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  Allan Pinkerton, the original “private eye.” His security agency continues to flourish in the 21st century.(Library of Congress)


  1Union Private Eye

  


  ALLAN PINKERTON


  THE Union’s debacle at Manassas in July 1861 shocked the North out of its expectation of a quick victory. Lincoln began to make plans for a longer war, plans that should have preceded the Union advance on Manassas. Major General George McClellan had achieved victory in western Virginia in mid-July, and Lincoln called him to Washington to command the Army of the Potomac. McClellan arrived in the capital five days after the battle at Manassas and began organizing the forces around Washington. Only thirty-four, but ambitious, he had begun a very promising career as a civilian. After resigning from the army in 1857, McClellan had become vice president of the Illinois Central Railroad and then superintendent of the Ohio and Mississippi Railroad. In 1861 he returned to the army as a major general of the Ohio volunteers.1


  McClellan brought Allan Pinkerton and his nationally known detective agency with him to command his personal intelligence service. Before the war, Pinkerton had enjoyed a close friendship with McClellan, and the Illinois Central Railroad was under contract with the Pinkerton Agency for police protection.2 Pinkerton, a forty-two-year-old Scotsman, was born August 25, 1819, in the slums of Glasgow. His father was a police sergeant. When Pinkerton was ten years old, his father was crippled by injuries received in a workers’ riot. In 1830, when his father died, young Pinkerton was forced to drop out of school to support his widowed mother and her other children.3


  Young Pinkerton’s first job was as an errand-boy for a friend of his father. He later recalled working from dawn to dusk for pennies. Later he worked as an apprentice to a pattern maker, but soon he became a cooper (barrelmaker). His powerful physique and attractive personality helped him gain leadership in his trade union. He also became active in the Charterist movement, an organization whose goals included forcing the government to provide social benefits for the citizens of Scotland. When the Charterists turned to violence and terrorism, Pinkerton was forced into hiding from the police. While “underground,” in 1843 Pinkerton married; he and his bride made their way to Nova Scotia, then to Chicago, and finally to a settlement of Scots at Dundee, Illinois.4


  At Dundee, Pinkerton started a flourishing cooperage business. While cutting wood on one of the islands in the Fox River, he accidentally uncovered a hide-out for a gang of counterfeiters. He led a raid on the camp, capturing the whole gang. Local merchants, who were suffering heavy losses from bogus currency and were not satisfied with the local law enforcement agencies, offered to hire Pinkerton on a part-time basis to watch out for counterfeiters. After being responsible for several more arrests, Pinkerton decided he enjoyed detective work more than making barrels.5 These experiences gave Pinkerton a taste of law enforcement. In 1846 he was named deputy sheriff in his home county; soon after he took a job with the sheriff of Cook County. This position led to his employment as the first detective on the Chicago police force.


  Pinkerton’s success as a detective attracted the attention of several railroad owners whose lines had been hit by a series of robberies. In 1850, at their urging, Pinkerton resigned from the police force and set up a private detective agency, one of the first in the nation. From the beginning, his agency specialized in railroad security. By 1860, it was flourishing and broadening its scope of operation.6


  The company’s logo — a wide-awake human eye, with the slogan “We Never Sleep” — became well known. In time it led to the expression “private eye” as a nickname for private investigators.7 The agency was very strict about the business it would conduct, and all prospective clients were thoroughly checked before a case was accepted. Pinkerton developed a code of conduct under the title of General Principles, which all agents were expected to follow. The rules that Pinkerton set for his agency’s operations were an indication of the moral character of the man.8


  Pinkerton’s methods were often unconventional. Using all sorts of bizarre disguises, he and his operatives pursued criminals with dogged persistence, bringing them to court with sufficient evidence to ensure conviction. His services were varied. He dealt with embezzlers, bank and train robbers, counterfeiters, and murderers. Despite Pinkerton’s active involvement with all types of criminals, his face was not widely known, mainly because he usually worked in disguise.9


