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Prologue


Farewell to Lord Napier – Lord Lyons puzzles Washington society – Rocky relations between Britain and America



Washington society adored the Napiers. From the moment they had arrived at the British legation in 1857, Lord Napier was hailed as the friendliest and most sensible diplomat ever to set foot in the capital. For her part, Lady Napier soon won her own following as a hostess of unparalleled warmth and grace. ‘Her cozy at-homes were remarkable for their informality,’ recalled a Southerner after the war. Their presence was considered essential at any fashionable gathering. The legation was neutral territory and ‘one met there the talented and distinguished; heard good music, listened to the flow of wholesome wit; and enjoyed delectable repasts … A feeling of universal regret spread over the capital when it became known [in 1859] that the Napiers were to return to England.’1

Senator William Henry Seward of New York, Lord Napier’s closest friend in Washington and the heir apparent to the Republican leadership, invited a small group of Senators to join him in organizing a farewell ball. The committee had hoped to control the number of guests by charging $10 per head,* but the heady combination of popularity and power resulted in no fewer than 1,800 subscriptions for the gala. Only one venue other than the White House could accommodate so large a gathering, Willard’s Hotel on the corner of E and 14th Streets. The New York Times joked that a ticket to the Napier ball was harder to come by than a front-row seat at the current Broadway hit comedy Our American Cousin, by the British playwright Tom Taylor.2

On 17 February 1859, the grand ballroom at Willard’s was specially decorated with an Anglo-American theme. Flags and mirrors lined the walls and two large portraits, one of George Washington, the other of Queen Victoria, hung majestically from the ceiling. A representation of St George and the Dragon, made out of sand, covered the floor. It was, however, the lavish banquet that created the most excitement. The chef had fashioned the Napiers’ coat of arms out of spun sugar, as well as ‘dolphins in a sea of rock candy, and ices in every form, from a pair of turtle doves to a pillared temple’.3

The Napiers made their appearance at 9.45 p.m. to the strains of ‘God Save the Queen’, and were greeted with loud cheers and applause. Their evening dress was decidedly old-fashioned according to American tastes. Boldly resisting the trend among men for black evening attire, Lord Napier wore a royal blue jacket over a white waistcoat. Lady Napier’s dress was also characteristically idiosyncratic; rather than trying to compete with her wealthy friends, she had chosen to wear a white silk gown decorated with tulle and edged in black lace. ‘You did not hear ladies say of her, as of so many others: “What a splendid dress – how much did it cost!” ’ commented the New York Times’s reporter. ‘When will women learn that to beauty and perfection of attire, cost is but a small essential?’ The gallant journalist was clearly ignorant of the sartorial revolution that had taken place during the previous year. On the inside, every woman of means was wearing one of W. S. Thompson’s new steel crinoline cages; on the outside, they were experimenting with the new range of colours made possible by the invention of synthetic dye. (Even Queen Victoria was not immune to the changes in fashion and had worn mauve to the wedding of her eldest daughter, Princess Victoria, to Prince Frederick of Prussia in January 1858.) Lady Napier’s elegant but austere dress reflected none of these developments and yet still managed to cause a sensation, not only on account of its simple design but also because amid the unavoidable clash of magentas and fuchsias the pure white cast all other colours in the shade.

The enmity that had begun to poison social life in Washington went into suspension during the ball. The crush was so great that dancing had to take place in relays, the guests jamming the bars and corridors while they waited their turn to enter the ballroom. Decorated veterans from the Mexican War chatted sociably with bankers from New York, and the broad vowels of Mississippi intermingled with the clipped tones of Massachusetts. The reigning queens of society made a rare collective appearance: Mrs John Slidell and Mrs Rose Greenhow rotated around one another like brilliant stars, their orbits passing close by but never quite touching. It was said by Mrs Greenhow’s rivals that she had adorned the British legation in much the way that Lord Nelson’s mistress, Lady Hamilton, had adorned his ship.4

Among the few who were missing from the ball was President Buchanan, who remained at home with a head cold; and William Lowndes Yancey of Alabama, who was also indisposed – this was, perhaps, fortunate since his booming voice could overpower a brass band, particularly when warming to his twin obsessions of slavery now, and slavery for ever. Charles Francis Adams, the Congressman-elect from Massachusetts, had also stayed away, despite his family’s long association with British–American diplomacy.* Adams despised small talk, hardly drank, and never danced, and not even the disappointment of his wife, Abigail, could overcome his reluctance to attend.

One of the highlights of the evening came when Lord Frederick Cavendish, second son of the 7th Duke of Devonshire, and the Hon. Evelyn Ashley, step-grandson of the former Prime Minister, Viscount Palmerston, walked onto the dance floor. There were frissons among the debutantes as the two bachelors repaid many debts of hospitality accrued during their tour of America by dancing into the small hours of the morning. However, it was only in retrospect that the Napier ball became famous, not for its exalted guests or its lavish banquet, but as the last time Northerners and Southerners socialized together before the war.

Lord Napier’s replacement as the senior British diplomat in America, Lord Lyons, arrived in Washington at the beginning of April 1859. Even by English standards, 42-year-old Richard Bickerton Pemell Lyons was an eccentric character. Any display of emotion – including his own – made him uncomfortable. Women and servants tended to suffer from an excess of it in his opinion, which made him dread close contact with either. He was reluctant to look people in the eye and knew the shoes and stockings of his servants far better than their faces. Though not a killjoy, Lyons had never developed a taste for alcohol and smoking made him ill; this was less of a handicap in Europe, where his witty and erudite conversation made him a favourite of hostesses.5 But in Washington, his lack of interest in cigars and whisky simply accentuated his strangeness. Napier did his best for Lyons during the short time they overlapped at the legation. With Congress in recess and mass departures from Washington already under way, he rushed to introduce Lyons to potential allies in the Senate before they scattered to their home States. But William Seward left Washington in April to spend a couple of weeks with his family before embarking on an extended tour of Europe. Seward’s early departure prevented Napier from fostering any meaningful understanding between his friend and his successor.

