 

			ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, except as may be expressly permitted in writing from the publisher. Requests for permission should be addressed to Globe Pequot Press, Attn: Rights and Permissions Department, PO Box 480, Guilford, CT 06437.

			 

			Lyons Press is an imprint of Globe Pequot Press.

			 

			Project editors: Meredith Dias and Lauren Brancato

			Layout: Melissa Evarts

			 

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 

			Conroy, James B.

			Our one common country : Abraham Lincoln and the Hampton Roads peace conference of 1865 / James B. Conroy.      pages cm

			E-ISBN 978-1-4930-0410-2 (ePub)

			1. Hampton Roads Peace Conference (1865)  2. United States—History—Civil War, 1861-1865—Peace.  3. Lincoln, Abraham, 1809-1865.  I. Title.

			E469.C66 2014

			973.7'38—dc23

			2013016670

		

	
		
			To my wife and children, with love and gratitude

			 

			In memory of my grandmother

		

	
		
			
			Contents

			 

			Title Page

			Copyright

			Cast of Principal Characters

			Prologue

			 

			PART I Friends in Power

			1 A Self-Immolating Devotion to Duty

			2 Lacking in the Quality of Leadership

			3 A Problematical Character, Full of Contradictions

			4 Good and True Friends

			5 The Only Way to Make Spaniels Civil Is to Whip Them

			6 Who Will He Treat With, of How Commence the Work?

			7 The Wise Men Are Those Who Would End It

			8 I Do Not Think I Would Get Back

			9 As Once a Friend and Still, I Hope, Not an Enemy

			 

			PART II We Are But One People

			10 A Treachery Unworthy of Men of Honor

			11 A New Channel for the Bitter Waters

			12 We Are on the Eve of an Internal Revolution

			13 A Determined Stand Ought to Be Made for Peace

			14 Is There Nothing That Will Degrade a Man?

			15 You Will Not Assume to Definitely Consummate Anything

			16 I was Never So Much Disappointed in My Life

			17 With Evident Indications of High Gratification

			18 There Has Been Nothing We Could Do for Our Country

			 

			PART III A Suffering and Distracted Country

			19 It Is More Dangerous to Make Peace Than to Make War

			20 You Are All Against Me

			21 Thank God We Know It Now

			22 To Serve a People in Spite of Themselves

			23 It Is the Province of Statesmanship to Consider of These Things

			24 With Cheerful Confidence in the Result

			25 Allow Judge Campbell to See This, But Do Not Make It Public

			26 The Rebels Are Our Countrymen Again

			27 I Am as One Walking in a Dream

			 

			Epilogue

			Acknowledgments

			Notes

			Selected Bibilograpy

			Index

			Photographs

		

	
		
			It is impossible to say precisely when the conviction became general in the South that we were beaten. I cannot even decide at what time I myself began to think the cause a hopeless one, and I have never yet found one of my fellow Confederates, though I have questioned many of them, who could tell me with any degree of certainty the history of his change from confidence to despondency. We schooled ourselves from the first to think that we should ultimately win, and the habit of thinking so was too strong to be easily broken by adverse happenings. Having undertaken to make good our declaration of independence, we refused to admit, even to ourselves, the possibility of failure.
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			VETERAN OF THE ARMY OF NORTHERN VIRGINIA

			Postwar Manhattan newspaperman

			 

			 

			These men are to be punished for their crimes; they are to be punished for their barbarities; they are to be punished as traitors and murderers, and not welcomed back into the social circle or legislative halls by any loyal man who now stands by this Government, in my estimation.

			ZACHARIAH CHANDLER OF MICHIGAN  ON THE FLOOR OF THE UNITED STATES SENATE,  ADDRESSING THE CONFEDERATE LEADERS’ FATE  ON THE EVE OF THE HAMPTON ROADS PEACE CONFERENCE
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			PROLOGUE

			 

			Shortly after breakfast on a springlike day in the winter of 1865, Abraham Lincoln slipped out of the White House alone and into a waiting carriage. To deceive passersby, his Irish-born valet, carpetbag in hand, lagged a minute or two behind him. At the Washington City depot, a train with a single car had been summoned to take him to Annapolis, where the fastest ship on Chesapeake Bay would be ready to run him south to Hampton Roads, Virginia, for a peaceful talk with the enemy in the midst of a shooting war. It had never happened before. It has never happened since. Apart from his Secretary of State, who had quietly gone ahead of him, neither his Cabinet nor his staff had been told that he was going.

			After nearly four years of war, Northern forces had taken much of the Confederacy’s territory, cornered its battered armies, and all but broken the rebellion, but no one knew when it would end. Indeed, it might yet be revived. Over 600,000 young Americans were dead. A Northern push to victory would kill tens of thousands more, humiliate the South, and delay for generations what Lincoln wanted most and the beleaguered Rebel leader in his capital at Richmond even now refused to consider—a reconciled nation, healed of its painful wounds. Reasonable men of the North and South were coming to Hampton Roads in search of a way out.

			Entrenched in a fortified arc on the edge of Petersburg, Virginia, one day’s march from Richmond, General Robert E. Lee was praying for their success. The 50,000 men and boys of the Army of Northern Virginia were ragged, gaunt, and bleeding. The opposing Union forces—smartly uniformed, splendidly equipped, more than 100,000 strong—had failed to dislodge them in June and had dug in beside them instead, grinding them down night and day, taking their blows in return. Half a century later, fighting side by side in France, their grandsons would call it trench warfare. It was in its eighth month when Lincoln went south to the enemy. A seventeen-year-old Union infantryman would still be reliving its horrors in 1926, deep in old age. “Wish I could forget many, many dread sights that I saw around Petersburg.” Even on dress parade, assembled for inspection with other frightened boys, he had seen arms and legs reaching out from shallow graves.

