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    For the men and women who fought the secret intelligence war behind America's bloodiest conflict — the agents and operatives, the couriers and code-breakers, the enslaved people who risked everything to carry intelligence through enemy lines. They served in silence and were forgotten in silence. This book breaks that silence. 
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  The Detective and the President


Allan Pinkerton Builds America's First Secret Service
The telegram arrived in Philadelphia on February 21, 1861, and its contents were alarming enough that Allan Pinkerton read it twice before acting. 
Norman Judd, a Chicago lawyer and close associate of President-elect Abraham Lincoln, had received word from Pinkerton's operatives that something was being planned in Baltimore — something specific, something credible, something that had moved beyond the realm of the angry letter and the drunken threat that had become a routine feature of Lincoln's existence since his election in November. Baltimore was a secessionist city in a border state, its streets loud with Southern sympathy and louder still with the particular fury of men who felt the election of a Republican president was an act of war against their way of life. Pinkerton's people had been working the city for weeks, infiltrating the social clubs and militia organizations where the most dangerous talk was happening, and what they had found was not talk.
It was a plan.
The plan, as Pinkerton's operatives had pieced it together from conversations in barrooms and drawing rooms across Baltimore, was straightforward in its conception and potentially lethal in its execution. Lincoln's published itinerary called for his presidential train to pass through Baltimore on February 23 — the city was an unavoidable stop on the route from Springfield, Illinois to Washington — where he was to transfer between train stations in an open carriage, exposed to the crowds that would line the streets. The conspirators intended to use that exposure. A group of men — their number and specific identities still being established by Pinkerton's network — planned to create a disturbance in the crowd, draw the police escort's attention, and use the confusion to get close enough to the President-elect to kill him.
Pinkerton had been in the intelligence business long enough to know the difference between a rumor and a threat. This was a threat.

      [image: ]Allan Pinkerton had not come to the intelligence business by a conventional route — but then, nothing about Pinkerton's life had been conventional.
He was born in Glasgow, Scotland in 1819, the son of a police sergeant, and raised in the Gorbals — one of the most impoverished and violent neighborhoods in a city that had no shortage of either. He trained as a cooper — a barrel maker — and became involved in the Chartist movement, the working-class political organization that was demanding democratic reform from a British government disinclined to provide it. When the Chartist movement was suppressed and arrest warrants were issued for some of its more prominent members, Pinkerton made the decision that would define the rest of his life: he got on a ship.
He arrived in North America in 1842, made his way to Illinois, and settled eventually in the small town of Dundee, northwest of Chicago, where he established himself as a cooper and became, almost accidentally, a detective. The story he told — and he told it often, in the self-promotional mode that would characterize his entire career — was that he stumbled upon a counterfeiting operation while cutting wood on a deserted island in the Fox River, reported it to the local sheriff, and helped make the arrests. The sheriff was impressed enough to ask for his help again. And again. By the mid-1840s Pinkerton was doing more detective work than barrel making.
In 1850 he founded the Pinkerton National Detective Agency in Chicago — the first private detective agency in the United States, operating under a logo of an open eye and the motto "We Never Sleep" that would become one of the most recognized commercial images in nineteenth century America. The agency's early work was primarily railroad cases — the railroads were the most lucrative clients, their exposure to theft and fraud enormous as they expanded across the continent — but Pinkerton's methods and his reputation grew with his client list. He was not a subtle man, but he was a thorough one. His operatives were trained to observe, to cultivate sources, to maintain cover identities, and to gather information through the patient accumulation of detail rather than the dramatic confrontation. These were, in embryo, the methods of modern intelligence work.
He was also a committed abolitionist — his Dundee home had been a station on the Underground Railroad — and when the Southern states began seceding following Lincoln's election, Pinkerton's sympathies were entirely and aggressively with the Union.

