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To Rebecca and Edmund, again and as always
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Who hath taken this counsel against Tyre, the crowning city, whose merchants are princes, whose traffickers are the honorable of the earth?

—ISAIAH 23:8

Where the lion’s skin will not reach, it must be patched out with the fox’s.

—PLUTARCH
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Prologue

The Bloody Spot

I

As his ship plowed toward the Mersey, the Mississippi River of England, Thomas Dudley finally glimpsed his destination. Liverpool, coal dark and forbidding amid the murky fog, was rising ominously before him. It had been a long voyage to the “Bloody Spot,” as the mighty port was known, and Dudley would soon find out why.

A doleful, dismal sound—a great bell repeatedly tolling, as if welcoming him to Hades—echoed across the cold, roiling water. It seemed to resonate from the very vault of the deep. But it was not in fact a call for the dead; no, it was merely the famous Bell-Buoy, a marker that pealed fast or slow depending on the agitation of the waves. In a calm, it was dumb. In a breeze, it rang gently. And amid turbulence, it served as an urgent tocsin alerting mariners to flee.

When Dudley and his family disembarked the passenger ship Africa at Prince’s Dock that November 19, 1861, he might have wondered whether he ought to have heeded the Bell-Buoy’s warning. As they gingerly made their way along the quay, the Dudleys were pestered by quacks selling liquor-laced snake oil, shiv-armed con men flogging painted “gold rings,” and pubescent thieves who stalked the innocent like Sicilian assassins until, quick as a flash, a pocket was picked. Perhaps, instead of becoming the new American consul here, he should have taken that ambassadorship to Japan that President Lincoln had offered him.

Now heading toward the street, he could see the so-called body seekers roaming the docks for the corpses of those who had fallen overboard or been washed in from the river, the latter usually murder victims. The rubbish rakers, too, were at work: Tattered paupers picked through heaps of dunnage—broken cargo crates and other waste—hoping to find some overlooked treasure, like a length of rope or a few copper nails.

For newcomers like Dudley, setting foot in Liverpool was a harrowing experience. America could be rough but not like this. The first shock were the beggars, ragged and wretched. Here it was not the existence of the penniless that staggered, it was the scale of poverty, so much so that there were four official gradations: the almost poor, the poor, the very poor, and the permanently destitute.

They lined the external wall of the dock. Some were crippled sailors fallen on hard times and others former factory workers whose limbs had become entangled in a machine’s spindles and cogs. But the majority were women, so parched and starved they resembled mummies; cadaverous teens with the gallows in their eyes; and shoeless children with pinched faces and scrawny bodies, whose mothers strove to scratch a living darning socks or selling pigs’ feet while their fathers, if they knew them, were at sea. The sailor’s life was a precarious one: A man would be away for months at a time and he was rarely advanced cash. For those left behind, the rent was always overdue and everything was in pawn.

All along the waterfront, businesses catered to the marine trade. Many were respectable. Some sewed flags; chandlers sold holystones for swabbing wooden decks and cotton rags for cleaning steam valves; other firms made paint. Tarpaulins, ropes, and sails were their own specialties. For a quick bite, one could pick up from numerous stalls chunks of sweaty cheese and cuts of greasy bacon, dubious-looking potted herrings, and only slightly rotten apples scrumped from some landowner’s orchard. For life at sea, sailors bought Epsom salts and hair oil from the apothecary or stopped by secondhand shops for cracked crocks and discarded forks. For the wife and kids, there were tinsel ornaments, ancient furniture perhaps better employed as firewood, vermin-infested mattresses, and cheap toys.

Cheek by jowl with the better merchants were the hundreds of black market “marine store dealers,” who dealt in goods stolen from the docks. A cartel of them called the “Forty Thieves” was run by one Bernard Connelly, known in the underworld as “Long Barney.” The most notorious dealer in Liverpool when Dudley arrived, he stood at six foot five, terrified police constables, and boasted a lengthy criminal record of assaults, swindles, counterfeiting, and general mayhem. Thanks to the activities of Connelly and his like, the number of convictions for theft in Liverpool was seventeen times higher than that of the cities of Manchester, Salford, Bolton, and Preston combined.

Then there were the “lodging houses” where “crimps” like Paddy Dreadnought and Shanghai Davies bribed owners to allow them to kidnap drunk-into-a-stupor boarders and sell them off to a captain needing crew for runs to China or America. Occasionally, the tables were turned: The redoubtable Ma Smyrden, a landlady of Pitt Street, had recently become a legend for foisting a corpse onto the local crimp.

Even in the better lodging houses, proprietors packed in as many customers as they could. In one memorable instance, ninety-two people were squeezed into a house meant for nineteen. That may have been an outlier, but not by so much: Liverpool was by far the most densely populated city in the country. In 1844, a Dr. Duncan discovered that in one area 7,938 people were crammed into 811 houses, a figure he equated to a density of nearly 660,000 people per square mile. In comparison, the world’s densest city today is Manila, at somewhat more than 100,000 people per square mile, with New York City—by far the highest in the United States—standing at a paltry 27,000.