			Interspersed with the trench-side tombs were dozens of primitive forts named for officers struck dead in the vicinity, an old American tradition. Out of place in the nineteenth century, they were throwbacks to the ninth, with walls of earth and timber impaled by sharpened stakes, ringed by pits and moats like some Dark Age warlord’s stronghold. One such edifice on the Union side of the lines intersected the Jerusalem Plank Road. The War Department called it Fort Sedgwick. Its residents called it Fort Hell. On the opposite side of no-man’s-land was the Rebel fortification known as Fort Mahone or Fort Damnation, depending on who was asking. Hell and Damnation were a few hundred yards apart, sporting range for sharpshooters who honed their country marksmanship taking aim at careless heads. Mortars and artillery wreaked indiscriminate mayhem and respected no safe havens. A South Carolinian was struck in the mouth while lying at the bottom of a trench, reading a letter from home. “The piece of shell broke his left jaw-bone, severed two arteries on that side of his face, tore out several teeth and lodged there. He was laid out dead. Providentially the blood clotted and prevented his bleeding to death” until someone caught him breathing.

			Within Fort Hell was the warren of holes and hovels that its garrison called home. The most desirable Hellish residences were dug from the battered ground, covered with logs and branches, roofed with a yard of earth to absorb exploding shells. A former Yankee coach maker described the “undiscoverable, almost inconceivable nooks” where less fortunate men lived. The “upholsterer’s art,” he found, had not been “lavished upon our beds.” Less agreeable still were the lodgings outside the walls, “little pits the size of a common grave, though not half so well furnished.”

			And then there were the pickets—the unfortunate souls pushed out in front of the trenches in parallel lines of holes to serve as human trip wires in the event of an attack and kill the other side’s pickets. A veteran of the 48th Pennsylvania said a brick could be tossed with ease from one picket line to the other. Bullets traveled faster.

			Closer to death than anyone, pickets behaved oddly when they found themselves within chatting distance. They chatted. An unwritten code of picket etiquette determined when its subscribers could socialize and when they could try to kill each other. After dark, the popping of picket fire could be as constant as “the dropping of hail,” but pickets stopped firing at dawn and gave fair warning when ordered to do otherwise. One Rebel threw a rock with a note tied around it: “Tell the fellow with the spy-glass to clear out or we will have to shoot him.” In the quiet of the day, pickets traded rumors, jokes, and whatever was edible, readable, or smokeable, negotiating with their lungs, making airborne deliveries with their pitching arms. Ever short of ammunition, Rebel pickets had been known to toss tobacco plugs to their trading partners in exchange for the lead they had fired at them the night before.

			Pickets were not alone in the art of fraternization. A teenaged Midwesterner was proud to distinguish himself as “the boy that caused peace at times.” Confronting a regiment of overactive Virginians, he shouted across the way that the 60th Ohio had moved in, and urged them to quit wasting good ammunition. They proposed to stop shooting if the Ohioans did. “A glad cry went up along the lines, and there was peace and quiet for some time after that. We exchanged coffee with them for some tobacco and papers.”

			Joining forces to fight the cold, axmen in blue and gray felled trees together for fuel and shared the proceeds equitably. On Christmas Day, pickets had stood up “in full sight of each other, shouting the compliments of the season, giving invitations to cross over and take a drink, to come to dinner, to come back into the Union.” Well-provisioned Yankees could afford their generosity. More than a few Northern regiments opened gifts sent down by rail and enjoyed a festive dinner. The same could not be said for the Americans across the way. Six Southern men had about as much to eat as one of their Northern counterparts. “While our men were dressed in good warm pants, blouses, and overcoats and evidently well fed and taken care of,” a New Englander said, hardly two of “the poor Johnnies” were dressed alike. Many of them were barefoot, their eclectic outfits “ragged and worn with long service, a blanket with a hole in the centre placed over their shoulders forming jacket and overcoat, and with hats of all shapes. But let them hear the word ‘forward’ and you would be surprised to see what a lively set of men they could be.”

			Their alacrity had limits. From his headquarters nine miles east of the front, Ulysses S. Grant was extending his trenches daily, filling them with fresh troops, killing Lee’s stick figures one and two and three at a time, starving and bleeding and breaking them. Unaccustomed to the cold, Captain John Evans of the 23rd South Carolina wrote home in a heavy snow. “It makes me sorry to see so much suffering . . . we poor fellows are in the mud and water . . . the dissatisfaction is spreading fearfully, and especially in the North Carolina brigade it looks like a general stampede for home will take place before spring.” Every night, a Yankee said, “half-frozen and repentant Rebels, in large numbers, made their appearance on our picket line, and were sent to the rear.”

			Their suffering was not entirely unrelieved. From time to time official truces were called to recover the dead and wounded in the wake of an attack, discuss a prisoner exchange, or adjust the rules of engagement. When the white flags flew, foul-smelling men crawled out of their holes, the colonels conducted their business, and the privates conducted theirs. Blue and gray laundry was washed side by side in the same refreshing streams. Memorable feats of marksmanship were acknowledged and admired. A consensus was reached on the ineptitude of officers. There had even been North–South wrestling matches, cheered on by partisan fans. A Rhode Island regiment’s football games “never failed to interest the Johnnies,” who would gather a stone’s throw away, “taking as much pleasure therein as if no deadly feud existed between us.”

			When the truce flags came down, the combatants returned to their work. Some of them died every day. Others would still be suffering when FDR was president, getting dressed with one hand in Alabama, crying out in the night in New York, burdening their families in Mississippi, enduring their pity in Maine. The killing rarely stopped. As the North replenished its ranks, the South’s diminished daily. “I think hardly any man in that army entertained a thought of coming out of the struggle alive,” a Virginian would later say, but the most intrepid of them persisted “in vaguely hoping and trying to believe that success was still to be ours, and to that end we shut our eyes to the plainest facts, refusing to admit the truth which was everywhere evident, namely, that our efforts had failed, and that our cause was already in its death struggles.”

