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North central Virginia became the preserve of one of the most dashing figures of the Civil War, John Singleton Mosby.  Mosby grew up in the shadow of the central Blue Ridge, attended the University of Virginia, and practiced law in southwest Virginia.  He signed up for the Confederate service shortly after the firing at Fort Sumter.  By the summer of 1861 he was part of Stuart’s cavalry.  He served as Stuart’s scout throughout much of 1862 and accompanied him on his Fairfax raid in December of that year.  When Stuart rode out of Fairfax County, Mosby, with nine men, had permission to remain behind.

With fewer than 250 men, Mosby immobilized 30,000 Union troops and kept them from front line duty.  His command, often consisting of fewer than 50 men, captured thousands of Union troops, horses and mules.  The Union army was camped around Washington in a gigantic protective circle.  Well beyond the main army camps, a great ring of picket posts was established.  Mosby began eliminating these first.  On dark nights his men would slip into and around these isolated posts, where if seen they were taken for Union troops.  Then on a given signal the Confederates would suddenly rush in with their revolvers, cover the small Union garrison and, most often without firing a shot, take the Yankee troops prisoner, confiscating their arms and horses.  Mosby’s little command began an almost daily series of small raids.

Soon civilians in the area became conscious of the Mosby magic and many offered to enlist under the Confederate law which authorized the creation of guerilla bands.  While the Confederacy regarded Mosby and his irregulars as patriots, from the viewpoint of Washington and the Federal troops the guerillas were no better than highway robbers, a character that was substantiated by the fact that under Confederate law Mosby’s guerillas were permitted to keep the spoils they seized from the Union.

Mosby’s most daring exploit was the capture of General Edwin H. Stoughton in Fairfax Court House. Stoughton, the son of a prominent Vermont politician, had been made a Brigadier General before his twenty fifth birthday.  The General was a vain man who loved rich living and beautiful women, and surrounded himself with both in the comfortable two story brick residence which he set up as his headquarters.  Around him, quartered in other homes of the community were his staff, aides, couriers, and a guard of two hundred men.  All the conveniences allowed an outpost officer were his.  There were fine horses, carriages, silver, servants, as well as the finest food and wine.

One chilly March night, as the heavy rains pelted the pickets who had been stationed far from the General’s headquarters, Stoughton entertained a glittering assembly of beautiful women, brother officers, and foreign visitors out from Washington to see the war up close.  Dancing and gaiety abounded, and the champagne flowed freely.  Soon the rolling hills around Fairfax Court House echoed with the sounds of merriment.

Midnight approached.  The gaiety grew louder, and the guests more oblivious to the war and weather conditions outside.  After all, the nearest Rebel forces were twenty five miles away, there was the line of pickets to prevent a sudden dash on headquarters, and the Virginia mud was so thick that it made an attack out of the question.

At 2:00 A.M. the last reveler fell into bed.  Then came the noises of cavalry splashing in on the soupy road.  The picket in the center of the village heard the horses but continued to walk his beat.  That would be Yankee horsemen, no Rebel troops could be within miles.

The cavalry, thirty in all, rode into town and divided into three groups.  The picket continued his tiresome tread.  He was concerned but not alarmed.  And then in the drizzling faintness of the lamp he found himself staring at the barrel of a big Colt six-shooter.

Lt. Prentiss, Stoughton’s aide, was awakened by shouts that there were dispatches outside for the general.  When the aide opened the door, six men walked in, and a small wiry man with a plume in his hat stuck a gun in the aide’s ribs.  That man was Mosby.

Mosby walked upstairs and found the half-drunk General Stoughton lying on his side snoring.  Mosby lifted up the General’s nightshirt and slapped him on the behind.

“Get up General and come with me.”

The sound of a voice brought Stoughton fully awake.

“What is this?  Do you know who I am?”

“I reckon I do, General.  Did you ever hear of Mosby?”

“Yes, have you caught him?”

“No, but he has caught you.”

Northern Virginia was a region of small and scattered communities set amid gently rolling hills.  It was an ideal area for cavalry operations, and Mosby’s horsemen so dominated activities in the area that it was often called “Mosby’s Confederacy”.  Mosby was everywhere.  He destroyed railway tracks.  He robbed sutlers and Union paymasters.  He captured pickets and shot down stragglers.  Mosby, with a price on his head, crossed Long Bridge into Washington City in the full light of day.  In Washington he hobnobbed with Union officers at the bar of the Willard Hotel, and returned unharmed to Virginia.  On one occasion Mosby stopped ladies on their way to Washington and sent a lock of his hair to President Lincoln, accompanied by a note expressing regret that he could not deliver it himself.