Liverpool had until recently been a small seaside town, but immigration and industrialization had caused its population to explode from 138,000 in 1821 to 444,000 in the year Dudley stepped ashore. There was nowhere to put the new arrivals, many from rural Ireland and England. And so some 39,000 residents, described as “pale, yellow, ghastly, parchment-faced looking creatures,” lived troglodytically in 7,800 smoke-fugged cellars, with tens of thousands more wedged into the nooks and crannies of every typhus-ridden tenement. Another 25,000 children lived on the streets and on their wits.

The housing shortage naturally pushed people onto the streets and into pubs in search of personal space. Gibraltar Row, which Dudley would have seen to his left as he left Prince’s Dock, was one of the worst streets in Liverpool. It was crammed with grog shops, spirit vaults, penny-ale cellars, and gin palaces, where it was not unusual to see a three-year-old knocking back booze with his older siblings for company. Inevitably, there was a criminal element: illegal gambling, fencing of stolen goods, bare-knuckle boxing, and dogfighting, usually. And scams, it goes without saying. Victims (“flats”) were mercilessly bamboozled, fleeced, plundered, and swindled by numberless sharpers, magsmans, duffers, smashers, and cross-my-palm-with-silver clairvoyants.

In Liverpool, for many there wasn’t much else to do but drink. As there were no licensing laws—anyone could essentially open a tavern in his or her own house—the number of drinking establishments in Liverpool would, if all lined up, have extended some eleven and a half miles. Within a radius of 150 yards of the Sailors’ Home in Canning Place, for instance, there were no fewer than forty-six pubs for the recuperating and the impoverished to frequent.

The Victorian equivalent of drug and opioid abuse—smuggled rum, rotgut gin, and a Liverpool specialty, “swipes,” the mixed dregs of near-empty beer barrels—was the leading cause of crime. One judge observed that nine out of every ten cases that came before him were prompted by either drunkenness or a desire to acquire money to get (more) drunk.

Booze-fueled violence was everywhere. Dudley, walking around, would surely have noticed that old women greatly outnumbered old men. So many males died young that their average life expectancy was seventeen years. Fighting was so endemic that elsewhere in Britain, not exactly a teetotaler’s paradise, “giving a bit of Liverpool” was shorthand for a form of combat known locally as “purring,” whose practitioners smashed a broken bottle into someone’s face, bit off his nose or ear, and then kicked his head in with iron-toed boots. A ribald jest or an accidental jostle often escalated quickly to an entertaining street melee involving dozens, occasionally hundreds, of men from rival factions: sailors versus policemen, carpenters versus sailmakers, Protestants versus Catholics, Irish versus everybody.

Women were almost as violent as men, with a third of assault prosecutions in Liverpool being against them. Elizabeth Kelly and her two delightful daughters, well-known to the police as the “terrors of Midghall Street,” used whatever weapon came to hand to pick fights, while other members of the gentler sex preferred to blind with their fingernails, bite out chunks of flesh, stab with glass shards, or fling sulfuric acid to get their point across.

Given the environment, small wonder that Liverpool’s homicide rate was extraordinarily high, even for the time. Firearms, perhaps surprisingly, were rarely employed—using a noisy gun meant the hangman—but a knife, axe, crowbar, or garotte allowed one to avoid attracting a copper’s notice. In a typical year, 1858, for instance, there were nearly five hundred murders, around the same number as in modern-day Chicago, though the latter has more than six times the population and gun crime is common. And those were just the victims the authorities knew about.

The thousands of sailors wandering the streets added much to the local color. Not for nothing did Charles Dickens, who visited the city just before the Civil War, lament of the “poor mercantile Jacks” that their lot in Liverpool was to be “hocussed, entrapped, anticipated, cleaned out,” for many boozers were connected to both a pawnshop and a knocking shop (to avoid any awkward confusion, gay brothels were generally signified by exotic names like Aladdin’s Palace). After filling up at the pub and heading to the conveniently located bordello, customers would be drugged, mugged, and stripped, obliging them to go into debt to the adjoining pawnbroker, who had just bought their clothes. It was always a treat for a hooting crowd to see a sailor sheepishly wandering back to his ship clad only in his skivvies, if that.

There were more prostitutes in Liverpool per capita than anywhere else in Britain, perhaps the world. One dockside street alone boasted twenty-two brothels. Desperation, a lack of alternative employment, and drink were the usual avenues into the trade, and pimps and procuresses wandered the alleys and taverns looking for recruits. Some were married factory workers (“dolly-mops”) looking to feed their families while their husbands were at sea, but most often they were runaways: lost, raped, abandoned. According to the Reverend Isaac Holmes, chaplain of the Liverpool workhouse, most of the latter would be dead—from disease, abuse, assault, suicide, failed abortions, or alcoholism—within three to five years.