			[image: ]

			On Sunday, January 29, 1865, a Rebel flag of truce appeared in front of Fort Damnation, and the neighborhood mood improved. A sergeant of the 8th Michigan reported the enemy overture to Captain Thomas Parker of the 51st Pennsylvania, a bright young man with a walrus mustache, commanding the local picket line. Parker climbed up on a parapet to take a look for himself.

			On both sides of no-man’s-land, hundreds of men and boys were doing the same, with a keener intensity than usual. For the past several weeks, Northern and Southern newspapers had been full of rumors of peace, deplored by most editorialists (none of them under fire) as a Yankee trick, or a Rebel play for time, or a craven substitute for victory. The pundits on the siege line were decidedly more bullish. Southern pickets had been shouting peaceful forecasts to their Yankee interlocutors. “This Rebellion is played out.” “There will be glorious news within ten days.”

			Having reported the flag of truce, Captain Parker shed his sword, walked out to the middle of no-man’s-land with his own white flag, and saluted Lieutenant Colonel William Hatch, a handsome young Kentuckian. After “passing the compliments of the day,” Hatch requested an audience with no less a figure than General Grant’s Chief of Staff. Three Southern dignitaries had just arrived from Richmond, he said, to meet with President Lincoln for the purpose of ending the war. The general was expecting them. They would wait for his pass in Petersburg, and hoped to reach his headquarters that night. Stunned, no doubt, to hear it, Parker promised a quick reply, the officers returned to their lines, and a Northern lieutenant colonel came out to speak with Hatch.

			Rumor was on the wing on the overlooking parapets. From the moment the flag of truce appeared, Parker said, “the enemy and our men watched the whole proceeding in silence until its import was made manifest.” In a triumph of military intelligence, its import was made manifest in both armies simultaneously, and both started shouting.

			As the officers down in no-man’s-land walked on and off the stage, applauded from the balconies, “the works were covered with men, yelling, cheering, and making every demonstration of joy at the prospect of having no more fighting to do.” The news “spread like a contagion” as officers of every degree went “flying on horseback in all directions” to pass the jubilant word. A citizen of Fort Hell recalled how “very soon a bit of white cloth stuck on the end of a stick or ramrod could be seen floating from the top of each picket post on both sides.” With the winter sun shining on a hundred daubs of white, some enterprising men ventured out into no-man’s-land, scanning the lunar landscape in search of lead or fuel. Entertainment was provided while the scavengers plied their trades. “One of our boys invited a reb to come out on neutral ground and have a free fight,” a Union man said. “The reb whipped the Yank, when each returned to their respective sides amid loud and prolonged cheers from the rebs.”

			Monday morning broke cold and sunny, and thousands of men and boys stood up in perfect safety to watch the doves fly through the lines, only to be disappointed. The disconcerting word was spread that the War Department was holding them up, but the truce stayed in place like a second day of Christmas. With the dignity characteristic of his publication, the New York Times correspondent on the siege line allowed that there was “considerable excitement” about the prospect of getting out of it alive, but the Times was skeptical of peace talks. “Our men know that peace is not to be gained by smooth words. ‘Talk is cheap,’ said one the other day.”

			On the following morning, a wire came through from Grant’s headquarters, producing shouts of joy. The general’s senior aide was on his way to the front to receive the Rebel peace commission. The word came none too soon. In the course of the past two days, so many men and boys had been crossing over to “confer with the enemy,” a Northern soldier said, that both sides had posted guards. Otherwise, “the blue and the gray would have got so mixed up, that so far as regards these two armies, the war would have ended right there and then, in spite of all officers and orders to the contrary.”

			But officers and orders still reigned. At the eastern end of the siege line, two miles away from the momentous happenings, an artillery officer in blue peered out from Fort McGilvery at an enemy team at work on their fortifications, a faux pas during a truce, and decided to break it up. The Rebels scattered promptly, but their own artillery replied. The commotion remained local but continued until dark, rumbling down the siege line. To the sound of distant cannon, a Rebel general made a stirring address, or so said the Petersburg Express. The defenders of the South must not let down their guard “on account of the so-called peace commission,” but “depend on their arms” for the peace that would come from their “manly exertions.” The man from the Express did not hear the oration, but understood that it generated much enthusiasm.

			There was surely much enthusiasm when the lightning word was flashed that the peacemakers were coming. Rebel troops lined the Petersburg road and spilled out into the fields as a coach passed by on a wave of jubilation. When it pulled up behind the Confederate lines, the celebrities stepped down, attended by the mayor and the gracious Colonel Hatch. Slaves unloaded their trunks and joy washed over their heads as they parted a cheering crowd of buoyant Southern men and beaming Southern women down from Petersburg to witness history in their hoop skirts and bonnets. One of the three commissioners looked plump and rosy, another stiff and formal. The third, a sickly little Georgian, had been Lincoln’s friend and ally in the old Congress. Now he was leaning on the arm of a slave, feeble but excited.

			Not everyone was. A former Buffalo newspaperman had lost 70 of the 135 companions who had started the war with him. As the bitter Yankee saw it, the Southern peace commission emerged to the sound of protesting cannon, as “the hazy mist, which is not unusual here at sunset, began to obscure the distant horizon and give the landscape a gloomy and somber aspect. At first as we watched, they seemed as shadows moving in the hazy light, but as they approached their forms became clear and distinct, and we soon stood face to face with the representatives of treason, tyranny and wrong.”

			Not as traitors but as dignitaries, the Southerners were saluted by a party of Northern officers and escorted to the Union lines. As a thousand troops on both sides chanted “Peace! Peace! Peace!” an excited Rebel soldier called for “three cheers and a tiger for the whole Yankee army,” and got them. The Yanks returned the favor, and a loud Northern voice demanded the same for the ladies, who waved their “snowy handkerchiefs” in decorous reply. Behind the Union lines, a gleaming horse-drawn ambulance was waiting to take the Southerners to the train that would bring them to Grant. A team of matched horses drove them smartly away. By accident or design, all four of them were gray.