  When the Civil War began in April 1861, Pinkerton offered his services to Lincoln, writing “I have in my force from sixteen to eighteen persons on whose courage, skill, and devotion to their country I can rely. If they with myself as head, can be of service in the way of obtaining information of the movements of the Traitors or safely conveying your letters or dispatches or that class of Secret Service which is the most dangerous, I am at your command.”10 Pinkerton had already earned Lincoln’s gratitude by warning him before he took office of an assassination plot by secessionist sympathizers in Baltimore and ensuring his safe entry into Washington. In a meeting with the president and his cabinet, Pinkerton outlined his ideas. Lincoln’s advisors urged him to accept the offer, saying Pinkerton had already proved his value by uncovering the Baltimore plot. Lincoln, however, delayed in making a decision.11


  Before Lincoln could act, Pinkerton received a letter from General McClellan asking him to come to Cincinnati quickly and secretly. Using his pseudonym “Major E. J. Allen,” which he used throughout the war, Pinkerton went to meet with McClellan. McClellan wanted Pinkerton to serve on his staff. Pinkerton explained that Lincoln had shown similar interest, but there had not been a firm commitment. McClellan appealed to Lieutenant General Winfield Scott to settle Pinkerton’s dilemma. After consulting Lincoln, Scott endorsed the project and Pinkerton lost no time in joining McClellan.12


  The friendship between Pinkerton and McClellan is perhaps one of the strangest relationships of the time. Pinkerton was a self-made man from the slums of Glasgow who, in America, had risked his life helping slaves escape to freedom by way of the Underground Railroad. McClellan was a well-born West Pointer whose friends and associates were railroad executives and other men of means who had little concern for the cause of freedom. But Pinkerton and McClellan did share some things in common. Both placed great importance in details and were excellent organizers; both were cautious, patient, and believed firmly in the art of maneuvering in battle. McClellan had stated, “No prospect of a brilliant victory shall induce me to depart from my intention of gaining success by maneuvering rather than fighting.” Pinkerton’s skill in producing detailed reports and his work ethic were welcomed by McClellan; as a result the two enjoyed mutual trust and respect for each other.13


  In his memoirs, Pinkerton called himself chief of the “United States Secret Service,” a name his organization never really possessed. During the Civil War, “secret service” was a term used to describe any organization that gathered information by covert means. Although the Pinkertons did gather information, they were not unique in that respect. Pinkerton’s agency was not national in scope, working primarily in the eastern theater of the war. It was organized to operate in two different ways. When McClellan was in the field, Pinkerton would go along as a member of his staff in charge of gathering information about the enemy. When in Washington, his agency would receive their orders from the War Department. Their task then was to investigate all persons suspected of being Confederate sympathizers.14


  Pinkerton’s organization was not a government bureau; he remained a civilian whose agency was under contract to the army. He refused to disclose the names of his agents, even to the War Department, which paid their salaries. On his monthly pay vouchers he only gave the initials of his employees, listing them as “Operative A,“ “Operative B,” etc. Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton tried to force him to reveal their names, but he insisted that it was necessary to keep the information a secret in order to ensure their future success as operatives. Pinkerton continued with this policy and was able to draw the full amount of their pay right up to the end of his service. This was one of the few defeats Stanton would suffer as secretary of war, being forced to pay the salaries and expenses of agents whose backgrounds and loyalty he had no way of checking.15


  About the same time that Pinkerton went to work for McClellan, General Winfield Scott realized he needed an intelligence officer, too. He hired Lafayette Baker, who assumed the same title as Pinkerton — Head of the Secret Service. This led to confusion within the government as well as within the two services. It was not uncommon for agents of one agency to arrest agents from the other, believing them to be Confederate spies. The two agencies continued to operate independently throughout the war with no effort to coordinate their efforts or to eliminate competition between the two.16


  When Pinkerton went into the field with McClellan, Baker was in charge in Washington. Baker confined his work to Washington, mostly in the area of counterintelligence and investigating government fraud. Baker was unyielding in his efforts. Later, during the war, he accused a woman in Washington of selling presidential pardons. Believing he had an excellent case, Baker reported it to President Lincoln, who actually was signing the pardons for her clients. Lincoln ordered Baker to drop the investigation, but Baker refused, causing a permanent rift between the two.17


  Lincoln’s most immediate concern was keeping the border state of Kentucky in the Union. “I think to lose Kentucky is nearly the same as to lose the whole game,” Lincoln wrote. The divisions over secession were running very deep within the state. On May 2, 1861, Governor Beriah Magoffin declared Kentucky officially neutral, but few expected that fragile position to last.18