With good reason, Liverpool was regarded as the most violent, vice-ridden, crime-soaked locale in Europe, and widely believed to be a low-lying place inhabited by low, lying people. As he shielded his children’s eyes from its squalor and depravity, Dudley rued his decision to come to this modern Sodom-on-the-Sea, though at least he could console himself (and his alarmed wife) with the thought that he would be here for just a year before returning home. That was the usual stretch consuls served abroad, after all. Unfortunately for him, nothing would be usual about his new position, for Dudley had just unwittingly inherited the most important intelligence posting in the world.

II

Dudley’s path to Liverpool had been a winding one. Descended from a long line of humble Quaker farmers, Dudley was born in 1819 in Burlington County in New Jersey. His father died shortly after his advent, and Dudley worked, like his three older siblings, on his mother’s farm. Educated at a district school, he married a fellow Quaker, Emmaline Matlack (who bore him four children in rapid succession), and eventually became a lawyer in nearby Camden.

Now in his early forties, Dudley was tall for the day at six feet, with piercing eyes, a high forehead, dark brown wavy hair, and an admirable beard. His dress and habits were as austere and frugal as his simple faith demanded. A pious Quaker who believed that every man alone was responsible through his deeds to his Maker, Dudley had a remorseless fixation on the truth, come what may. To reveal it, “no difficulty daunted and no obstacle deterred him,” said a fellow attorney. As his opponents would painfully learn, “he persevered with indomitable energy and unceasing assiduity until his object was attained.”

[image: image]
Thomas Dudley

American Philosophical Society, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania


When he was young, Dudley had been passing a graveyard at midnight and saw an eerie white specter in the moonlight. Dudley could have run away, but instead, trembling with fear and knees a-knocking, he told himself “there is no such thing as a ghost” and pressed forward to investigate. It turned out that the terrifying apparition was but a ram with its horns caught in the bushes, struggling to free itself. The beast was more scared of him than he of it. As Dudley said, the lesson was “that we must not be influenced by groundless fears in what reason tells us is untrue.” It was a lesson that would stick with him in the years to come.

To a man of both faith and reason like Dudley, slavery was the ultimate untruth. Its proponents claimed the enslavement of some was a natural condition, that those who lived under the lash enjoyed a happiness denied to free laborers, and that they, the enslavers, were in fact the truly enslaved—by a government that sought to intervene in their affairs. All lies, thought Dudley.

In 1845, Dudley put principle into practice when he was visited by Benjamin Cooper, a fellow Quaker. Cooper had a singular request: Maria Johnson and her three young children, all free, had been kidnapped into slavery and were being driven on the fatal road south. The Society of Friends had taken up a collection to buy them back, but all were too fearful to pursue them. Dudley knew Maria. She had long ago worked on his mother’s farm. He volunteered without a second’s hesitation.

Disguised in what he imagined to be a slave-trader outfit (broad-brimmed hat, whip, and two pistols), Dudley followed their trail and found them near Head of Elk, Maryland. He introduced himself to the kidnapper, a creature named William Chance, and offered to buy the family so he could transport them to Alabama and Mississippi.

Chance was willing to sell Maria and sixteen-month-old Susan for $150, but it was too late for the older boy and girl. They had already been sent to Baltimore for sale. In order to keep up the ruse, Dudley later said, he had treated Maria quite roughly. It was only after Chance had left that he released her from her shackles and asked if she recognized him. Afraid to look at her new master, Maria said no, only for Dudley to wonder aloud whether she remembered the little boy “who used to play pranks on the cows you milked . . . and make them kick the pail over?” Then he told her she and Susan were going home. Later, Dudley ventured into Baltimore and managed to purchase Maria’s son for $90, but the daughter was lost forever, having been bought by a local woman. If nothing else, the episode only sharpened Dudley’s loathing for slavers and deepened his belief that the “peculiar institution” must be destroyed, but when and how remained opaque.

Eleven years later, in 1856, a life-changing disaster showed him the way. On the bitterly cold night of March 15, Dudley was aboard a paddle-wheeled ferry shuttling between Philadelphia and Camden. While crossing the Delaware, a fire broke out near the smokestack, and the hundred or so passengers crammed themselves into the bow as the fire roared toward them.

The flames licked their clothes, and many jumped overboard, including Dudley. A number were knocked out by the gnashing paddle wheels, but he managed to scramble onto an ice floe, where he watched dozens die. It was a scene, a friend would later write, “which naturally had an effect upon his nervous system . . . of which he rarely ever spoke.”

An unconscious Dudley was eventually hauled to a nearby hotel to be tallied among the dead. That would have been the end of the story had not a colleague happened by and resuscitated him. By some miracle, Dudley was brought back to the land of the living.