[image: image]

The Napier ball at Willard’s Hotel, Washington DC, 17 February 1859

‘Lord Napier has exerted himself very much to assist me in every way,’ wrote Lyons gratefully in mid-April, ‘and has done all that was possible to start me well both socially and politically’.6 Privately, he was relieved that his education in the complexities and nuances of American politics had begun during the quiet season. Lyons had never previously heard of the term ‘Mason–Dixon line’, yet every person he met described himself as either living above or below this boundary. Napier explained that it was the cultural as well as geographical divide between the North and South.* Although America was one country, Lyons would discover that it was two distinct regions, whose ties were straining over the question of slavery. Above all else, warned Napier, a British Minister must not become embroiled or be thought to take sides in this fractious debate.

Napier used the term ‘Minister’ because there were no Ambassadors or embassies in Washington. In the mid-nineteenth century there were only three British embassies abroad: Paris, Vienna and Constantinople. The rest of the world had to make do with second-tier ‘legations’, which functioned in the same way, only with less pomp and a smaller budget. These were headed by a representative with the long-winded title of ‘British Envoy Extraordinary and Minister Plenipotentiary’, or ‘Minister’ for short. Naturally, there was a hierarchy; the British Minister to the United States ranked lower than his colleagues in Russia and Spain, but above those in Greece, Denmark and Bavaria. Languishing below the legations were general consulates, which were reserved for countries of unproven stability in places like South America.7

The British legation was the largest and most important of the diplomatic missions in Washington. With the exception of the French legation, the other twenty-one were insignificant establishments. The nine Latin American Ministers were too impoverished to receive visitors; the Austrian legation consisted of one Minister living in a hotel, and the Italian Minister loathed the capital so much that he lived in New York.8 The burdens placed on the British Minister were also greater than those faced by his foreign counterparts. Lyons was not only the conduit between London and Washington but also Her Majesty’s guardian over the rights and interests of the 2.5 million British expatriates living in America.9

The tumultuous history between the two countries made every British Minister a soft target for American politicians. Lyons was sent to Washington with the same set of instructions and warnings that had accompanied each of his predecessors. He was to improve relations between the two countries; and he must be prepared to accept that the kindness bestowed on him in private would be matched by untrammelled hostility in public, and to expect a regular whipping from the White House and Congress.10

Lyons was used to loneliness. ‘A trained diplomatist is reserved while appearing open,’ wrote a nineteenth-century journalist; ‘one who has the air of telling you everything, and yet tells you nothing; who seems to go with you all the way, yet advances never an inch beyond the line he has drawn for himself.’11 This described Lyons perfectly. He was tactful and discreet to the point of parody; outside his work he had few interests that could not be met by a comfortable chair and a warm fire. Many years later the Paris police compiled an intelligence report on Lyons which consisted of one line: ‘On ne lui connait pas de vice’ (he has no known vices).12 His most regular female correspondents were his two sisters, particularly his youngest and favourite, Minna, who was married to the Duke of Norfolk. Lyons’s horror of ‘scenes’ made him so reticent that for years he put up with the same breakfast every morning rather than risk upsetting his valet with a request for something different.13

Lyons had hesitated to accept the Washington post for fear that he might prove to be a disappointment. Though the eldest of four children, he had always suffered in comparison to his younger brother Edmund. Richard was portly, non-athletic and incapable of stepping onto a boat without being sick. In contrast, Edmund was charismatic, adventurous and loved the sea, like their father, the 1st Lord Lyons. The latter had forged a successful double career in the Royal Navy and the Foreign office, which led to him becoming a rear admiral in 1851 and receiving a peerage in 1856.

Richard Lyons had entered the diplomatic service in 1839 after graduating from Oxford with a fourth-class degree and no other prospects. For five years he worked as an unpaid attaché for his father, who was serving as the British Minister in Athens. In his sixth year, he was promoted to paid attaché, but there he remained long after his father moved on to more interesting posts. For thirteen years Richard worked quietly and efficiently, hoping that the Foreign Office would take notice of him. Finally, he could no longer bear his life at the conflict-riven legation nor put up with the humiliation of being the oldest attaché in the service, and in 1852 he announced his intention to resign. His protest resulted in a rapid transfer to Dresden, though with the same rank.

By 1857 Lyons was serving in the Florence legation, though still only ranked twenty-fourth out of the twenty-six Secretaries in the service. This was a significant improvement in his fortunes yet one which his father thought long overdue. Admiral Lyons’s beloved Edmund had been killed in 1855, in the waning months of the Crimean War, while carrying out his father’s order to attack the batteries of Sebastopol. The Admiral’s health declined rapidly after Edmund’s death, but during his last years he continued to exert himself on Richard’s behalf, arguing his merits to former colleagues.14 His efforts were vindicated after Lyons surprised himself and others with his elegant resolution of a dispute between the Neapolitans and the Sardinians before it escalated into an international controversy. Overnight he became the Foreign Office’s preferred man for difficult situations. Admiral Lyons died in November 1858, a few days after learning of his son’s promotion to the Washington legation.