  McClellan asked Pinkerton to gather more information about the situation in Kentucky and other Southern states. On occasion Pinkerton would take to the field himself; for this assignment he volunteered to attend to it personally. McClellan enthusiastically assented. The trip would take Pinkerton through three states: Kentucky, Tennessee, and Mississippi. While in Confederate territory, he would be Mr. E. J. Allen from Augusta.19


  Wearing civilian clothes, E. J. Allen departed by train for Louisville, Kentucky, the first stop on his trip. After casually talking to a variety of people and determining the sentiments of the most influential, he sent his report to McClellan. In it he reported that Kentucky was in a peculiar position. The governor’s sentiments were not favorable to the Union. “Although the popular feelings of the people were deeply pro-slavery,” he wrote, “and the state’s commercial bonds with the Deep South strong, the patriotic example and teaching of Henry Clay had impressed upon [the people] a reverence and love for the Union higher and purer than any mere pressing of selfish advantage.” He predicted that Kentucky would not join the Confederacy and that within a short time their citizens would be joining the Union cause. He was correct in both predictions.20 In Bowling Green, Kentucky, Pinkerton found a great deal of sympathy for the Union, but there was widespread fear that many slaves, if freed, would turn on their former owners and murder them.21


  After purchasing a horse, E. J. Allen traveled to Nashville, Tennessee, where he talked leisurely with Confederate soldiers. They found him to be a “Yankee-hating Georgian” and were willing to tell him what they knew of Confederate defense plans. In one conversation he spoke to a surgeon who revealed his plan for destroying an invading Northern army. It consisted of poisoning barrels of whiskey, which would be loaded on a commissary wagon; then the wagon would be disabled and abandoned on the route of the oncoming Union troops. When asked for his opinion of the plan, Pinkerton’s response was, “Are you sure that some of your friends won’t find the whiskey first?”22 Pinkerton was pleased to find that, although the secessionist element was more united and outspoken in Nashville, there was some evidence of pro-Union feelings. This is the last time he would encounter such feelings as he got further and further into the Deep South.


  Pinkerton’s next stop was Memphis, Tennessee, which was considered a strategic position and a prize the Union hoped to take early in the war in order to control the Mississippi River and split the Confederacy. Memphis connected the rich plantations to the south by rail with Charleston, South Carolina. Pinkerton later wrote of the dangerous atmosphere for Union sympathizers in Memphis in mid-1861: “Here to be known or suspected as a Union man was to merit certain death. . . . Here rebeldom was rampant and defiant.”23


  Pinkerton made his way to the Gayoso House, one of Memphis’s most elegant hotels, where the headquarters of Confederate Brigadier General Gideon J. Pillow was located. Pillow was in charge of the fortifications at Memphis.


  Pinkerton registered at the hotel and took up residence there. He wore no disguise, except a slight alteration of his beard. The ease at which he operated was his greatest disguise. Pinkerton quickly made friends, and after just a few days there, he was drinking and smoking cigars with General Pillow. In his memoirs he wrote of his experience: “He [Pillow] little dreamed when on one occasion he quietly sipped his brandy and water with me, that he was giving valuable information to a sworn foe.”24


  E. J. Allen spent several days in Memphis touring the earthworks and fortifications under construction and talking to the workmen during the labor. Pinkerton committed what he saw and heard to memory until he returned to his hotel room, where he made notes about it. Later this information would be very important to the Union commanders. All seemed to be going smoothly until one evening the hotel’s African American porter informed him that he was in great danger. He told Pinkerton if he didn’t leave in a hurry, he would be a “dead man before morning.” A Confederate spy had recognized him in the lobby and was certain he was not E. J. Allen from Augusta, Georgia. The rebel spy had seen him in Cincinnati with McClellan less than three weeks earlier. With the assistance of the porter, Pinkerton slipped down the back stairs and was able to make his escape. Reasoning that those in pursuit of him would expect him to head north, he went south, using little-known roads. While his pursuers headed north, Pinkerton galloped into Mississippi.25


  Pinkerton continued to gather information as he traveled through Mississippi. He planned to spend several days in Jackson, the capital, before going on to Vicksburg and across the river into Louisiana. After checking into a hotel, he was soon walking about the city, observing military preparations. Through careful questioning, he was able to acquire important military information about Vicksburg and Louisiana.