His thaumaturgic survival cemented a personal faith that he had been spared to fulfill a divine mission. Had he not died and risen from the grave? His purpose on this earth, Dudley decided, was to eradicate slavery, and to that end he entered politics as chairman of New Jersey’s Republican State Executive Committee.

Dedicating himself to putting an abolitionist in the White House, Dudley was, in May 1860, a New Jersey delegate to the Republican National Convention, then meeting in Chicago to nominate a candidate for the coming election. There, Dudley, through some deft backroom wire pulling, performed signal service for Abraham Lincoln by persuading most of his state’s delegates to vote for him.

As reward, in mid-1861 the new president offered Dudley a reward: He could become minister to Japan or Liverpool consul. Dudley claimed the latter. A consulship in a noncapital city was a far lesser station than an ambassadorship, but for Dudley, whose health would never fully recover from the ferry disaster, it was important to be close to good doctors. He told his Camden law firm clients that he’d soon be back.

Little did Dudley know, the domestic struggle between two nations had followed him across the Atlantic to faraway Liverpool, where a Confederate spy had embarked on a mission to arm the South with a clandestine navy. The Bloody Spot would be Thomas Dudley’s home for longer than he ever imagined.





One

On Secret Service

I

On April 23, 1861, a day after returning from a routine mail run to New Orleans on the steamer Bienville, Captain James Bulloch visited the offices of his employers, the New York and Alabama Steam Ship Company, at 68 Murray Street in Manhattan. There, he found a mysterious letter awaiting him. It was from the newly installed Confederate attorney general, Judah Benjamin, and would be one of the last letters delivered by the U.S. Mail across the North-South border for the next four years.

This was also the last time, as it happened, that Bulloch was to visit 68 Murray Street, for there was no more work for him—or at least, work that he was willing to do. Following the recent outbreak of war between the Union and the Confederacy, President Lincoln’s imposition on April 19 of a naval blockade of the entire Southern coast meant that Bulloch was no longer permitted to steam farther than Washington. And then, after one of the managing directors assigned Bulloch to convey troops to the capital aboard the Bienville, the captain decided to tender his resignation instead. Hence the office visit—and, unexpectedly, Bulloch’s introduction to the secret world.

In his letter, Benjamin got straight to the point. If Bulloch was interested in a special mission to Britain, he should “come to Montgomery [Alabama] without delay” to meet the new Confederate secretary of the navy, Stephen Mallory. He should also reserve a berth on a steamship departing Montreal about a month hence for the Mother Country.

It was a strange request, one seemingly from out of the blue. But Bulloch soon traced its origin to an odd interaction he’d had in New Orleans on April 13, ten days earlier, when the Bienville had been preparing to depart for New York on what would turn out to be his final voyage as her captain. At 10:00 A.M., he’d heard vague reports that a new Confederate States Army had shelled the Union garrison at Fort Sumter, South Carolina.

War had finally come, and with it two officials on behalf of Louisiana governor Thomas Moore a few hours later. The governor wished to purchase the Bienville, they said, at whatever price Bulloch named. Bulloch refused, saying the ship was not his to sell. He had a duty to return her to her New York owners.

After vainly offering a bribe, the visitors threatened that they could forcibly seize the ship, but her captain remained as disconcertingly cool as ever. When Bulloch asked them to leave, they retreated with much ill grace and warned him not to depart for New York until they had checked with the governor.

Governor Moore, having been informed of this obstinate steamship captain, telegraphed Confederate president Jefferson Davis to confirm that his men could take the ship. Soon afterward, Davis ordered Moore not to “detain the Bienville” under any circumstances.

You are free to go, a very surprised Bulloch was told at 10:00 P.M. by the two equally bemused officials.

And now, about a week and a half later, there was this letter with its curious offer.

What Bulloch did not know was that Davis had been acting on the advice of Mallory and Benjamin. While it would have been easy to expropriate the Bienville, which would have made a valuable addition to the blue-water Confederate Navy, then precisely one ship strong, Secretary Mallory had urged the president to sacrifice her to keep Bulloch from attracting unwelcome Union attention. Had the Bienville been seized, her captain would naturally have been suspected as being complicit. Wiser, surely, to allow Bulloch to return her to New York to avoid trouble.

Why? Because Mallory urgently needed the right man for the Confederacy’s most important mission. Bulloch, he could see from his files, was no ordinary sailor. Ordained into the Holy Order of the Sea in the Old Navy, Bulloch had learned how to navigate, to interpret charts, to perform trigonometrical calculations, to read the stars, and to plot a course from the masters of sail. He could splice a rope and clew up the topsails, clear the hawse, and cat the anchor with the best of them, yet he was also familiar with the newer technology of steam—to which the U.S. Navy had committed itself in 1853, when it had ordered six powered 50-gun frigates and five sloops. Indeed, one observer had earlier noticed Bulloch’s proficiency with the wonder energy of the nineteenth century: During the voyage, the captain had overseen an engine almost as silent as “a bank or counting-room” and there had been none of the “tearing and rending escape of steam, deafening and distracting all” that plagued less experienced commanders.