			As darkness fell, the artillery duel up the line petered out. The federal officer in charge would soon recount his losses almost cheerfully. “I have no casualties to report among the artillery and but two killed and four wounded among the infantry.” It is safe to assume that the brass took the news in stride and the dead boys’ families took it harder.

			General George G. Meade, the celebrated victor at Gettysburg, came to visit the Rebel ambassadors the next day and wrote to his wife that night. One of them had asked to be remembered to her family. Another had brought a letter addressed to their common kin. Skeptical though he was, Meade had his hopes for peace. “I do most earnestly pray that something may result from this movement.”
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			Lincoln was prayerful too, old at fifty-five with the weight of 600,000 dead. A portrait painter named Carpenter had been living with him for weeks, absorbing “the saddest face I ever knew. There were days when I could scarcely look into it without crying.”

			In the previous spring, after three cautious years of indecisive battle, Grant had taken command of all the Union armies and designed a new kind of war with the help of a brash subordinate, General William Tecumseh Sherman. “Sanguinary war,” Grant called it—bloody war—and Lincoln had given it his blessing. While Sherman attacked General Joseph Johnston’s outnumbered Army of Tennessee and another Union force marched on Richmond, Grant and Meade would bludgeon Lee until he stopped struggling. In May and June alone, the North had sustained some 95,000 casualties. The South’s horrific losses were unreliably counted. Lincoln had barely slept. Carpenter came across him in a corridor, “clad in a long morning wrapper, arching back and forth a narrow passage leading to one of the windows, his hands behind him, great black rings under his eyes, his head bent forward upon his breast.”

			Tens of thousands of young Americans had lost their lives since then, and the war was not yet won. On his way to Hampton Roads to see an old friend from Georgia, Lincoln had a chance to end it.
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			Friends in Power

			
				
					[image: 003.tif]
				

				
					Jefferson Davis before the war

					NATIONAL ARCHIVES

				

			

			

		

	
		
			
			CHAPTER ONE

			A Self-Immolating Devotion to Duty

			On a trip to the infant Confederacy in the spring of 1861, the Times of London’s American correspondent was presented to its president and found himself faintly surprised. The gaunt Mississippian was “a very different looking man from Mr. Lincoln,” remarkably “like a gentleman,” reserved, erect, and austere. Despite his noble bearing, he welcomed his foreign visitor in “a rustic suit of slate-colored stuff,” a slight, “care-worn, pain-drawn” man of little more than middle height. Though William Howard Russell had expected a grander figure, the Rebel leader’s cigar commended him to his guest. “Wonderful to relate, he does not chew, and is neat and clean-looking, with hair trimmed and boots brushed,” distinctions worth mentioning on the Western side of the Atlantic, Jefferson Davis not excepted.

			To Russell’s keen ear, Jeff Davis’s speaking style was laced with “Yankee peculiarities,” attributable, no doubt, to four years at West Point, seven in the US Army, and a dozen in Washington City. He had taken the public stage as a promising young congressman in 1845, left in 1846 to serve in the Mexican War, fought as a wounded hero at the head of the Mississippi Rifles, accepted an appointment to replace a departed senator, served with great distinction as Franklin Pierce’s Secretary of War, and returned to Capitol Hill as the South’s charismatic champion in the Senate. The New Yorker William Seward had called his friend and adversary “a splendid embodiment of manhood.” Their colleague Sam Houston had taken a different view. “Ambitious as Lucifer and cold as a lizard.”

			Now he told his British guest that the people he led were a military people who would earn support with their deeds. “As for our motives, we meet the eye of Heaven.”

			Always confident of Heaven’s favor, Davis could not have earned it through consistency. In the antebellum years, he had wrestled with himself as much as his critics, professing in a single speech a “superstitious reverence for the union” and a willingness to serve as a standard bearer for secession. In 1858, he had led the Southern moderates in the Democratic Party, promoting national unity at Faneuil Hall in Boston, embracing the flag in Maine. Less than two years later he was leading the South to disunion. From his desk at the Richmond Examiner, an able young editorialist by the name of Edward Pollard saw a “record of insincerity which cannot be overlooked.”

			There was no risk of Pollard overlooking it. As one Rebel officer said, the Examiner’s very mission was to torture its country’s president, and the Examiner was not alone. For much of the Southern press, everything Davis did was wrong. Though a passion for states’ rights was the Confederacy’s very reason for being, its president grasped the need for a strong central government while it fought the North for its life. Unprecedented taxes, an ever-expanding draft, public takings of private property to keep the war going, and arrests without trial for its dissidents (all of which Lincoln pursued more aggressively in the North) had subjected Jeff Davis to peals of public outrage almost from the start. His temperament did not help. A Virginian expressed the common view. The president at first had been thought to be a mule, but a good mule, and had turned out to be a jackass; honest and hardworking but a poor judge of men, blind to the flaws of his pets, unforgiving of his critics, irritable, unbending, and hair-splitting. Distracted by petty disputes with governors, senators, and generals, he had his loyal friends, but his enemies were as petulant as he. His devotion to General Braxton Bragg reminded a senator from South Carolina of “the blind and gloating love of a mother for a deformed and misshapen offspring.” It was not a happy polity.

			By the summer of 1864, Davis’s confidence was undimmed, but three horrific years fighting Yankees in the field and schools of sharks in Richmond had not improved his looks or brightened his disposition. Regal in his youth, he was spectral at fifty-six, with a hollow-cheeked face and a clouded left eye that could see only darkness and light. His right hand and arm often shook from a painful nerve disease. More often than not, his armies had outfought the North and were still more than dangerous, but the war had bled them pale. One tubercular draftee was conscripted for ten days’ service and died on the eleventh. Most of the Confederacy’s wealth was spent. A naval blockade was strangling it. The loss of the Mississippi had cut it in two. Much of its territory was gone. Its people were demoralized. Demands for negotiations gained ground in its bickering Congress. In Georgia and North Carolina, there were rumblings in high places about a separate peace.