  One morning while being shaved by the hotel barber, he was recognized. Years before, Pinkerton had been a customer at the barber shop in the Sherman House in Chicago, where the barber had worked. Now the barber recognized Pinkerton and referred to him by name. When he continued to insist that he knew him, Pinkerton pulled the greatest bluff of his life. He leaped toward the barber and threatened to “whip him on the spot” if he continued to imply that he was a Yankee. Pinkerton turned to the crowd that had gathered and told them that the barber had insulted him, that he had never been in Chicago, and that “he did not know Mr. Pinkerton or any of his gang.” Then he invited the entire crowd to join him in the nearby hotel bar for a drink. All accepted, and there, they toasted the Confederacy and drank to Confederate President Davis.26


  Pinkerton’s drinking companions were satisfied for the time, but not wanting to push his luck, he slipped away to the hotel stable, mounted his horse, and rode north as fast as he could. When he arrived in Cincinnati and reported his findings, McClellan was pleased with the thoroughness of his report.


  By the end of 1861, Pinkerton’s force had grown to twenty-four; of them, only five served behind enemy lines. Pinkerton’s main source of information was not from spying on the enemy, but from interrogation of prisoners, deserters, and refugees. His method of interrogating was very systematic. In addition to routine questions about Confederate numerical strength, fortifications, and armament, questions were asked about their health, food and forage, clothing and shoes, condition of horses and harness, re-enlistment prospects, military and civilian morale, the condition of roads and railroads, and the nature of the Southern economy.27


  All informants, refugees, deserters, and captured prisoners of war were subject to the same interrogation routine. Unfortunately all the information received was written up by clerks who were unable to screen that which was useful from that which was not. The reports were often wordy, and little effort was made to compare new information with earlier reports. The report writers were under instruction to give just the facts and not to editorialize. For several months McClellan received volumes of information, more than he had time to read or interpret properly.28


  The most reliable information came from deserters, especially European immigrants or Northerners who had been impressed into Confederate service. Some claimed to have planned to desert from the time they entered the army. As a result they often made mental notes about the Confederate army in order to improve their chances of being welcomed by the Federals. The greatest number and the most cooperative class of informants were the black refugees. Their information was limited, however, because they had lived mostly on farms and plantations and had little access to military installations or operations.29


  As McClellan’s intelligence gatherer, one of Pinkerton’s important tasks was to determine the strength of Confederate forces facing the Army of the Potomac. Pinkerton and McClellan trusted each other to the degree that each would accept the claims of the other. When Pinkerton reported his findings, McClellan never questioned them. Unfortunately Pinkerton’s estimates were often inflated.30


  Lincoln questioned the number of troops in the Army of the Potomac. By the War Department’s count, 108,000 men had been sent to the Peninsula, yet General McClellan reported only 85,000. The difference was due to the way the counts were made. The War Department counted all men in McClellan’s army at a given time, including officers and fighting men, noncombatants, those on special duty and on sick call, and even those in the guardhouse. McClellan’s count was much lower because he only included enlisted men who were actually present for duty. There was nothing wrong with McClellan’s method of counting, but he was obligated to explain his method when reporting his army’s size. His obstinate refusal to explain what he was doing reduced his credibility with Lincoln. Moreover, McClellan did not count the Confederate army the same way he counted his own. On the Peninsula, Pinkerton provided McClellan with estimates of Confederate strength based on the number of rations issued to the enemy troops. Consequently his totals were often over-estimated.31


  Pinkerton’s miscalculations of enemy strength had a devastating effect on McClellan’s 1862 Peninsula campaign. His information confirmed McClellan’s fears that Confederate forces outnumbered his own. When Pinkerton estimated that the Union army faced 150,000 Confederates, McClellan called for reinforcements for his army of 120,000, believing success would require an attacking force of twice that. In reality, McClellan already outnumbered General Joseph Johnston’s army of 50,000 by more than two to one.