Lord Lyons would have arrived in Washington much sooner had not the settlement of the will detained him in England until mid-February 1859. There was a further delay caused by the Foreign Office’s parsimonious attitude to travel; Lyons had to cross the Atlantic on an inferior ship that burned through its coal halfway through the voyage. The crossing took a stomach-churning six weeks to complete, instead of the usual ten days, a torture for a man who was terrified of water.15

Lyons’s doubts about his fitness for his new post were shared by President James Buchanan, who resented the implication that Washington ranked next to Florence in importance, especially since 80 per cent of Britain’s cotton supply came from America. The textile industry was one of the most important in Britain, and the cotton trade translated into a business worth $600 million a year, providing employment and financial security in England for more than 5 million men and women. This alone, believed Buchanan, merited a ‘first-rate man whose character is known to this country’.16 Lord Lyons’s courtesy call to the American legation in London before he sailed had unwittingly confirmed the US administration’s suspicion that the British Foreign Office was sending a nonentity. ‘Sensible’, ‘unobtrusive’ and ‘short’ were the legation’s chief impressions of Lyons.17

Buchanan’s misgivings about the quality of his new British Minister were mild compared to Lord Lyons’s judgement of his new place of residence. Washington was not a city at all, in his opinion. ‘It is in fact little more than a large village,’ he wrote to Lord Malmesbury, the Conservative Foreign Secretary, a month after he arrived, ‘and when Congress is not sitting it is a deserted village.’18 The original political and strategic reasons for building the nation’s capital by the Potomac river had been obsolete for decades. The War of 1812 between Britain and America had demonstrated that the city could be invaded just as easily as New York. The Potomac had seemed to promise a thriving water trade, but the river proved too shallow for modern transports. Washington had been the geographical centre when the Union was only thirteen States; the country’s expansion to thirty-three now placed it on the periphery.

Washington lacked the literary salons, studios, universities and conservatories that distinguished the capitals of Europe. The theatres relied on touring productions from New York; the shops were small and under-stocked. There was no commercial or manufacturing district such as one found in the new industrial cities, though the levels of violence, drunkenness and corruption were not dissimilar. There were few cultural amenities save for the Smithsonian Institution, which had been established in 1846 with a bequest from the British scientist James Smithson. (Strangely, Smithson had never even visited the United States, let alone Washington.) The majority of the permanent residents were civil servants, lawyers or saloonkeepers. When Charles Dickens travelled to the capital in 1842 he thought the city had ‘Magnificent Intentions’ but little else. It had ‘spacious avenues, that begin in nothing and lead to nowhere’, and ‘streets, [a] mile long, that only want houses, roads, and inhabitants’.19

Fifteen years later, these intentions remained unfulfilled. ‘Most members of Congress live in hotels or furnished lodgings,’ wrote an English tourist. ‘In consequence, there is no style about the mode of living … The whole place looks run up in a night, like the cardboard cities which Potemkin erected.’20 The boundaries of Washington were still ragged and ill-defined. A disagreement between the government and a local landowner had stranded the unfinished Capitol on top of a steep hill at the edge of town, facing the wrong way. Washington’s smart district lay two miles in the opposite direction, across marshland and noisome swamps which were breeding grounds for malaria in the summer. Elsewhere, the roads were still dirt tracks that frequently ended in a pile of rubble, or were interrupted by pasture. A pedestrian was in danger not only from one of the city’s unregulated hackney cabs, but also from being run over by wandering livestock. ‘On nine days out of every ten, the climate of Washington is simply detestable,’ complained a British journalist. ‘When it rains, the streets are sloughs of liquid mud … in a couple of hours from the time the rain ceases, the same streets are enveloped in clouds of dust.’21

The real political centre of the city was Willard’s Hotel. Just a five-minute walk from the White House, this was where the ‘wire pullers’, the information seekers (and sellers), and those looking for employment seized the opportunity to mix with the temporary occupants of the Capitol. Here, on an average day, 2,500 people passed through its doors. ‘Heavy persons, whom you have never seen before, with moist hands, eyes luminous with intoxicating beverages, break through the crowd and wildly shake your hand,’ observed an anonymous journalist. ‘They convict you of having met them before somewhere. You say you have been there, whereupon you are instantly saddled with an acquaintance who grasps your hand fifty times a day, and whom you heartily wish at the – antipodes.’22 The regulars downed cocktails in one of its many saloons or puffed themselves hoarse in the cigar bar, rendering real tourists appalled. ‘The tumult,’ complained one English traveller, ‘the miscellaneous nature of the company, the heated, muggy rooms,’ the revolting globs of tobacco spit on every surface, ‘despite a most liberal provision of spittoons’, made it ‘by no means agreeable to a European’.23
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The arrival of President Lincoln at Willard’s Hotel, 23 February 1861

The British legation was established in Rush House at 1710 H Street, only a block from Lafayette Square, where the White House, the State Department and many of Washington’s grandest mansions were clustered. Rush House was large enough to accommodate the Chancery, the business end of the legation, and was sufficiently imposing to impart an air of consequence to diplomatic functions. Lord Lyons’s arrival created a stir similar to the excitement described by Jane Austen after the leasing of Netherfield Hall. ‘The gossips at once set about predicting that the newcomer would capitulate to the charms of some American woman, and speculation was already rife as to who would be the probable bride,’ wrote Mrs Clay, the wife of Senator Clay of Alabama.24

It was soon discovered, however, that Lyons, with his little round face and droopy eyes, was neither a Mr Bingley nor a Mr Darcy. Mrs Clay received a ‘formidable card to the first Senatorial dinner given by the newly arrived diplomat’, and decided this was her chance to collar him for a Southern belle. ‘I soon became emboldened to the point of suggesting to him the possibility of some lovely American consenting to become “Lyonised.” His Lordship’s prompt rejoinder and quizzical look quite abashed me, and brought me swiftly to the conclusion that I would best let this old lion alone.’25 Lyons had quoted Tristram Shandy at Mrs Clay, but his arcane reference to Uncle Toby’s habit of sleeping ‘slantindicularly’ not only passed over her head but made her wonder whether the new Minister was quite sane.