			None of it moved Jeff Davis, who was heard to say unflinchingly that the people of the South would eat rats, and their twelve- and fourteen-year-old sons would “have their trial” before this war was over. With his faith in the divine protection of the cause he led intact, he spoke in public and private as one who owned the truth, dismissing his misinformed critics, as Edward Pollard said, with “the air of one born to command.”

			His birth, in fact, had been humble. He came into the world in a Kentucky log cabin scarcely grander than Lincoln’s, eight months before him and less than a hundred miles away; but the Davises moved to Mississippi and prospered, and fortune dealt Jeff a sibling twenty-four years his senior who parlayed the practice of law into land and slaves, plucked his little brother from a one-room school, had him educated properly, polished the results himself, gave him his own plantation, and taught him how to run it. The product was the near equivalent of the planter aristocracy, lacking only the pedigree, but the pedigree could not be fixed, and it barred him from his culture’s inner ring, accounting, perhaps, for the fragility beneath the hauteur. His devoted wife, Varina, knew how easy it was to wound him, “a nervous dyspeptic,” she said, ill-served by a “repellent manner,” so thin-skinned that even a child’s disapproval discomposed him.

			According to Varina, her husband was easily persuaded where a principle was not at stake, but principles were everywhere in the mind of Jefferson Davis. He “could not comprehend” how any informed observer might differ with him on a point of public policy, and suspected insincerity in anyone who did. Years before the war, he had chastised his fellow senators on the Compromise of 1850, “proud in the consciousness of my own rectitude,” regarding “degraded letter writers” with “the indifference which belongs to the assurance that I am right, and the security with which the approval of my constituents invests me.” Debating a Northern Democrat, he abhorred the very notion of compromise—that senators of the same party might construe the Constitution differently and cooperate politically. “I do not believe that this is the path of safety. I am sure it is not the way of honor.” As commander in chief of the Confederacy, his Secretary of the Navy said, Davis never doubted his military genius. After the twin disasters at Gettysburg and Vicksburg in 1863, he confessed to Robert E. Lee that nothing required “a greater effort of patience than to bear the criticisms of the ignorant.”

			Varina helped him bear them. At the gracious Executive Mansion on Clay Street, she bantered with his guests on the novels they had read and the romances they were handicapping, and discussed the issues of the day with all of the president’s brains, none of his knack for gratuitous provocation, and “admirable flashes of humor.” Her husband emitted no such flashes. He would materialize at her soirees an hour after they started, endure in near silence the talk of lesser men, ignore the opinions of the ignorant, shake ten or twenty hands in his “not over cordial grasp,” and excuse himself to his study. He was capable of grace and a winning smile, but the cruel whip of sarcasm was his only brand of humor. There was no frivolity in him. He took careful note of the wardrobes of Richmond’s ladies and described one that displeased him as “very high-colored” and “full of tags, and you could see her afar off.”

			All of that said, he was far from cruel or insensitive. “I wish I could see my father,” his little daughter Maggie once said when her mother disciplined her; “he would let me be bad.” Desperate letters from desperate people broke his heart. “Poor creature, and my hands are tied!” He had truly loved the Union, treasured his Northern friends, watched their children grow from infancy to adolescence. Now their boys were of military age. Varina called their parting “death in life.” In his final speech to the Senate, her husband’s voice had cracked as he wished them farewell. Not so cold a lizard after all.

			In his own time and place, his attitudes on race were progressive. He greeted his slaves with handshakes and bows, made one of them his overseer, submitted their transgressions to the judgment of other slaves, and strictly forbade the lash. He endorsed the conventional rationalization that their bondage had brought them from heathen darkness into Christian civilization but embraced the most progressive view that a Southerner could espouse and remain on the public stage: Over time, Christianity, education, and discipline would make the slave unfit for slavery.

			Upright to a fault, he lashed himself to a code of honor so rigid as to allow for no exceptions, however disproportionate the consequences. Varina counted among his virtues “a self-immolating devotion to duty.” When the war began in Charleston in 1861, he rejoiced at the news that the only blood spilled at Fort Sumter had been a mule’s, and told Varina with some hope that a final separation was still avoidable; but once Southern men had died for independence, there was no place for reconciliation in his psyche. “This struggle must continue until the enemy is beaten out of his vain confidence in our subjugation. Then and not til then will it be possible to treat of peace.”

			[image: ]

			In the summer of 1864, the chance for independence was very much alive. The South was in extremis, but the North was wearing down. A little over a year before, while surprising and routing a much larger Union army, Stonewall Jackson had been killed at Chancellorsville, shot in the dark by confused North Carolinians, but Jackson and Robert E. Lee had left 11,000 Northerners dead or writhing on the field, 6,000 captured or missing, and Lincoln crying out in despair, “My God, my God. What will the country say?”

			In the wake of the disaster, Colonel James Jacques of the 73rd Illinois, an ordained Methodist minister, had asked the president’s leave to undertake a peace mission to his coreligionists in Richmond. Lincoln let him go, anticipating neither good nor ill. Some Southern doves broke bread with the Reverend Colonel but Davis would not see him. Jacques rejoined his regiment in time for Chickamauga. Another Rebel victory. Another 16,000 Union casualties.

			In the spring of 1864, over 55,000 of Grant’s men and boys had been killed, wounded, or captured in the space of six weeks, exceeding the eight-year toll of the American Revolution. Lee had done better, taking something in the range of 40,000 casualties, but the South could not replace them, and Lincoln kept sending more men, not to mention more boys. Measured in blood alone, Grant was winning his sanguinary war, but the voters of the North were choking on it. Mary Todd Lincoln was “half wild” with letters from their mothers, wives, and sisters. Nearly every Northern village had lost a favorite son, and the end was not in sight. Davis’s six-year term had two years to run, but Lincoln’s was expiring, and the Democrats were the party of peace. Another four months of bleeding could not win the war for the South, but could lose it for the North if the Rebels held on until Election Day.