Even better, Bulloch was rare in having hands-on experience of shipbuilding, an incredibly complex business. Frustrated at the glacial pace of promotion and the limited pay of a naval officer, Bulloch had reluctantly resigned from the navy to become a mail ship captain in the fall of 1854. Since business was good, his new employers had put him in charge of superintending the construction of two new steamers, one of which would become the Bienville—a vessel he essentially designed to his own specifications. For Mallory’s very specific purposes, someone who understood the finer points of technical drawing, knew the ins and outs of contracts, had overseen work in a shipyard, and had grappled with the intricacies of ship financing was an extraordinarily valuable asset.

Best of all, perhaps, was that Bulloch was completely clean. He was a civilian with military experience who was neither compromised nor conflicted. As he said himself, “I was only a private individual engaged in the ordinary business of life. I had become completely identified with the shipping enterprises in New York. I had no property of any kind in the South,” either of the human or territorial variety.

Optics aside, though, Bulloch was very much of the South. His people had been there, Georgia specifically, since the early eighteenth century, and they had always been affluent, if not rich, slaveowners. His father, for instance, accumulated enough money to build (or rather, have his slaves build) Bulloch Hall near Roswell. Brass candelabras, silverware, and delicate china were hauled, clattering and tinkering all the way, hundreds of miles over muddy roads to furnish his miniaturized copy of the Parthenon.

Young James had been born in 1823 and lost his mother, the daughter of a senator, to tuberculosis when he was seven. In a match that raised a few society eyebrows, two years later his father married the youthful widow of that selfsame senator. James joined her existing three children in a (happily, by all accounts) blended family.

For the boy, the curious family dynamics were nevertheless discomfiting. He had once been an only child, the doted-upon prince of the household, whose every wish had been granted. Now he was one of four, with four more soon to come. He turned inward and learned to use guile, or charm, to extract what he wanted in a competitive environment. Armed with what he called a bottomless capacity for “prudent reserve,” Bulloch prized circumlocution, cunning, and artful ambiguity above all, seeing in them a worldliness that allowed him to sneak, crab-like, toward his goal. Later, Bulloch would sculpt a demeanor of amused, ironic detachment and unflappable effortlessness intended to match this sophisticated self-image.

Unlike the pious Quaker consul who would become his nemesis, Bulloch was not given to religious feeling and he distanced himself from politics, especially of the ideological sort. He particularly disdained Republicans, saying that the South wanted only to retain its rights and had no intention of “preserv[ing] that institution [slavery] in perpetuity.” Bulloch was aware, of course, that there was every intention of preserving that institution in perpetuity under the guise of retaining states’ rights, but to him slavery was just the way of the world—how life had always been. Blood, class, and nostalgia rooted him in the South and its practices, even though he himself had never owned slaves and had spent little time below the Mason-Dixon Line after joining the U.S. Navy at age sixteen, in 1839.

Indeed, Bulloch rarely gave much thought to the great issue of the day. In February 1859, for instance—the same month Oregon entered the Union as a free state; Arkansas forced its black residents to choose between exile and slavery; and 436 men, women, and children were being transported to Savannah to be sold off to pay a gambling debt in what would be the largest auction in American history—a writer friend of Herman Melville’s named Richard Henry Dana voyaged to Havana aboard Captain Bulloch’s ship. Dana was a fervent abolitionist, but despite many conversations with the “cool, quiet, gentlemanly” Bulloch, he could not recall his acquaintance ever mentioning slavery.

The captain, it seems, was accustomed to keeping his views to himself, especially around those he knew would disapprove. Only to his family, Bulloch said, did he admit that “my heart and my head were with the South.” With his mariner’s sense, Bulloch felt a storm brewing and he privately resolved to stand “ready to act in harmony with my convictions at the proper time.” A little more than two years later, that “proper time” had arrived.

II

After destroying Benjamin’s incriminating letter, Bulloch stopped by a telegraph office to book a ticket to Liverpool on the North American, departing Montreal on May 17. It was critical not to leave New York in a hurry. His return of the Bienville might have “removed any suspicion of my ‘loyalty,’” but the city authorities could still arrest him if they believed he were up to no good. So Bulloch very quietly transferred his assets to his wife, Harriott, to avoid possible confiscation, and kissed his family, including two infants, goodbye.

On May 2, he packed a small suitcase and caught the train to Philadelphia, then switched trains for Pittsburgh before heading west to Cincinnati. From there, he could take a steamboat to cross the Kentucky border to Louisville. Kentucky was still in the Union, but Bulloch considered it friendly territory. There he “should be free from the danger of being asked at any moment to stop and give an account of myself.”