Mrs Clay’s encounter with Lyons confirmed the general impression in Washington that he had replaced the Napiers but would never supplant them in the capital’s affections. Varina Davis, the wife of Senator Jefferson Davis of Mississippi, wrote that people thought Lyons ‘very taciturn and very stupid’.26 Lord Napier gave his final speech in the United States on 15 April 1859. ‘I can never forget or requite the incessant kindness … offered to me by the American people,’ he told an emotional audience at Astor House in New York. The following day, the press commented on the coincidence that Britain’s two most popular exports should make their farewells to America on the same night. The 15th marked the last performance of Tom Taylor’s comedy Our American Cousin. It had run for 140 nights, a feat never before achieved in the history of American theatre.

Lord Napier’s popularity had proved to be his undoing at the Foreign Office. ‘Napier is much too frank and too yielding to the Yankees,’ the then Prime Minister, Lord Derby, had complained, ‘and they take advantage of him in every way.’27 Napier’s friendship with Senator Seward was considered symptomatic of his mistaken priorities. The Foreign Office was not interested in having a Minister who understood the Americans’ point of view. The choice of Lord Lyons to replace the adored Lord Napier, a decision that seemed incomprehensible to Washington, made perfect sense to London. Lyons’s views of America were generally in keeping with those of the Foreign Office: he was well-disposed to its people but thought that democracy made the government weak and handed too much power to the violent and ignorant elements of society. If he were to feel concern over whether or not the Americans liked him, his superiors in London were confident it would be sublimated by his renowned sense of duty.

Lord Lyons soon realized that Napier had not been exaggerating when he described America as the ‘Castle Dangerous’ of British diplomacy. His first request to the Foreign Office was for more staff; ‘considering … the very great importance of not giving offence and the extreme readiness of people here to take it, I think that few ministers abroad have so much need of a private secretary’s help as I have.’28 Already, it was apparent to him that the taking and giving of offence had become a reflexive habit in Anglo-American relations since the separation of 1775–83. For prudence’s sake he had decided to ‘gratify their vanity by treating them in matters of form as [a] great people … as if they were really a considerable military power’.29 But Lyons had made an error in assuming that he only needed to practise a little flattery to assuage America’s suspicions about Britain. Relations between the two countries had been bent and twisted by eighty-three years of wars, disputes and reconciliations. ‘I HATE England,’ the American novelist Nathaniel Hawthorne had recently written from his consular post in Liverpool, ‘though I love some Englishmen, and like them generally.’30
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On 23 May 1865 more than 150,000 soldiers began marching down Pennsylvania Avenue to the White House in a grand review of the Union armies. The parade lasted for two days, and even then the spectators lining the route saw but a fraction of the victorious Northern forces. General Ulysses S. Grant – who would succeed Andrew Johnson as President in 1868 – was now the commander-in-chief of the largest army in the world with 1,034,064 soldiers at his disposal.1

Yet a mere eighteen months later, Grant’s forces would consist of just 54,302 men in the regular Federal army, and 11,000
(most of whom were US coloured troops) in the volunteer army.2 The navy was also shrinking, selling its warships as quickly as the market allowed until by 1870 only fifty-two of the original 641 vessels remained.3 The rapid pace of demobilization reflected the country’s desperate yearning for peace. In the aftermath of the war a different kind of volunteer stepped forward, one motivated by a sense of debt to the nation’s fallen, whose mission was not to kill but to collect statistics, identify remains and re-inter, in military cemeteries, thousands of rotting and neglected corpses.4 The renowned Civil War nurse Clara Barton founded the Office of Correspondence to help families in their search for soldiers who were missing and presumed dead.5 A total of 360,222 Federal soldiers were known to have died during the past four years, and another 271,175 had been injured or maimed. To Colonel L. D. H. Currie, the British commander of the 133rd New York Metropolitan Guard, this terrible human toll meant the loss of all but one of the regiment’s founding officers. To the former British prisoner Private James Pendlebury of the 69th New York Irish Regiment, it meant returning to his regiment after ten months in captivity to find that he recognized less than half the faces.

The demobilized forces benefited from a steady economy and abundant land. The continuous influx of immigrants during the war
– more than 800,000 by most accounts – had not crowded out the labour pool, and many of the British volunteers, including Colonel Currie, saw America as offering greater opportunities than the old country.6

The errant father Private James Horrocks would not have returned to England even if he could. He stayed in the US army until November 1865, by which time he had earned both the officer’s commission he coveted and a considerable sum of money. ‘I have paid all my debts,’ he wrote to his family on the 27th, ‘bought … an excellent suit of citizen’s clothes and everything I stood in need of and have still above $400 left.’ Horrocks joined the million-plus veterans who sought to make a new life for themselves after their wartime experiences. But his hopes of making a fortune were never quite realized: he married a woman from California, settled in St Louis, Missouri, and passed into middle age as an accountant in a credit agency. Despite having no legitimate children of his own, Horrocks refused to acknowledge the illegitimate son in England whose birth had driven him from his home and into the ranks of the Federal army.7

Other British volunteers became true Anglo-Americans in the manner of Dr Elizabeth Blackwell, who moved easily between the two countries until she fell out with her sister Emily over the management of the New York Infirmary, and went to live permanently in England in 1869. The most colourful example of this new breed was the serial deserter Henry Morton Stanley. He jumped ship from the USS Minnesota in February 1865 and spent the next two years pursuing various ventures in America, including gold prospecting in Colorado, while simultaneously trying to launch a career in journalism. His ability to spin a tale eventually brought him to the notice of James Gordon Bennett, the editor of the New York Herald, who hired him as a foreign correspondent. In 1871 Stanley set off on his famous expedition through present-day Tanzania to find the missing missionary Dr David Livingstone – father of Robert who had died in a Confederate prison camp shortly before the war’s end. After spending almost two decades in Africa, Stanley returned to England in 1890, where he subsequently became an MP and was knighted in 1897.