      [image: ]The Baltimore Plot — as it would come to be known — was uncovered through the kind of patient undercover work that Pinkerton had been developing for a decade.
His operative, Harry Davies, had spent weeks cultivating a relationship with a Baltimore barber named Cypriano Ferrandini — a passionate Secessionist who had allegedly been organizing the conspiracy and who spoke freely to Davies once he was convinced of his sympathies. Ferrandini described the plan in terms that left little ambiguity about its seriousness: the attack on Lincoln during the carriage transfer between Baltimore's train stations, the deliberate creation of a disturbance to scatter the police escort, the use of the crowd's density as cover for the assassins.
What is not disputed is what Pinkerton did with the intelligence he had gathered. He contacted Norman Judd, presented his findings, and proposed a plan to move Lincoln through Baltimore secretly — bypassing the published itinerary entirely, traveling through the city on a night train that no one outside a small circle of trusted advisors would know about.
Lincoln was not immediately persuaded. He was uncomfortable with the idea of appearing to flee from a threat — a president who sneaked through a hostile city in the middle of the night was not the image he wanted to project in the fraught weeks before his inauguration. He had other sources of warning, including a report from General Winfield Scott and Secretary of State-designate William Seward's son Frederick, who arrived in Philadelphia on the same day as Pinkerton with similar intelligence gathered through different channels. The convergence of warnings from independent sources moved Lincoln from reluctance to agreement.
On the night of February 22, 1861, Abraham Lincoln boarded a sleeping car on the Philadelphia, Wilmington and Baltimore Railroad under conditions of elaborate secrecy. He was accompanied by Pinkerton and by Ward Hill Lamon, a large and physically formidable Illinois lawyer who served as Lincoln's informal bodyguard. Lincoln wore a soft felt hat rather than his distinctive stovepipe — a detail that would be savagely mocked in the press when it became known, caricaturists depicting him skulking through Baltimore in a Scottish cap and military cloak that bore no relation to what he actually wore but served the satirical purpose admirably.
The train passed through Baltimore in the early hours of February 23 without incident. Lincoln arrived in Washington safely. Whether the threat had been real enough to justify the elaborate precautions was debated immediately and has been debated ever since.
Pinkerton never doubted it.

      [image: ]In the weeks following Lincoln's inauguration, as the firing on Fort Sumter transformed political crisis into open war, Pinkerton found his path to the center of the Union's intelligence effort through the relationship that would define — and ultimately damage — his wartime career.
General George Brinton McClellan was one of the most celebrated soldiers in America in the spring of 1861. A West Point graduate who had served with distinction in the Mexican War and subsequently left the army for a successful career in railroad management, he was recalled to military service when the war began and given command of the Department of the Ohio — a position from which he conducted the small but successful western Virginia campaign that was the Union's first significant military success of the war. When the disaster at the First Battle of Bull Run in July 1861 revealed the catastrophic inadequacy of the Union's military preparation, Lincoln turned to McClellan to rebuild the army and restore confidence.
McClellan and Pinkerton had worked together before the war — Pinkerton's agency had done security work for the Illinois Central Railroad when McClellan was its vice president. The relationship was comfortable and mutually respectful. When McClellan needed someone to build an intelligence service for his newly designated Army of the Potomac, he turned to the man he knew.
Pinkerton accepted the assignment and set about building what would become the Union Intelligence Service — the first organized military intelligence operation in American history — with the same energy and methodological thoroughness he brought to everything he did. He established a network of agents operating in Confederate territory, developed procedures for the debriefing of escaped slaves and Confederate deserters, organized the systematic collection and analysis of captured documents, and created a reporting structure that brought intelligence from the field to army headquarters in a form that commanders could use.
It was, in many respects, a genuine achievement. The Union had entered the war with essentially no intelligence infrastructure — no trained agents, no established networks, no analytical capacity, no institutional knowledge of how to gather and process military intelligence. What Pinkerton built in the summer and autumn of 1861 was improvised, imperfect, and sometimes dangerously unreliable. It was also more than had existed before, and it established organizational precedents that would influence American military intelligence for decades.
The problem was not the organization. The problem was the numbers.

      [image: ]The systematic overestimation of Confederate troop strength that characterized Pinkerton's intelligence reporting to McClellan is one of the most consequential analytical failures in American military history, and understanding it requires understanding both what Pinkerton did wrong and why he did it.
Pinkerton's methodology for estimating Confederate strength was fundamentally sound in its design and catastrophically flawed in its execution. He gathered reports from multiple sources — agents in Confederate territory, escaped slaves and freedmen who had observed Confederate camps and movements, Confederate deserters, and captured documents. He attempted to cross-reference these reports to establish reliable figures. The approach was correct. The problem was in what happened to the numbers when they reached his desk.
Pinkerton consistently accepted the highest estimates from his sources and combined them in ways that compounded rather than corrected for error. When different sources gave different figures for the same unit, he tended to choose the larger number. When sources reported troops that could not be independently confirmed, he tended to include them rather than discount them. The result was a systematic inflation of Confederate strength that bore an increasingly tenuous relationship to reality.
The numbers he gave McClellan were not merely wrong. They were dramatically, persistently, and consequentially wrong. At various points during the Peninsula Campaign of 1862, Pinkerton estimated Confederate forces opposing McClellan at two to three times their actual strength. When McClellan had a genuine numerical advantage over Confederate General Joseph Johnston in the spring of 1862 — an advantage that a more aggressive commander might have used to end the war in Virginia before it fully developed — Pinkerton's estimates told him he was facing a superior force that could destroy his army if he moved incautiously.
McClellan, whose own temperamental disposition toward caution needed no encouragement, found in Pinkerton's estimates the intelligence justification for the delay and hesitation that drove Lincoln to distraction and his subordinates to fury. Every request for reinforcements, every refusal to advance, every elaborate preparation for a battle that was then postponed — McClellan could point to Pinkerton's numbers and say he was acting on the best available intelligence.