Bulloch felt a flutter of worry when, at the Cincinnati dock, guards were questioning passengers. But another man—evidently trusted by the soldiers, yet a Confederate sympathizer Bulloch had recently met—claimed that Bulloch was a friend of his and that they were going to Louisville on business. Bulloch was allowed to board without any hassle.

After reaching Nashville, it was a pleasant train journey through Chattanooga and Atlanta to Montgomery. Just before midnight on May 7, an exhausted Bulloch arrived at the Exchange Hotel, the city’s best, and went straight to bed.

He had an appointment the next morning.

III

Montgomery was perhaps not the most promising place to situate the capital of an invented country. William Howard Russell, the world’s most famous war correspondent, was touring America for The Times of London and happened to be in Montgomery at the same time as Bulloch (they stayed in the same hotel, maybe greeted each other in the lobby). Even if the town’s well-wooded environs were agreeable, he commented, “the streets here are very hot, unpleasant, and uninteresting.”

With a population of around nine thousand “not very attractive” people (Russell’s words) and numberless mosquitoes, Montgomery could serve as capital for only a short time. Just a couple of weeks after Bulloch’s arrival, Richmond, Virginia, would become the seat of the Confederate government.

Until then, an influx of state legislators, congressional delegates, cabinet secretaries, and newly created generals were caffeinating the once sleepy town. Seeing them all up close, Russell, who had been romantically sympathetic to Southern independence, now counted them as fanatics committed to the “propriety, righteousness, and divinity of slavery,” which he found repulsive, especially after watching a slave auction held just outside the hotel.

While President Jefferson Davis enjoyed his own leased “White House” and the provisional Congress set up shop in the grandly porticoed Alabama State Capitol, the executive branch of the government rented a building on Commerce Street partly occupied by an insurance company. There, every possible bit of space, even the broom cupboard, was quickly converted into an office for someone important.

And it was there, just around the corner from the Exchange Hotel, that Bulloch headed after breakfast on May 8. He arrived to find offices marked only by pieces of paper pasted on doors with their occupants’ names, departments scattered around various floors, and no one knowing who was where, let alone who he was. Eventually, in a freshly whitewashed hallway, he bumped into short, stout Judah Benjamin, who helpfully escorted Bulloch to Mallory’s digs.

IV

When it came to navies, Mallory knew his onions. The Florida senator had once chaired the Committee on Naval Affairs, and had long kept abreast of the newest technology, like rifled guns firing fuse-equipped shells and experimental ironclads.

After the usual pleasantries, Mallory and Bulloch had a long discussion, spread over two days, about the critical importance of the Confederate Navy to winning the war. Overshadowing their talk was President Lincoln’s imposition of a naval blockade of the South a few weeks earlier, on April 19.

Mallory outlined the situation for Bulloch. Compared with the U.S. Navy, its Confederate counterpart was a pitiful thing. Lincoln had forty-two commissioned ships, and while many were either abroad, decrepit, small, or broken, that was still forty-one more than the South had.

Lincoln was sure to build more, and quickly. He had the industrial power already to hand, while the Confederacy was distinctly at a disadvantage. Of the 1,071 American merchant vessels built in 1860, for example, a mere eighty-four originated in the South. And of the ten navy yards in operation, just two (Norfolk and Pensacola) were below the Mason-Dixon Line. What’s more, neither of those had the manufacturing capacity to outfit a navy. The South had hardly any iron foundries, marine-engine factories, or ordnance facilities, let alone the requisite stockpiles of raw materiel.

The only way to acquire an oceangoing Confederate Navy, then, was from abroad. It would be smaller than its Union opponent, of course, but it would be more advanced, more lethal, and better captained. That said, one could hardly walk in and buy a spare fleet off the shelf, so Mallory and Bulloch together drummed up a three-stage plan to secure victory for the South.

Stage One was to break the blockade. Bulloch would buy or underwrite a swarm of fast, civilian-crewed blockade-runners to smuggle in the arms and munitions that the South’s under-equipped, hastily raised army needed to fight. Some of these could later be converted into coastal or riverine military vessels.

Still, getting the runners past the U.S. Navy’s frigates and sloops standing guard at sea would be no easy matter. To draw them away, Mallory wanted commerce-raider cruisers to harass and sink Union merchant shipping. Once Yankee businessmen started complaining about their losses, Lincoln would have to divert his warships to their protection, thereby rending holes in his own blockade. That was Stage Two.

Stage Three would take the fight directly to the U.S. Navy. At least two powerful, highly advanced ironclad warships, each capable of sinking any ship they intercepted or of wreaking havoc in Northern harbors and dockyards, would be commissioned. “Such a vessel . . . could traverse the entire coast of the United States, prevent all blockades, and encounter . . . their entire Navy,” Mallory believed. With just a few of these armored behemoths, the South’s “inequality of numbers may be compensated by invulnerability.”