The Britons who chose to go home took back with them not just memories (and in some cases wounds) but also new attitudes based on American ideals. James Pendlebury received $875 from the army, which he spent in two weeks, and had to work his passage across the Atlantic. But his experiences had changed him for the better. ‘What did I learn from all this?’ he asked in his memoirs. ‘I have learned that I never need want for bread as long as I have health and strength … Nothing that is honest demeans a man and if he does not like his work; well, let him mend himself as soon as he can. This is what I learned in America … today, through going to America I am an independent gentleman.’ Pendlebury became a successful businessman and tried hard to stay off drink. In 1877 he took his family to the Isle of Man, where, according to his obituary, he purchased a mansion and became ‘a prominent figure at many public meetings … (unafraid) to express his opinions in the most vigorous language’.8

The America that Pendlebury was describing did not extend to the South. Eighty-eight per cent of America’s wealth now resided in the North; in the cotton States there was neither the industrial base nor the manpower to fuel economic growth. One in four white Southern males between the ages of 17 and 45 – some 258,000 – had been killed in the war and at least 260,000 had suffered debilitating injuries.9 Nine thousand miles of railtrack had been destroyed, three-quarters of the South’s merchant shipping was gone, and almost all the banks had been emptied of specie. Without slavery, the entire commercial infrastructure of the South collapsed. For the first year after the war bartering was commonplace in many villages and communities, The labour-intensive cotton plantations were worth only a third of their pre-war value, and even the parts of the South which had been untouched by actual fighting were soon brought to poverty and ruin. Frances Butler, Fanny Kemble’s youngest daughter, had never shared her mother’s pro-Northern sympathies, and in 1865 returned with her father to the family rice plantation in Georgia. For the first couple of years she lived in utter squalor.


So I cook, and my maid does the housework, and as it has rained hard for three days and the kitchen roof is half off, I cook in the dining-room or parlour. Fortunately, my provisions are so limited that I have not much to cook; for five days my food has consisted of hard pilot biscuits, grits cooked in different ways, oysters, and twice, as a great treat, ham and eggs. I brought a box of preserves from the North with me, but half of them upset, and the rest were spoilt. One window is entirely without a sash, so I have to keep the shutters closed all the time, and over the other I have pasted three pieces of paper where panes should be … I think if it rains much more there will not be a dry spot left in the house.10



The exploitative aspects of Reconstruction – the punitive taxes, questionable expropriations and legal chicanery that often ran unchecked – also hindered the South’s recovery. Captain Henry Feilden, the English volunteer on General Beauregard’s staff in Charleston, lost the title to his house, forcing him to live apart from his new wife Julia. He went to Orangeburg, some 70 miles from Charleston, where he tried to set up a wagon-hauling business, while Julia remained in Greenville with her aunt.11 They endured the arrangement for a year before accepting defeat and moving to England. Feilden was reinstated in the British army and served as paymaster in the 18th Royal Hussars. In later life, he combined his military service with a second career as a naturalist and eminent polar explorer. The marriage was a happy one, though childless, and a timely bequest in 1901 brought them a beautiful seventeenth-century house in the village of Burwash, Sussex. There, Rudyard Kipling and Feilden became neighbours and close friends. After Feilden’s death in 1921, Kipling wrote, ‘He was the gentlest, gallantest English gentleman who ever walked.’* 12

Francis Dawson, General Fitz Lee’s English ordnance officer, was also reduced to manual labour. As soon as his shoulder wound had recovered he worked as a field hand on a plantation near Richmond. The job sustained him until businesses began to reopen and his education made him a desirable employee. In 1866 he joined the staff of the Richmond Examiner for a short time before becoming the assistant editor of the Charleston Mercury. Unlike Feilden, however, Dawson not only made the South his home, but played a significant part in its revival as the editor of the Charleston News and Courier. He married as his second wife (the first having died young) the writer Sarah Morgan, older sister of his long-time friend, Lieutenant James Morgan
– who rounded out his own picaresque career by becoming the US Consul-General to Australia. Dawson was playing an increasingly prominent role in Democratic politics when he was killed on 12 March 1889 during an argument with a neighbour. Southern culture had always been more aggressive than Northern, but the weakening of social and official authority after the Civil War had led to even greater levels of violence. Dawson’s contribution to the pacification of the South had been a long campaign against duelling, an effort which the jury repaid by acquitting his murderer.

Neither of the two British participants in Jacob Thompson’s guerrilla war against the North – Colonel George St Leger Grenfell and Bennet G. Burley – ever returned to the South. Grenfell’s death sentence was commuted to life imprisonment at Fort Jefferson in the Dry Tortugas islands, 70 miles west of the Florida Keys in the Gulf of Mexico. His cellmates were the four conspirators in Abraham Lincoln’s assassination who did not receive capital sentences. One, Dr Samuel Mudd, who treated the injured John Wilkes Booth during the actor’s flight from justice, became good friends with Grenfell; and in 1867 he sent a description of Grenfell’s treatment to his brother-in law:


Colonel St. Ledger Grenfel [sic] is kept in close confinement under guard. A few days ago, being sick, he applied to the doctor of the Post for medical attention, which he was refused, and he was ordered to work. Feeling himself unable to move about, he refused. He was then ordered to carry a ball until further orders, which he likewise refused. He was then tied up for half a day, and still refusing, he was taken to one of the wharves, thrown overboard with a rope attached, and ducked; being able to keep himself above water, a fifty pound weight was attached to his feet. Grenfel is an old man, about sixty. He has never refused to do work which he was able to perform, but they demanded more than he felt able, and he wisely refused. They could not conquer him, and he is doing now that which he never objected doing.13



On 6 March 1868 Grenfell tried to escape from Dry Tortugas along with three other prisoners. They were caught in a storm and the little boat disappeared. Afterwards there was the occasional ‘sighting’ of Grenfell but there is little doubt that he drowned somewhere in the Gulf.