      [image: ]The relationship between Pinkerton and McClellan ended when McClellan's military career ended — which is to say, when Lincoln finally lost patience with the general's inaction and relieved him of command of the Army of the Potomac in November 1862, following his failure to pursue Lee's army aggressively after the Battle of Antietam.
Pinkerton did not stay to work with McClellan's successor. He returned to Chicago and his agency, taking with him the files he had accumulated during his time as intelligence chief and the unshakeable conviction that he had done his job well. He spent the rest of the war doing investigative work for the War Department — fraud cases, counterintelligence investigations, the kind of work his agency had always done — and the postwar years rebuilding the Pinkerton Agency into the most powerful private detective organization in the country.
He wrote his memoirs in the 1870s and 1880s, producing a series of books that mixed genuine case histories with considerable embellishment, and that presented his Civil War intelligence work in the most favorable possible light. The Baltimore Plot became, in his telling, an unambiguous triumph — the conspiracy real, the danger absolute, the rescue of Lincoln from certain death a personal achievement of the first order. The intelligence failures of the Peninsula Campaign received considerably less attention.
History has been more balanced than Pinkerton was inclined to be about himself. The Baltimore Plot was real enough — some form of conspiracy existed, and moving Lincoln through the city secretly was a reasonable precaution given the intelligence available. The intelligence failures that fed McClellan's inaction were real too — and their consequences, measured in the lives of men who died in battles that a more aggressive Union commander might have prevented or shortened, were enormous.
Pinkerton was, in the end, exactly what his career suggested he was: a brilliant and innovative detective who had been given a job that was different in kind from anything he had done before, and who had performed parts of it with genuine skill and other parts with consequential inadequacy. He had built America's first organized military intelligence service from nothing, in the middle of a war, without a model to follow or a tradition to draw on. That was a real achievement.
He had also told the Union's most important general, repeatedly and systematically, that the enemy facing him was twice as strong as it actually was, and those miscalculations had helped prolong the bloodiest war in American history.
Both of these things were true. Both of them were Allan Pinkerton.






  
  The Slaves Who Spied


Black Intelligence Networks and the Union War Effort
They moved through the Confederate world like ghosts — present everywhere, noticed by almost no one, carrying in their heads information that could change the course of a war. 
The enslaved men and women of the Confederate South were, by the logic of the institution that owned them, invisible. They served at table while their enslavers discussed military strategy. They drove carriages that passed through Confederate fortifications. They dug the earthworks whose dimensions and locations they could measure with their eyes. They worked in the households of Confederate officers, the offices of Confederate officials, the hospitals where wounded Confederate soldiers described the battles they had survived. They were there for every conversation that the men who owned them considered private, because the men who owned them had long since stopped thinking of the people they enslaved as fully human — and people who are not fully human, in the logic of slavery, cannot really be listening.
They were listening.
The intelligence advantage this created for the Union Army was so obvious, so enormous, and so consistently underexploited that it stands as one of the great strategic failures of the Union war effort — and one of the great unacknowledged contributions to Union victory of the men and women who provided it anyway, through whatever channels were available to them, at whatever personal risk the provision required.
That risk was not theoretical. An enslaved person caught passing information to Union forces faced punishment that the law of the Confederate states left entirely to the discretion of the enslaver — which meant, in practice, that it could extend to death. The men and women who provided intelligence to Union forces did so in the full knowledge of what discovery would mean. They did it anyway, in numbers that the historical record — fragmentary, incomplete, and systematically biased toward the documentation of white experience — can only partially capture.