The upshot, then, was that in the short-term, the runners would keep the South supplied and form the nucleus of a navy. In the medium, the raiders would demoralize the Union and weaken the blockade. And in the long, the ironclads would destroy the U.S. Navy with impunity.

Most important, Mallory and Bulloch were thinking in terms of grand strategy. The intention of their war on the waters was not merely to sink some ships or to create some financial headaches for Northern merchants. No, the overarching objective was to persuade the British, rulers of the world’s mightiest empire and arbiters of the high seas, that the Confederate States of America was a force to be reckoned with. If all went as planned, Great Britain would ally with its friends in the South against the North.

And if that happened, Lincoln—staggering under the lightning strikes of the Confederate Army as the omnipotent Royal Navy blockaded his ports—was finished. To win the war, all the South had to do was not lose until an armistice was offered by a humbled North that recognized its independence and thus the right to maintain slavery. Bulloch, in that instance, would be the man who saved the South.

It was a tall order, but Bulloch was confident that he could pull it off. The free-trading British were already annoyed with Lincoln’s blockade, which they interpreted as merely a cover to protect Northern industrialists from competition by restricting their commerce with the South. That meant there would be no problem, Bulloch believed, acquiring the necessary ships in friendly Britain.

In fact, the very friendliest place in Britain would be his home base: Liverpool. There, Bulloch assured Mallory, the shipyards would be falling over themselves to build the blockade-runners, commerce raiders, and modern ironclads the Confederacy needed to win.

The only outstanding issue, said Bulloch, was money. Ships were expensive. Mallory assured him on that score. The navy secretary had already arranged for a confidential contact at Fraser, Trenholm & Company in Liverpool to handle the financial details. That firm, a branch of a powerful and well-connected Charleston-based cotton-trading company, would serve as the Confederacy’s, and Bulloch’s, de facto banker. Bulloch would have all the cash and credit he’d need.

Last of all, Mallory asked Bulloch when he could start. “I have no impedimenta,” the Georgian replied. He would leave immediately.

V

The next afternoon, May 9, Bulloch was on his way. He had an easy time of it crossing over to Windsor, Ontario, to take the Grand Trunk Railway to Montreal, where he picked up his previously reserved ticket. Right on schedule, Bulloch boarded the steamship North American on May 17.

As Bulloch settled into his stateroom for the voyage to Liverpool, he considered himself very clever in having evaded Union detection. As far as the Northern authorities were concerned, he thought, James Bulloch had simply vanished into thin air when he’d left New York more than two weeks earlier.

Unfortunately for Bulloch, the Union, in fact, knew exactly what he was doing and where he was going, if not exactly where he was. That spring, the federal government had begun to monitor communications between North and South. By happenstance, a treasury agent named Hollis White had been tapping the telegraph line between New York and Niagara Falls when he had picked up details of Bulloch’s message in late April booking passage to Liverpool. He duly informed his superiors in Washington that a suspected Confederate was due to depart via Montreal.

At the time, this vague warning didn’t seem very urgent, and it was ignored. Not until May 15, when Bulloch was already in Canada, could Union officials put two and two together. It was on that day the Richmond Dispatch reported that one “J.D. Bullock,” an “agent for the Government,” was leaving for Liverpool carrying at least $400,000 to buy “ten steam gun-boats for coast defenses.”

Some fool in the Confederate Congress or the navy department had obviously flapped his mouth off to the reporter, and the New York newspapers soon republished the piece. The article was filled with factual errors, but the most telling damage came from its confirming that “Bullock” was on a secret mission to Britain to acquire ships.

He was now a known enemy agent operating abroad—but the game had just begun.





Two

The White Gold

I

Benjamin Moran, the assistant secretary of the United States Legation—the embassy—in London was rarely a happy man. Misanthropic and depressive, he derived a degree of mildly sadistic pleasure from denying passports to Confederate sympathizers wanting to get back to America.

But today, Thursday, May 16, 1861, was going to be a good day. After five years in harness as minister to London, the “bad mannered, illiterate, presumptuous, and offensive” George Dallas was finally leaving. Moran counted the minutes until 3:00 P.M., when his hated boss would take his leave of Queen Victoria.

Moran hoped his replacement would be better, but it wasn’t looking promising. When Charles Francis Adams appeared at Buckingham Palace to present his diplomatic credentials, Moran sniffed that the new ambassador, in deference to Yankee down-home custom, was wearing a black dress coat rather than a frock coat. Moran thought it made him look like a butler, or an undertaker at best. (The queen, in a rare quip, murmured to a courtier, “I am thankful we shall have no more American funerals.”)

Moran’s apprehensions were soon relieved. Unlike Dallas, Adams was as wholeheartedly devoted to preserving the sacred Union as he. Though he devoted his free time to studying rare coins, which Moran lamented was beneath his own noble hobby of stamp collecting, he decided that Adams had been a shrewd choice by Lincoln.
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Benjamin Moran, casting his beady eye upon the world
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At the age of fifty-three, Adams, the son and grandson of presidents (John Quincy Adams and John Adams, respectively), held the same post in London as they once had. He was at once a reassuring, suitably aristocratic presence with his distinguished lineage and elegant mien, but also a physical reminder that his forebears had been resolute defenders of American interests.