Burley had better luck than Grenfell. He had been incarcerated in Port Clinton, the capital of Ottawa County, Ohio, and was awaiting his second trial (the first having resulted in a hung jury), when, in September 1865, a well-wisher brought him an apple pie to celebrate the start of apple-picking season. Hidden beneath the crust was a sharpened iron file. Burley escaped to Detroit where he was able to cross the river to Canada and to freedom. He became a journalist and in 1881 settled down to a long career as the foreign correspondent for the London Daily Telegraph. Burleigh (he changed the spelling) was joined at the Telegraph by George Augustus Sala (Belle Boyd’s sometime protector) and Francis Lawley, who had returned to England shortly after Appomattox. Dropped by Sala, Belle took advantage of the general amnesty declared by President Johnson in 1866 to go back to the United States, where she earned a living as an actress until her marriage in 1869 to Lieutenant John Swainston Hammond, a former British volunteer in the Federal army.14 Lawley’s return to England had a less happy outcome: his creditors continued to pursue him, and the salary he earned from writing about the turf (a subject he knew well) was not enough to stave off bankruptcy. There were still outstanding debts against his estate when he died in 1901. His fellow pro-Southern journalist, Frank Vizetelly, continued as a war artist and was killed in 1883 while covering the fighting in the Sudan between the Anglo-Egyptian army under William Hicks (Hicks Pasha) and the Mahdi rebels.

Canada was a popular hiding place for many Southern fugitives: Jefferson Davis resided there for a time after his release from prison in 1867. At first it had seemed likely that the former Confederate President would be tried and executed for masterminding Lincoln’s assassination. But when no evidence could be produced against him, the grounds for trying him became more complicated. The question was still unresolved when Davis was given bail on 13 May 1867. It was a further two years before the threat of legal action against him and thirty-seven other Confederate leaders, including Robert E. Lee, was dropped by the government. Davis lived on for another twenty years, beset by financial misfortune and family tragedies, but a defiant symbol of the Confederate States to the last. Lee, in contrast, was a firm advocate of reconcilitation. He became president of Washington College, in Lexington, Virginia, a post he held until his death in 1870.

The last Confederate War Secretary, John Breckinridge, and the Commissioners James Mason, Clement C. Clay and Jacob Thompson also returned to the US from Canada once they were confident of receiving an amnesty. Despite his leading role in the Confederates’ terror operations in Canada, Thompson was never prosecuted for his crimes. He chose Memphis, Tennessee as his new home, his wealth mysteriously untouched despite the war – there was always speculation that some of his fortune came from the $1 million entrusted to him by the Confederacy in 1864.

Thompson was extremely fortunate, especially so in light of the terror and destruction he had tried to inflict upon the North. His colleagues in Europe never dared return to the United States since they were not included in any of the official pardons. Ambrose Dudley Mann, the Commissioner in Brussels, and John Slidell, the Commissioner in Paris, stayed in France; the Confederate financial agent Colin McRae emigrated to Belize, and the chief of Confederate operations abroad, James Bulloch, remained in Liverpool. His brother, Irvine, was one of the last Confederates to surrender when his ship the CSS Shenandoah sailed into Liverpool on 6 November 1865.* Both Bullochs are buried at Toxteth Park Cemetery, Liverpool.

The former Confederate Secretary of State, Judah P. Benjamin, also died abroad. He arrived in England in July 1865, after a harrowing escape from Florida, and retrained as a barrister. In 1868 he published a treatise on commercial law, popularly known as ‘Benjamin on Sales’; the book’s immediate success assured him financial stability for the rest of his life. Striving to put the past behind him (and burdened by many secrets), Benjamin generally avoided the other Confederate exiles. He made no effort to see Henry Hotze despite their close relationship during the war. Hotze, in any case, had no interest in refashioning himself to suit the times; he remained an unapologetic supporter of slavery and the creed of white supremacy. But his hope of publishing a magazine dedicated to crushing the aspirations of freed blacks was soon quashed, and he became a propagandist for hire, working for any government or ruler who required his arts. He died in Zug, Switzerland, in 1887.15

Lord Lyons died a few months after Hotze, having served in the Foreign Office for forty-eight years – the last twenty of them as the British Ambassador to France, the highest-ranking post in the diplomatic service. Once Lyons had recovered from the neuralgia that had forced him to leave Washington, he found that retirement was far worse than being overworked and eagerly accepted Lord Russell’s offer in October 1865 of the embassy in Constantinople. Lyons himself was too modest to recognize his altered standing in the Foreign Office, but instead of the lonely mid-level diplomat who had incited derision at Washington he was now a highly respected representative of Her Majesty’s Government, whose dignified though conciliatory approach in delicate situations made him invaluable. He was rewarded with the Paris embassy after only a year in Constantinople, and there he spent the remainder of his life, in great comfort and satisfaction, served faithfully by several of his former attachés at the Washington legation.