      [image: ]The first organized exploitation of what would come to be called "Black intelligence" in the Civil War happened almost by accident, at a Virginia peninsula fortification called Fort Monroe in the first weeks of the war.
Fort Monroe sat at the tip of the Virginia Peninsula — a Union-held installation in Confederate Virginia that became, almost immediately after the war began, a magnet for enslaved people attempting to reach Union lines. They came in ones and twos at first, then in larger groups — men and women who had calculated, with the practical intelligence of people whose survival had always depended on accurate assessment of their situation, that the arrival of Union forces in Virginia represented an opportunity that might not come again.
The legal status of these arrivals presented the Union Army with an immediate problem. The Fugitive Slave Act — still technically the law of the land — required the return of escaped enslaved people to their legal owners. Union officers were deeply divided about what to do. Many were not abolitionists. Many had no particular interest in the question of slavery one way or the other. They were soldiers, and the law was the law.
General Benjamin Butler was not a man who let the law get in the way of a useful solution. Butler was a Massachusetts lawyer and politician who had been given a military commission at the war's outset and who brought to his command the creative legal reasoning of a man who had spent his career finding ways around inconvenient obstacles. When three enslaved men arrived at Fort Monroe in May 1861 — having escaped from a Confederate labor detail that was building fortifications nearby — Butler declined to return them. His reasoning was elegant in its simplicity: since Virginia had declared itself in a state of rebellion against the United States, the laws of the United States, including the Fugitive Slave Act, did not apply in Virginia. And since the Confederate military was using enslaved labor to build fortifications against the Union, the enslaved people performing that labor were — by the laws of war — contraband of war, subject to seizure just like any other enemy military asset.
Contraband. The word spread through the enslaved population of the Virginia Peninsula with the speed of something long awaited. Within weeks, hundreds of people were arriving at Fort Monroe. Within months, thousands.
Butler was not, primarily, an intelligence officer. But he was a practical man, and the practical value of what was arriving at his gates was immediately apparent. These men and women had just come from Confederate Virginia. They had eyes. They had information. He began debriefing them.

      [image: ]What Butler's debriefings revealed — and what similar intelligence gathering operations at Union posts across the South would confirm over the following months and years — was that the enslaved population of the Confederacy constituted the most valuable and most underutilized intelligence asset in the entire war.
The information they carried was not abstract. It was specific, current, and operationally significant. An enslaved man who had spent the previous week helping to dig Confederate earthworks outside Yorktown could describe their location, their dimensions, their armament, and the number of men working on them with the precision of someone who had been there — because he had. A woman who had been working in the household of a Confederate officer could describe the conversations she had heard, the visitors who had come and gone, the papers she had seen on the desk when she cleaned the study. A group who had traveled by road from Richmond to the Peninsula could describe what they had observed along the route — troop concentrations, artillery positions, supply depots, the direction of military movement.
None of this intelligence required training to gather. It required only presence — which the enslaved population had in abundance — and the opportunity to transmit what had been observed to someone who could use it. Butler provided that opportunity at Fort Monroe. As the war expanded, Union commanders across the South began to understand and exploit the same resource — some systematically, some haphazardly, some not at all.
The failure to exploit it systematically was one of the Union war effort's most persistent and costly intelligence failures. The reasons were multiple and mutually reinforcing. Racism — the same assumption of Black invisibility that made enslaved people such effective intelligence gatherers — made many Union officers discount or ignore the information they received. The institutional structure of Union intelligence, such as it was, had been built around white agents operating in white social networks and was poorly designed to incorporate intelligence from a fundamentally different source. And the legal and political complexities surrounding the status of enslaved people in the early war — before the Emancipation Proclamation clarified the Union's position — made systematic exploitation of Black intelligence networks politically fraught in ways that had nothing to do with their operational value.
The intelligence came anyway — through whatever channels were available, exploited by whatever Union commanders were perceptive enough to recognize its value.

      [image: ]John Scobell's name appears in the historical record primarily through Allan Pinkerton's postwar memoirs — a source that requires careful handling given Pinkerton's well-documented tendency toward self-promotion and embellishment. With that caveat clearly stated, what Pinkerton describes is an intelligence operation of remarkable sophistication for its time.
Scobell, by Pinkerton's account, was a freed slave from Mississippi — educated, intelligent, and possessed of the particular combination of personal courage and social dexterity that deep cover intelligence work required. Pinkerton recruited him into his intelligence organization in late 1861, and Scobell subsequently conducted multiple operations inside Confederate territory — traveling through the Confederate South using his race as cover in a way that no white agent could have replicated.
The logic was brutally simple. A white man moving through Confederate territory without obvious military affiliation attracted scrutiny. An African American man moving through the same territory was, in the eyes of the Confederate social order, simply another Black person going about whatever business Black people went about — invisible by assumption, unworthy of serious attention. Scobell exploited this invisibility with systematic effectiveness, gathering intelligence about Confederate troop movements, fortifications, and supply arrangements that he transmitted back to Pinkerton's organization through a network of contacts that included members of a secret society called the Legal League — an organization of free Black people and escaped slaves who maintained communication networks across the Confederate South.
The historical record for Scobell's specific operations is thin — Pinkerton's memoirs are the primary source, and independent corroboration is limited. What can be said with confidence is that Pinkerton's organization did employ African American agents, that those agents operated inside Confederate territory, and that the intelligence they gathered contributed to Union operational planning during the Peninsula Campaign of 1862. The specific details of individual operations must be treated with appropriate caution given the limitations of the available sources.
What requires no caution is the acknowledgment of what those agents were doing and what it cost them to do it. A white Pinkerton operative captured behind Confederate lines faced imprisonment and potentially execution under the laws of war. An African American operative captured behind Confederate lines faced something considerably worse — the full weight of a system designed to reduce human beings to property, applied with the particular fury that the Confederate social order reserved for Black people who had stepped outside the boundaries it had drawn for them.
They operated anyway.