		

	
		
			
			CHAPTER TWO

			Lacking in the Quality of Leadership

			On Tuesday, November 8, 1864, the election went off quietly in the Army of the Potomac, said the New York Daily Tribune. Some regiments voted in long blue lines, others in company roll calls, others “miscellaneously, as the spirit moved them.” On the treacherous Petersburg siege line, they shuttled between the rifle pits and the polling stations one regiment at a time, “to make a sure thing of keeping the Rebs from disturbing the election.” One hundred fifty Rebs, more or less, would disturb the electorate no more. Fresh in the minds of the voters’ Third Division was the sight of their twisted corpses, left where they had fallen in Saturday’s failed attack. Southern men and boys recovered the remains under white flags of truce as the Northerners cast their ballots in kettles and ammunition crates.

			Early in the war, the Democratic challenger, General George B. McClellan, had trained and inspired these same Union men. They had loved him then for his reluctance to spend their lives. In 1862, Lincoln had relieved him for spending them too cautiously. Now the Democrats promised them peace while Lincoln promised them victory. They were voting for Lincoln by a margin of three to one, as the Tribune reported with no pretense of objectivity: “It is unnecessary to say that an overwhelming majority of the vote cast was for the present Administration and its no compromise with traitors and vigorous prosecution of the war policy.”

			Just a few weeks earlier, when the Democrats had convened on August 29, the Tribune was pleading for compromise, the administration’s policy was in flapping disarray, and almost no one thought that Lincoln could win, least of all Lincoln. Editors, politicians, and preachers who were not demanding peace were demanding vengeance, and the president favored neither.

			No one rejected peace without reunion more firmly than he. The very name of the Richmond government was unutterable to him. He would speak of “the Rebels” or “the other fellow,” never of the Confederacy, but he spoke of the war in sadness, not in anger. He called it “this great trouble.” For Jefferson Davis, the Yankees were “brutes in human form.” True Southerners, he said, would prefer to combine with hyenas. For Lincoln, the people of the South were “lost sheep.” He had issued a proclamation asking God not to crush them but to soften their hearts, enlighten their minds, and quicken their consciences, “that they may not be utterly destroyed.” We are fighting for the Union, he would say, and reunion would entitle the Southern people to all of their rights and privileges as soon as they came home. Supported by fellow moderates in the fractious Republican Party, he had already offered amnesty to every returning Rebel who would take an oath of allegiance, excepting their senior leaders. In private he said he would look the other way if even the worst of them fled the country.

			But the Radical Republican wing—the Jacobins, they were sometimes called, after the French Revolution’s executioners—objected almost violently to Lincoln’s magnanimity, looking forward as they were to cartloads of traitors being hauled to the scaffold on coffins. Fond of bloody rhetoric, they declared that the seceded states had committed suicide. Far from welcoming their leaders back to Congress, the Jacobins meant to hang them, subdue their beaten people like so many broken tribes, and govern their conquered territory “as England governs India.”

			They despised their Republican president, expected to consign him to a single term, and vetted potential successors in 1864 who would crush the beaten South in 1865. Descended from two presidents, Congressman Charles Francis Adams had been mentioned. Allowing in 1860 that Lincoln seemed “tolerably capable,” Adams had lowered his grade after reading his rustic speeches as president-elect. “I am very much afraid in this lottery we have drawn a blank.” When they met face-to-face, the rail splitter impressed the Bostonian as “a vulgar man, ill-fitted both by education and nature for the post of President.” Lincoln’s aide John Hay, a handsome young poet and a graduate of Brown, said the people understood Lincoln well, but the “patent leather kid glove set” knew “no more of him than an owl does of a comet. . . .”

			Lincoln’s brother moderates prevailed. Swallowing their misgivings and renaming themselves the National Union Party, the Republicans renominated him in June and endorsed his campaign for a Constitutional amendment banning slavery, which had already passed the Senate but was sure to fail in the House. His reconstruction policy was something else again. The platform demanded for traitors “the punishment due to their crimes.”

			On July 2, Congress passed a punitive reconstruction bill coauthored by Republican senator Benjamin Wade of Ohio and Republican congressman Henry Winter Davis of Maryland, both of whom held the Republican chief executive in low esteem. Senator Wade replied to a dinner invitation to the White House with the puritan streak emblematic of his kind: “Are the President and Mrs. Lincoln aware that there is a civil war? If they are not, Mr. and Mrs. Wade are, and for that reason decline to participate in feasting and dancing.”

			When Congress adjourned on the Fourth of July, Lincoln pocket-vetoed the Wade-Davis bill, spinning its supporters into twirling fits of rage. A few weeks later, Wade and Davis released a reply that fell just short of calling the commander in chief a traitor on the eve of his reelection campaign. Henry Raymond, the moderate founder, editor, and publisher of the New York Times and the chairman of the Republican Party, lined up with the president, which might have carried more weight had he not been running his campaign. For the Radicals, said the Times, the war was not fought to restore the Union but to pillage the South and reduce its people to peonage. John Albion Andrew, the Radical Republican governor of Massachusetts, would not have put it much differently. In 1863, the Emancipation Proclamation had left him ecstatic, parading around the Governor’s Council Chamber while a friend sang “Old John Brown,” but Andrew had now discovered that Abraham Lincoln was “lacking in the quality of leadership. A man of a more prophetic nature would have led the party better.”