In his own way, Benjamin Moran also reached the summit of his capabilities – if not his ambitions – when in 1876, after twenty-three years at the US legation in London, he was sent to run the US legation in Lisbon, where he showed that he was not without talent as a diplomat. The New York Times described him as ‘one of the most capable and experienced diplomats in the service of the United States’.16 He ruled over his little kingdom for six years, gleefully bullying his staff, until his retirement in 1882, when he returned to England and passed the last four years of his life in Braintree, Essex. At his death, the humble printer’s son from Chester, Pennsylvania was praised by the London Times as the ‘ablest and most honest’ representative the United States had ever sent to Great Britain.17

On 27 July 1866 Cyrus Field stood on the deck of the Great Eastern, watching through his binoculars as engineers hauled the transatlantic cable ashore at Heart’s Content, Newfoundland. Finally, after five attempts in nine years, a cable sturdy enough to withstand the rigours of the Atlantic was laid along the 1,800-mile under-sea shelf between Ireland and Canada. The cable’s first message, sent through on the 28th, announced the signing of the peace armistice between Prussia and Austria. The Americans had been as surprised as the rest of Europe by the speed and efficiency with which Prussia had defeated Austria in the Seven Weeks’ War. The Battle of Sadowa on 3 July had involved nearly 500,000 soldiers, the largest concentration of troops to date in either Europe or America. The Prussian military observers in the US during the Civil War had been impressed by how rapidly armies and artillery could be transported by rail, and during the past year the Prussian War Minister had created a Field Railway Section, modelled on the Union Construction Corps. The Prussians had also benefited from the close attention they had paid to Civil War developments in artillery and communications.18

The second message to reach Newfoundland was from Queen Victoria to President Andrew Johnson, congratulating him ‘on the successful completion of an undertaking which she hopes may serve as an additional bond of Union between the United States and England’. At the moment it was just a hope: Austria’s recent defeat had added another layer of complexity to a relationship that was already tense due to the unresolved issues left by the American Civil War. Prussia’s emergence as the dominant military nation among her neighbours was redrawing the balance of power in Europe. France was now menaced by a credible threat, and the German confederation no longer answered to Vienna but to Berlin. It was too soon to tell how these changes would affect Britain and America, but British politicians were worried that it would be the same old story of England facing two threats at once. ‘It is the unfriendly state of our relations with America that to a great extent paralyses our action in Europe,’ Russell’s replacement as Foreign Secretary, Lord Clarendon, would shortly admit. ‘There is not the smallest doubt that if we were engaged in a Continental quarrel we should immediately find ourselves at war with the United States.’19

During a Commons debate on 13 March 1865, Lord Palmerston had tried to brush away the many crises of the past four years by putting them down to a family quarrel: ‘the North wished us to declare on their side and the South on theirs, and we wished to maintain a perfect neutrality.’ But this simplification of the arguments between the two countries carried no weight outside the Commons, and little even there. According to The Times, and a majority of the British public, both sides had behaved badly. The United States had never supported Britain in any war, including the Crimean, and yet neither the North nor the South had seen the contradiction in demanding British aid once the situation was reversed. Both had unscrupulously stooped to threats and blackmail in their attempts to gain support, the South using cotton, the North using Canada. Both were guilty in their mistreatment of Negroes, both had shipped arms from England and both had benefited from British volunteers. In America, the perception that Lord Russell had behaved like a villain and that the British ruling classes had schemed with the Confederacy to overthrow the Union in the hope of destroying democracy was so pervasive that the historian George Bancroft digressed upon it during his eulogy on Lincoln before Congress on 12 February 1866.20 Bancroft, like his compatriots, believed that the declaration of neutrality had been nothing more than an underhand attempt at recognizing the independence of the South; that the British government had connived with the Confederates to send out the commerce raiders; and the blockade-runners had been allowed to operate with impunity because they enabled the South to keep fighting long after its own supplies were exhausted.

Senator Charles Sumner played a discreditable part in promulgating the myth that Britain had acted maliciously and illegally in awarding belligerent status to the South. His friends in England, especially the Duke and Duchess of Argyll, felt betrayed by his attacks. ‘You know how heartily my Duke has been with you all through,’ the Duchess protested on 4 July 1865. ‘You know how … fair a man Sir George Lewis was, you know that there were others true to you … I protest again against your supposing it a proof of Lord Russell’s ill-will, when [belligerent status] was a Cabinet measure. As to the haste, I suppose there would have been less of it, if the consequence attached to it by you had been foreseen.’21 Lord Russell was so incensed by the repeated slurs on his motives and intentions towards the North that he rejected Charles Francis Adams’s proposal in the summer of 1865 for an international arbitrator to consider American claims against Britain. Russell has since been criticized for being stiff-necked and arrogant, and is often blamed for being the main reason why the
Alabama claims controversy dragged on for seven more years.22 Yet, at the time, Russell was devastated to have his honour called into question. Arbitration by a foreign government, he told the Chancellor of the Exchequer, William Gladstone, in September 1865, would be humiliating to England and to himself; it would mean asking whether ‘he was diligent or negligent in the execution of the duties of his office’. In his replies to Adams, Russell complained that his successes against the Confederates counted for nothing, whereas his failures – none of which he believed were his fault – counted for everything. Palmerston’s death on 18 October, which elevated Russell to the Prime Ministership once again, removed the only person who would have had weight and influence to show Russell that there could be another approach to the claims.

William Henry Seward never accused Britain of having collaborated with the South. But he steadfastly maintained that relations could not be cordial until reparations had been paid for the Alabama’s depredations and an apology given for Britain having bestowed belligerent status on the South. For most of 1865 the injured Secretary of State was content to allow Charles Francis Adams a free rein in his dealings with Lord Russell – as long as these points were not conceded. Seward did not have strength to resort to the kind of bluster which had marked his first year in office. Physically, he would never return to his old self. His right arm was useless and speaking was difficult; ‘few of his old friends could meet him without a shock,’ wrote his son. However, it was the family tragedy which followed Powell’s attack that inflicted the greatest damage on Seward. His sons Fred and Augustus slowly recovered from their wounds, but Frances, Seward’s wife, went into a rapid decline and died on 21 June, less than three months after the assassination attempt. Their relationship had been complicated though not unloving, and her loss severed Seward from what he had always considered to be the better part of himself. Almost immediately after Frances’ death, it became clear that his daughter Fanny’s health had also been affected and she began to succumb to the tuberculosis which would kill her the following year.