      [image: ]Harriet Tubman had already done the most dangerous thing imaginable before the Civil War began. She had escaped from slavery in Maryland in 1849, made her way north to freedom, and then — in an act of courage so extraordinary that it strains the capacity of language to describe it adequately — gone back. Repeatedly. Thirteen times, by the most commonly cited count, she returned to the South to guide other enslaved people to freedom through the Underground Railroad, moving through territory where her capture would have meant a return to slavery or death, relying on a network of contacts and a personal fearlessness that had led Frederick Douglass to write that he knew of no one who had done more for the liberation of enslaved people than Harriet Tubman.
When the Civil War began, Tubman brought those skills — the navigation of hostile territory, the management of intelligence networks, the assessment of risk and the exploitation of opportunity — to the Union war effort in South Carolina, where she was sent in 1862 under the auspices of the Union Army to serve as a nurse, a scout, and eventually the coordinator of a network of African American spies operating in Confederate-held territory.
The network she built drew on the same principles that had made the Underground Railroad effective: local knowledge, trusted contacts, the exploitation of the invisibility that the Confederate social order imposed on African Americans, and the motivation of people who had everything to gain from Union victory and everything to lose from Confederate survival. Her scouts — African American men who knew the local waterways, roads, and Confederate positions with the intimacy of people who had lived among them — provided Union commanders with intelligence that no white agent could have gathered with equivalent depth or reliability.
The culmination of Tubman's intelligence work in South Carolina came on the night of June 1 to 2, 1863 — the Combahee River Raid, conducted by Colonel James Montgomery with a force of African American Union soldiers from the 2nd South Carolina Infantry.
The raid's success depended entirely on intelligence. The Combahee River was mined — Confederate torpedoes had been placed in the water to destroy Union vessels attempting to navigate it. The locations of those mines were known to the enslaved people who had watched them being placed and who had provided that information to Tubman's network. Montgomery's gunboats navigated the Combahee in darkness, guided by pilots who knew exactly where the mines were because Tubman's intelligence had told them.
In a single night, the raid destroyed millions of dollars worth of Confederate rice plantations and supplies along the river banks — and freed 756 enslaved people, who came to the riverbanks in the darkness when word spread that the Union gunboats were coming. It was the largest single liberation of enslaved people by a military operation in the entire war, and it was made possible by an intelligence network run by a woman who had been born into slavery and who had spent her adult life doing things that were supposed to be impossible.
Tubman received no military pay for her intelligence work for much of the war — a fact that she spent decades attempting to have corrected, finally receiving a pension in 1899, more than thirty years after the war ended. She was awarded the Congressional Gold Medal posthumously in 2022, 103 years after her death.

      [image: ]The full history of African American intelligence contribution to the Union war effort will never be completely recovered, and honesty requires acknowledging that plainly.
The men and women who provided intelligence to Union forces operated in a world that kept no records of their activities — or kept records that named the white officers who received the intelligence while omitting the Black agents who gathered it. The debriefing reports that survive in Union military archives describe what was learned without always preserving the names of the people who taught it. The networks that Tubman and others built were designed for invisibility — and that invisibility, so essential to their operational effectiveness, also ensured their historical obscurity.
What the fragmentary record makes clear is this: that the Union possessed, in the enslaved and free Black population of the Confederate South, an intelligence advantage of incalculable value. That advantage was partially exploited and largely squandered by a Union military establishment that could not fully see past its own assumptions about the people whose knowledge it needed. And that the men and women who provided that intelligence — at personal risk that their white counterparts rarely faced in equivalent degree — did so out of a commitment to their own freedom and the freedom of their people that needed no external motivation and received, in most cases, no external recognition.
They were the most effective intelligence network of the Civil War. History is only beginning to give them their due.
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