			If the Radicals were tough on Lincoln, the Democrats were tougher. Sympathetic to the South, they were strong in several states and, counterintuitively, in Manhattan, disgruntled as she was by her lost cotton trade. Softest on secession and hardest on the war were the Peace Democrats—Copperheads, the Republicans called them. Their cousins the War Democrats were a step or two nearer the center. Neither faction was upset by the Southern choice of labor systems. If the government fell to the Democrats, the odds were good that the Union would be dissolved or restored by negotiations preserving slavery, a contingency that did not disturb the sleep of most of the Northern electorate.
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			In the bloody month of July 1864, Lincoln flirted with peace talks, pushed by Horace Greeley, the most influential journalist in America, who had said he would “drive Lincoln into it.” His advice to a restless youth epitomized his style: “Go west, young man, go west! There is health in the country and room away from our crowds of idlers and imbeciles!” Horace Greeley was a fearless crusader, a brilliant mind, and a very odd duck. Lincoln had known him since they served together in Congress in 1848. He admired him as others did, in a distasteful sort of way, with a wary respect for his power. Among the labeled pigeonholes on the president’s upright desk, full of clippings, notes, and letters, was a slot for Ulysses S. Grant and another for Horace Greeley. Everybody knew his name. Everybody who was anybody read his newspaper. Shunning libidinous scandals and bottled cancer cures, the New York Daily Tribune was respected in the North, vilified in the South, and a ripping good read. Greeley made it ring with incisive editorials, intelligent book reviews, and more accurate news than was customary. Republican in its politics, abolitionist in its passions, the Tribune gave space to thinkers of every stripe. Karl Marx had been a correspondent. So had the Transcendentalists. Now it printed extracts from the pestilent Richmond press. Horace Greeley was unafraid of ideas.

			Round-faced and paunchy, with wire-rimmed glasses, an egg-bald pate, and wild white hair on the back and sides of his head, he shaved his face clean with the exception of his neck, where a thick white ruff protruded from ear to ear like a rabbit fur collar, a tonsorial eccentricity in an age that perfected the genre. Unmistakable on sight, an amused admirer said, Greeley stormed the streets in a battered top hat pointed backward on his head, a trademark linen overcoat—once white, now less so—flying open to the breeze, a flamboyant silk kerchief knotted loosely at his neck, the buttons and buttonholes of a greasy brown vest mismatched in biblical fashion: “The last shall be first and the first last.” To give his look some punch he would sport a pink umbrella. An atheist among evangelicals, a socialist when the word was new, he promoted free love in a sexually repressed culture; condemned capital punishment in a country that hanged thieves; was violently opposed to liquor, monopolies, and corsets; and passionately in favor of labor unions, women’s suffrage, and human waste as fertilizer. A bully to his staff, he sat for the camera with an arrogant jaw, a pitiless mouth, and unforgiving eyes, proclaiming the simple truth that Horace Greeley’s Tribune could make or break a cause, elect or unseat a politician.

			Having helped Lincoln win the presidency, Greeley had berated him ever since, for wildly erratic reasons. In May of 1864, the Tribune had proclaimed that the war must be won without compromise. Swerving left in July, appalled by Grant’s losses, flattered by Rebel agents in Canada who approached him as a go-between, Greeley wrote to Lincoln all but begging him to negotiate. The South was eager to end the war, he said, while “our bleeding, bankrupt, almost dying country also longs for peace.” Lincoln replied sardonically that Greeley could bring to Washington any Rebel agents who were authorized to offer reunion and abolition, whatever else they might propose. To receive them in the White House without such a pledge, said the president’s aide John Hay, would have raised false hopes and assured a Republican defeat. No such pledge materialized.

			On July 13, Greeley urged Lincoln again to meet with Davis’s ­Canadian-based envoys. Lincoln sent Hay to see them at Niagara Falls instead, just enough accommodation to deny the Democrats’ claim that the president scorned peace. As Hay would soon record, the Rebel lead negotiator had false teeth, false hair, false eyes, and no authority at all, let alone the required pledge. It was clear in due course, as Davis would tacitly confess, that his agents in the frozen North had no more noble purpose than to damage the Republicans at the polls.

			Boxed in by Greeley at one end and Davis at the other, Lincoln climbed out with a letter, addressed “To Whom It May Concern,” which Hay delivered to the Rebels: Any Southern offer “which embraces the restoration of peace, the integrity of the whole union, and the abandonment of slavery, and which comes by and with an authority that can control the armies now at war with the United States” (an avoidance of the Rebel government’s legitimacy, if not an invitation to a coup) would be met by “liberal terms.” Until now, Lincoln had not made abolition a condition of peace. Knowing that Davis would reject abolition and reunion, he had thought it astute to demand both. In this he was mistaken.

			Seeing the letter’s value, the Rebels released it to the press. Overnight, negotiation became anathema in the South, and Lincoln’s stock plunged in the North. Democrats who were willing to die for the Union refused to die for the slaves. On the other side of the aisle, the Jacobins exploded, set off by the very idea of negotiations, let alone by liberal terms.

			On July 6, a writer friend of Greeley’s named James Gilmore asked Lincoln to let Colonel Jacques, the fighting Methodist minister, make another peace overture to Davis, abetted by Gilmore and his Southern friends. Purporting to be moved by the colonel’s belief that God had blessed his mission, Lincoln blessed it too. After Gilmore and Jacques won an audience with Davis in the presidential office in Richmond’s Capitol Square, the colonel shed his linen duster, revealed his dress blue uniform in the heart of the enemy camp, and admonished its commander in chief, respectfully if not wisely, that slavery was dead and the South must lose the war, but a generous amnesty might be had if the Rebels gave up now. Having spoken as a military man, Jacques reverted to his ministry and asked how a Christian peace might be obtained.

			“In a very simple way,” Davis said. “Withdraw your armies from our territory and peace will come of itself.” Mr. Lincoln’s terms were “very generous,” but the South had no need of his amnesty. “Amnesty, sir, applies to criminals.” Nor was it fighting for slavery. “We are fighting for independence, and that, or extermination, we will have.” Showing Gilmore and Jacques the door, Davis suggested they might “say to Mr. Lincoln that I shall at any time be pleased to receive proposals for peace on the basis of our independence. It will be useless to approach me with any other.”

			The popular Atlantic Monthly published Gilmore’s account of Davis’s intransigence, relieving pressure on Lincoln. Davis had been outfoxed in the public relations war. The shooting war would go on.