  After the bloody battles of Seven Pines and Fair Oaks, General McClellan believed he was in a position to end the war, stating, “the final and decisive battle is at hand.” He was certain that the capture of Richmond would end the war and enshrine his name in history; it might even make him president of the United States. Although impatient with McClellan’s slowness and his constant complaint about not having enough troops, Lincoln accepted his strategy and agreed to his request for reinforcements, sending Major General Irvin McDowell’s army south to strengthen him for his next move. McClellan had insisted that these reinforcements were vital because of the information provided by Pinkerton. Pinkerton continued to believe that General Johnston’s forces outnumbered McClellan’s and that his army was still on the rise. This gave McClellan an excuse to wait, plan, reorganize, and demand more men and supplies —anything except attack.32 As a result, the Peninsula campaign dragged on into a series of battles that ultimately forced McClellan to withdraw and helped to extend the war.


  Although Pinkerton was in error in estimating troop size, he was able to select competent operatives. One of his most talented was Timothy Webster,. who operated repeatedly behind enemy lines, gathering information and sending it north to Pinkerton. Under suspicion of being a spy on several occasions, Webster was able to talk his way out of trouble. For more than a year, Webster was able to carry out many daring operations.


  Pinkerton was one of the first men to recognize and take advantage of the talents of slaves and freedmen for gathering information. Southerners often underestimated the ability of African Americans to spy, believing they were not intelligent enough or capable of independent thought. The Confederates’ unrealistic assessment of African Americans increased their value as spies. In addition, Southerners believed that their slaves knew little about what was going on. Actually, those servants who worked about the house probably knew as much as their owners.33


  One of Pinkerton’s most successful black spies was John Scobell. In his memoirs, Pinkerton described Scobell as “a remarkably gifted man.… The manner in which he performed his duty was always a source of satisfaction to me.” Scobell and his wife were freed before the war. Scobell’s wife remained in Richmond as a cook while he went north, where he was recruited as a spy by Pinkerton. Pinkerton recalled that “he had only to assume the role of a light-hearted darky and no one would suspect his real role.” Scobell returned to the South, operating on his own. Hiring himself out as a day laborer and cook among various Confederate camps, he was able to collect information about troop strength and movements. When other Union spies were discovered and captured, Scobell was left to continue his work without being questioned.34


  Pinkerton’s sometimes unsuccessful effort in gathering accurate information was not due to lack of energy or organization. “My shrewd and daring operatives,” he later wrote, “men and women, trained for the work, moved in and out among the Rebel troops at all times and places.” The information provided by Pinkerton’s agents and reported to McClellan was voluminous. They not only identified the enemy units, but contained information and minutiae about morale, supplies, and equipment, down to the description of buttons on Confederate uniforms. Such information, although useful, failed in the most important category of all — the accurate estimation of the enemy’s strength.35


  Although Pinkerton’s ability to gather reliable intelligence all the time may be questionable, he excelled as a spy catcher. His greatest success was the apprehension of Rose O’Neal Greenhow, a widow and Washington socialite with strong Southern sympathies. Rose moved in the highest political and social circles because of her good looks and charm. Taking advantage of this, she was able to get important military information from men who found her irresistible. Allan Pinkerton did not succumb to her charms, however, and it was he who was responsible for her arrest.36


  In the summer of 1862, Lee’s invasion of Maryland caught Pinkerton without his spies in place. As a result, he contributed little to the ensuing campaign. After the Battle of Antietam, McClellan was removed from command of the Army of the Potomac, and Pinkerton followed his chief back into civilian life. When he returned to his detective business, it became the duty of Lafayette Baker’s secret service to carry on the counterespionage work in Washington and to protect the president. Baker was not as conscientious as Pinkerton had been in protecting Lincoln. On April 14, 1865, John Wilkes Booth was able to assassinate the president. Although a man from Baker’s service had been on assignment that evening to guard Lincoln at Ford’s Theater, Baker was never able to explain his absence.37


  Following the war, Pinkerton expanded his agency’s operations, with his major clients still being railroads and express companies. The agency’s first contact with armed train robbery came in 1866 with the holdup of an Adams Express Company car on the Ohio and Mississippi Railroad by the Reno gang. Pinkerton moved in and, with secret operatives, managed to put the gang out of business within two years.44 As the number of train robberies increased in the Midwest and South, the demand for Pinkerton’s National Detective Agency grew. Pinkerton’s two sons, William and Robert, joined the firm and proved to be as talented as their father in chasing criminals. The agency’s methods were effective. It let it be known that once a file was opened on a fugitive, it was never closed until he was captured or dead. While their agents were often able to infiltrate outlaw gangs, leading to their arrest, the major part of the agency’s success was due to its persistence. The agency claimed it would spend $20,000 to catch a robber who stole $200. After the war the Pinkertons, under the able leadership of their founder Allan Pinkerton, had well earned its motto, “The Eye That Never Sleeps.”38