Seward’s troubles increased in 1866 as he struggled to find his footing in President Johnson’s administration.23 Having been partly responsible for the pro-war Tennessee Democrat’s appointment as Lincoln’s Vice-President, Seward had wrongly assumed that Johnson would follow his lead or at least listen to his advice. Instead, Johnson had stubbornly pursued his own line – which leaned decidedly towards maintaining the egregious status of the black population in the South. Johnson’s attempts to obstruct Reconstruction lost him the support of the Republicans. The relationship between the White House and Congress deteriorated so quickly that in March 1866 Johnson vetoed the new Civil Rights Bill which, among other guarantees, awarded full US citizenship to American blacks. Congress responded by overturning his veto. Seward tried to serve Johnson as faithfully as he had served Lincoln, but even the British Minister, Sir Frederick Bruce, noticed the lack of rapport between them and wondered whether the President regarded Seward more as an obstruction than a help.

Bruce had no doubt that Seward was determined to keep the peace between England and America, but what other plans the Secretary of State was harbouring remained a mystery to him. Charles Francis Adams, however, soon divined exactly what game Seward was playing: the protests over belligerency and the Alabama claims were leverage to force Britain to make territorial concessions to the US. Seward had heard that there was support in British Columbia for annexation by America and this had given him the idea that perhaps all of Canada and possibly even parts of the Caribbean might be obtained for the Union. There was ‘no prospect coming to an agreement’, he told Adams on 2 May 1866, even though the American Minister had been saying for some time that ‘the line of difference between the two countries was becoming thinner and thinner’.24

A month later, between 31 May and 7 June, Seward’s machinations were upset by a series of raids across the US–Canadian border. This time the guerrillas were not a handful of Confederates but several thousand Fenians, Irish-Americans committed to Irish independence, who intended to conquer or hold Canada hostage until Britain proclaimed Ireland a free state. The existence and aims of the 50,000-strong Fenian Brotherhood (many of whom were US army veterans) had never been a secret. The previous autumn its leaders had approached Seward and Johnson asking to know how the US would react to the establishment of an Irish republic on Canadian soil, and had received the ambiguous answer that the government would ‘acknowledge accomplished facts’. The Fenians had read into this the notion that the US would send troops north in support, once the initial invasion had taken place.

The US did end up sending troops, but it was to arrest rather than to help the Fenians. In the first week of June the USS
Michigan once more sailed forth to keep the peace on Lake Erie, on this occasion intercepting several hundred Fenians as they attempted to cross the Niagara river.* Seward was furious at having to side with Canadian and British













































* The equivalent to $1,700 in today’s money.


* Charles Francis Adams’s grandfather, John Adams (the second President of the United States), and father, John Quincy Adams (the sixth President), had both served as Ministers Plenipotentiary to the Court of St James’s, 1785–8 and 1815–17, respectively.


* The line was originally drawn in 1767 by two British astronomers, Charles Mason and Jeremy Dixon, who had been commissioned to settle a border dispute between Maryland and Pennsylvania. But by the mid-nineteenth century the ‘Mason–Dixon line’ had come to mean the separation between the Northern State of Pennsylvania and the Southern State of Maryland, and all the States above and below the 39th parallel.



 * The poet Algernon Swinburne also became friends with Feilden. ‘I defy you not to like him if you knew him,’ Swinburne wrote to a friend in 1867; ‘[he is] one of the nicest fellows alive, and open as such men should be, to admiration of all fallen causes and exiled leaders. I am not saying they are equal in worth – heaven forbid – only I must say that failure is irresistibly attractive, admitting as I do the heroism of the North.’


* The Shenandoah had been at sea for a year when Captain Waddell finally brought her back to England, six months after the war’s end. During that time the cruiser had captured thirty-eight ships, the majority of them Northern whalers, and taken more than a thousand prisoners. Waddell had believed that the South would continue to fight after Lee’s surrender. It was the capture of President Davis – which he learned from the British bark, Barracouta, on 2 August 1865 – that persuaded him to surrender too.


* The Fenian movement was also crippled by the successful infiltration of spies and informants. The most famous British spy was Henri Le Caron (the former Thomas Miller Beach), whose experiences as a volunteer in the Federal army brought him into early contact with many Fenians, thus earning their complete trust – and ensuring their failure.


* As a veteran of the Federal army, Prince Salm-Salm was almost unique among the 2,500 Americans who went to Mexico after the Civil War. The exodus there of ex-Confederates was orchestrated by Matthew Fontaine Maury, who offered his services to Emperor Maximilian in June 1865, and was appointed Imperial Commissioner of Immigration. Most settled near Cordoba in a specially designated area known as the Carlotta Colony, where they eked out a miserable existence for a couple of years before returning to the South. Another 9,000 Southerners moved to Brazil, where slavery remained legal, and about 1,000 went to British Honduras, now Belize. The community at Forest Home in Punta Gorda died out and its cemetery is now a tourist attraction.


* In late March 1865 President Lincoln had discussed the Trent affair with General Grant, making it clear that Britain deserved to be punished: ‘We gave due consideration to the case, but at that critical period of the war it was soon decided to deliver up the prisoners. It was a pretty bitter pill to swallow, but I contented myself with believing that England’s triumph in the matter would be short-lived, and that after ending our war successfully we would be so powerful that we could call her to account for all the embarrassments she had inflicted upon us.’38


* Britain actually paid out $8,070,181, since the US agreed to give Canada $5.5 million for the right to fish in its waters and also paid $1,929,812 in compensation as a result of rulings at the Mixed Commission on British and American claims.
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