		

	
		
			
			CHAPTER THREE

			A Problematical Character, Full of Contradictions

			In December 1860, young Henry Adams, son of Charles Francis Adams, grandson of John Quincy Adams, great-grandson of John and Abigail Adams, was fresh from Harvard Yard and new to Washington City when he met William Seward, the bright Northern star of the United States Senate, the Secretary of State presumptive in the incoming Lincoln administration, the devil himself in the South’s iconography. According to Horace Greeley, a former ally and longtime adversary who praised him for little else, Seward hated slavery “and all its belongings.” As governor of New York in 1839, he had refused to extradite to Virginia three black seamen accused of hiding a slave. People were not property, the governor had said, and their rescue from human bondage was a crime not recognized in Albany. His demonization in the South began then and there, and his maiden speech in the Senate perfected it. Debating the Compromise of 1850, Southern senators relied on the Constitution to protect their slave property, as they always had. Seward invoked “a higher law” and incited them to apoplexy. A South Carolinian compared the gentleman from New York to “the condor that soars in the frozen regions of ethereal purity, yet lives on garbage and putrefaction.” Speaking for the Richmond Enquirer, Edward Pollard dismissed him as “a wretch whom it would be a degradation to name.” His name had been famous ever since.

			Henry Adams was prepared to be unimpressed nonetheless when his father’s old friend, “the governor,” as everyone called him, came alone to the house for dinner and declared himself a disciple of Henry’s grandfather. For Henry at twenty-two, awed celebrities breathing reverence for his ancestors had long since lost their novelty.

			As they bantered across the dinner table, the education of Henry Adams had just begun. He watched the governor closely, a little gray man of sixty with a “slouching, slender figure; a head like a wise macaw; a beaked nose; shaggy eyebrows; unorderly hair and clothes; hoarse voice; off-hand manner; free talk, and perpetual cigar,” not to mention a colorful vocabulary in the company of men. There was no awe in him, and no reverence either. In the coming war, Lincoln would ask a cursing mule driver if he belonged to the Episcopal Church. When the startled man replied that he was a Methodist, the president would say, “I thought you must be an Episcopalian, because you swear just like Governor Seward, who is a churchwarden.”

			Henry loved him before the soup was served, absorbing his charm and disingenuousness with an amused sort of fondness for both. As a sitting US senator, he had quietly made his home in the little town of Auburn a stop on the Underground Railroad, a felony under federal law, putting his “higher law” where his family was. There was no insincerity in that. But after thirty years in politics, no one could tell the governor from the mask, Henry said, not excepting the governor. Born and raised wealthy in upstate New York in its unpretentious style, well heeled if not well dressed (his suits were said to be twenty years old, and made by a poor tailor), he was everyone’s favorite dinner guest, with a highly contagious fondness for provocative conversation, amusing children, expensive wine and brandy, knee-slapping stories, and the widespread expectation of his future presidency. Fire-breathing slaveholders who reviled him in the Senate entertained him in their homes, beguiled like everyone else.

			Humility was not his strength. He had been known to raise his hat to tourists under the mistaken impression that they had recognized him. Self-righteous, humorless people thought him glib and insincere, both of which he was, but even his enemies never doubted the agility of his mind. The French ambassador called him très sage. “Hopelessly lawless,” Henry Adams called him. At posh dinner parties, he would take off his shoes and warm his damp feet by the fire. In the midst of a weighty discussion, he was capable of stopping in mid-sentence to ask Lincoln’s aide John Hay if he knew Daniel Webster’s recipe for poaching a codfish, which ended with a mandate to send for Daniel Webster. Having told his little story, the Secretary of State got up and guffawed around the room, then returned to the risk of war with France and England.

			Thurlow Weed, Seward’s mentor and political mastermind, was an Albany publisher and editor, a Republican Party boss, and a famously unscrupulous tactician, the very personification of what the common man thought a politician was and ought not to be. Seward shared him with Lincoln, who gladly accepted the gift. Attesting to Weed’s notoriety, Lincoln told Seward and Hay about a crafty supporter in Illinois, one Long John Wentworth by name, who had doubted his ability to outwit a wily adversary. The president told the story deadpan, to the governor’s vast amusement and his own: “ ‘I tell you what, Lincoln,’ said John with a look of unutterable sagacity, ‘You must do what Seward does—get a feller to run you.’ ”

			To a generation of Southern statesmen obsessed with their honor to the point of killing at twenty paces any man who accused them of chicanery, Seward cheerfully confessed it. According to Montgomery Blair, a caustic Border State rival, “I could fill a volume with his narratives of the tricks he has played if I could recall the half part of what I have heard from him,” though he was generous and kind in his personal life and opened his home and family to his critics as well as his friends. No less a pair of authorities than Jeff and Varina Davis echoed Blair’s mixed review. In 1849, Seward had asked the Senate to honor Father Matthew, an immigrant Irish priest well known for his work against drunkenness and slavery. Only one of these sins offended the senator from Mississippi, who took offense at the priest’s attacks on “his adopted country’s institutions.” Father Matthew “comes covertly as a wolf in sheep’s clothing,” Davis said, “and I hold the Senator from New York to be the very best authority on that subject.” And yet, after war, defeat, and heartbreak had given her every reason to feel otherwise, Varina confessed to “heartily liking him.”

			“Mr. Seward was a problematical character, full of contradictions,” she said. In 1858, when her husband lay blindfolded for weeks in a shuttered room at home with an eye in danger of bursting from infection, Seward spent an hour with him and Varina every day, easing their suffering with diverting reports from the Senate: “Your man out-talked ours. You would have liked it. I didn’t.” His wit was often lost on his hosts. In a moment of intimate friendship as they sat by her husband’s side, Varina asked Seward, in perfect sincerity, how he could rail against slavery as evil, having spent too much time in the South to believe it. Seeing his chance to shock and entertain, he replied that he meant not a word—that he spoke for political effect. Davis reacted incredulously. Did he never speak from conviction? “Nev-ur,” Seward said, with the deepest mock solemnity. The Mississippian raised his bandaged head and whispered through his pain. “As God is my judge, I never spoke from any other motive.” Varina would never forget how the governor put his arm around him and gently soothed him back to his pillow. “I
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