Adams certainly had his work cut out for him. Three days earlier, the British had unexpectedly issued a Proclamation of Neutrality, bestowing upon the Legation a potentially explosive diplomatic crisis.

Neutrality was a fallback position for the British, prompted by the fact that they had no clear idea of what the war was about and (more cynically) wanted to wait-and-see how Lincoln’s naval blockade panned out. Some thought the fighting was a banal struggle for land and pronounced a pox on both North and South. Many criticized a tyrannical Union for trying to prevent the plucky Southerners from going their own way, while others sneered at the Confederates as spoiled brats taking their toys home because they hadn’t gotten what they wanted. What was absolutely clear to everyone was that slavery was a peripheral reason for the outbreak of war. Few in Britain favored its retention, but most assumed it was an embarrassing anachronism that would eventually wither on the vine.

To the British, in short, the Civil War came across as yet another of their rancorous colonial cousins’ periodic fits of madness. For every argument in favor of backing the Union, there was as good a one in favor of the Confederacy. And an even better one to steer clear until the dust settled and an obvious winner emerged. “For God’s sake,” Foreign Secretary Lord John Russell warned, “let us if possible keep out of it.”

The result, the Proclamation of Neutrality, fully satisfied neither Unionist nor Confederate, which was perhaps the intention. The North was annoyed at the British recognizing that an official state of war existed between “the Government of the United States of America” and “certain States styling themselves the Confederate States of America.” In other words, that two distinct entities existed rather than, as Washington saw it, there being one legitimate government fighting a domestic police action against a gang of rebels. The good news was that Britain, at least for the time being, was hedging its bets by not defining the Confederacy as a fully legitimate government, which greatly aided the Union.

Southerners, on the other hand, were insulted that the proclamation assigned the Confederacy the legal status of “belligerent” rather than of sovereign state. They had expected more full-hearted British support, even an Anglo-Confederate alliance. Yet the belligerent halfway house was much better than nothing. First, it meant that the South was granted several key rights not extended to “rebels,” such as being permitted to dock its warships in British ports for repairs or re-coaling. Second, it held out hope that Britain would eventually bet the house on the South.

Minister Adams’s task, then, was to keep Britain out of the war. The Confederates in Britain, conversely, were just as intent on luring it in.

II

Success either way hinged on the outcome of Lincoln’s blockade. On April 19, as Bulloch and Mallory discussed in Montgomery, the president had announced that no ship could enter or exit any Southern port. Most Confederates laughed off his diktat: This arrogant fool was declaring a mere “Paper Blockade”—and they had a point. A woefully underprepared U.S. Navy was expected to watch a coastline of 3,549 miles stretching from Virginia to the Rio Grande.

Not only that, but Lincoln was trying to do it with but a handful of ships. There was no possible way they could prevent every vessel, or even the great majority of them, from sneaking past their warders trying to guard hundreds of bays, rivers, inlets, and ports.

Most important, though, the South believed it had international law on its side. Five years earlier, in 1856, the Great Powers—though not the United States—had adopted the Declaration of Paris. According to this treaty, “blockades, in order to be binding, must be effective; that is to say, maintained by a force sufficient really to prevent access to the coast of the enemy.”

With so few ships available, it was blazingly obvious that Lincoln’s blockade could not be “effective,” as the declaration had defined it, and so was not “binding” upon Britain or any other signatory. The British, the world’s greatest importers and exporters, could respect it or ignore it as they wished.

Jefferson Davis may have scoffed at Lincoln’s “monstrous pretension” that London would bend the knee to Washington’s demands, but thoughtful strategists were more concerned. It would not take Union planners long to grasp that to strangle the South, legally or not, the blockaders did not have to cover the entire seaboard, just the seven deep-water ports of New Orleans, Charleston, Savannah, Mobile, Galveston, Wilmington, and Norfolk—through which virtually all the South’s foreign trade passed.

Just as alarming was that the Union was frantically dragooning any passable merchant ship to beef up numbers. By the end of May, the navy had already bought twelve steamers and leased nine more from private owners. While the majority of these ships could be defined at best as being serviceable, quantity nevertheless has its own quality: They only had to be good enough to make the blockade look sufficiently effective to persuade Britain to respect the no-sail zone.

For that reason, it was critical for the Confederates to prove that the blockade was too porous to count as “effective” by running it on a massive scale. If it were shown to indeed be made of paper, easily ripped and holed, then British merchants would enthusiastically trade with the South, keeping it flush with cash while pushing London into the Confederate embrace. Once the blockade fell, the end of British neutrality was nigh.
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James Bulloch, secret agent
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The Union knew this, too
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