And now the time had come.
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It was late in Richmond, and Jefferson Davis, in his second floor study in the Executive Mansion, was working through a massive pile of papers.  Davis looked up and caught the light reflecting off one of the prisms of the chandelier.  Noise of horses outside.  Feet.  Feet running up the stairs.  The door burst open.  Davis looked up from his papers more angry than alarmed.

“Captain Fitzroy?”

“It is a Colonel Mosby sir.”

“At ten o’clock?”

“You will want to see him.”

“Alright then,” said Davis pushing his chair back, “show him in.”

Mosby entered the President’s study with two other men.  They were disheveled and unwashed.  The thought that they might have cleaned up before presenting themselves flitted across Davis’ mind as he stared at the three men with his one good eye.

“President Davis,” said Colonel Mosby, “I have the honor to present to you Mr. Abraham Lincoln of Illinois.”

The speechless Davis stared at the gaunt, rumbled figure, before a smile of grim satisfaction stole across his face.  “Please sit, sir, we are glad to have you here.”

––––––––
[image: image]


000

As the presidential election of 1864 approached, it seemed doubtful that Abraham Lincoln would win a second term.  Opinion in the North was badly split.  The war had lasted longer than anyone could have imagined, and the armies were once again bogged down before stubborn Confederate defenses; General Sherman in front of Atlanta, and General Grant in Virginia. Horace Greeley, the editor of the New York Herald Tribune, who had thundered, “On to Richmond!”, in 1861, was appalled by the losses incurred during Grant’s overland campaign and now wrote President Lincoln demanding negotiations, “Our bleeding, bankrupt, almost dying country longs for peace, shudders at the prospect of fresh conscription, or further wholesale devastation, and of new rivers of human blood.”  General George B. McClellan, who had once lead the Union army, and been fired twice by Lincoln, was set to capture the nomination of the Democratic Party.  McClellan personally loathed Lincoln, and “Mr. Lincoln’s war”.  The Democrats were calling for immediate peace negotiations.

The Republican Party split.  A radical group formed the new Radical Democracy Party and nominated John C. Fremont for president.  Lincoln cobbled together the remaining Republican loyalists and a group of disgruntled pro-war Democrats to win the nomination of the new National Union Party on June 8, 1864, having sacrificed his Vice President Hannibal Hamlin, who was replaced on the ticket by the belligerent drunkard Andrew Johnson, a former Democratic senator from Tennessee.

It had been a bruising spring for Abraham Lincoln and he looked forward to spending time at the presidential summer retreat “The Old Soldiers Home”, a thirty four room Gothic revival “cottage” three miles from the White House.  Set on of the highest hills in the area, the grounds offered solitude and escape from the swampy heat and stench of the Potomac River.  Lincoln loved to roam the grounds alone.  His aides saw this as dangerous recklessness. Lincoln told Francis B. Carpenter: “I do not see what the rebels would gain by killing or getting possession of me. I am but a single individual, and it would not help their cause or make the least difference in the progress of the war. Everything would go right on just the same.”  

But would it?
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In the misty moonlight, Abraham Lincoln fancied that he saw a man dodging behind one of the trees.  That night, in deference to his wife’s anxious appeals, he had provided himself with a thick oak stick for protection.  As he walked on, he heard the un-mistakable click of a Colt six-shooter.  A figure emerged from behind a tree, “Mr. Lincoln, you will accompany us,” said John Singleton Mosby.

Lincoln was placed in the charge of Lewis Powell, who had served under Mosby for almost a year, earning the nickname “Lewis the Terrible”, for his murderous ferocity.  Powell bound the president’s hands, gagged him, and then set about scraping off Lincoln’s too readily identifiable beard with a very large, a very sharp, Bowie knife.  When Powell was finished Lincoln looked a weedy mid-western farmer with a bad haircut and a patchy shave.

“Get those clothes on him, and lets go,” commanded Mosby.

And so John S. Mosby, Lewis Powell, and the President of the United States made their way into Maryland, heading south, sheltering in a series of safe houses, rowing across the Potomac River, and then riding once again, until they were securely behind Confederate lines.
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The problem presented before the Confederate cabinet and invited guests was a difficult one.  What to do with the prisoner, Abraham Lincoln?

“Hang him!” thundered Stephen Mallory, the Secretary of the Navy, “and show the Yankees we have raised the Black Flag, and that we will never surrender.  It is war to the knife!”

“I do not doubt your passion Mr. Mallory, for it is in accord with my own,” said Jefferson Davis, “considering the untold slaughter and misery that this tyrant has inflicted, in the service of his
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