  [image: Lafayette Baker was Pinkerton’s greatest rival. Both men named themselves “Chief of the United States Secret Service,” but President Lincoln was killed on Baker’s watch. (National Archives and Records Administration)]


  By 1882 Pinkerton was still going to the office from time to time. By now the agency was being run by his two sons and had branched out in all directions. During the winter of 1883–84, Pinkerton was bedridden after suffering a paralytic stroke. He seemed to rally a bit during the summer of 1884 and was able to get up and about. One day in early June he went for a walk, tripped on the sidewalk, fell, and bit his tongue. Gangrene set in, and after three weeks of intense pain, he died on the afternoon of July 1. Pinkerton’s devotion to his agents was evident even in death. One of the requests in his will was that the graves of Timothy Webster and other Pinkerton agents buried near him in Graceland Cemetery “never be sold, graveled or aliened in any matter whatsoever.”39


  Allan Pinkerton created a vast organization that fought crime from petty pilfering to grand larceny and from street mugging to murder. His name became a household word around the world. Until the development of the Federal Bureau of Investigation in 1908, the Pinkertons acted as a national police force. Many of the principles of crime detection which Pinkerton developed are still used today.40


  The evaluation of Allan Pinkerton’s performance as a spymaster during the Civil War, however, is not as clear cut. As the organizer and chief of the first official United States secret service, some see Pinkerton and his operatives as courageous people who proved to be of incalculable value. They cite Pinkerton’s safe delivery of Lincoln to Washington, the important arrests of Confederate spies in Washington and Baltimore, his collection of information for General McClellan, and the agency’s service behind enemy lines during several Union campaigns.41


  Others see Pinkerton in another light. They give him credit for his counterespionage work, an activity similar to the undercover work he had done before the war with burglary rings and which had been a specialty of his detective agency. In dealing with military intelligence, however, he was not always able to separate fact from rumor. He and his interrogators, they say, exercised the power of judge and jury over those brought to them for questioning. On their recommendation a deserter or prisoner-of-war could be paroled or imprisoned based on information given during the interrogation. As a result, the information given was often what the prisoner thought the interrogators wanted to hear.42


  Although a few of Pinkerton’s operatives, including himself, ventured deep into enemy territory, most operated in Richmond. On rare occasions when they did go behind enemy lines, they seldom went beyond the front line, not attempting to ascertain enemy strength in the rear.43 The most important criticism of Pinkerton’s espionage efforts is in the area of estimating Confederate troop strength. In 1864, Pinkerton’s troop estimates were made public and compared to the actual numbers. They aroused both anger and amusement. It was a sorry conclusion for Pinkerton, a man who had served his country well.44
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  Timothy Webster was the first spy in the Civil War to be hanged. His loss was a severe blow to the Union Secret Service.


  (Reprinted with permission of Pinkerton, Inc.)


  2Union Double Agent

  

  TIMOTHY WEBSTER


  DURING the Civil War, Timothy Webster was considered one of the most conscientious and effective Union spies. When he was arrested in Richmond in April 1862, the Union’s espionage efforts suffered a severe loss. Webster’s arrest and conviction as a spy came as a complete surprise to Jefferson Davis and the Confederate government. He had been trusted with valuable documents to deliver to Rebel agents in the North. As retribution for the embarrassment he caused them, Webster was sentenced to death by hanging, the first such penalty during the Civil War.1


  Timothy Webster was born in Newhaven, Sussex, England in 1821. By the time he was twelve years old, his family had immigrated to the United States. He grew up in Princeton, New Jersey, and became a New York City policeman. His effectiveness as an officer of the law was soon recognized by a friend of Allan Pinkerton, who recommended him for detective work. Pinkerton offered him a position with his agency. Webster, realizing this was a good opportunity, accepted. As a Pinkerton agent, Webster’s work was excellent, and he quickly became one of their top operatives.2


  For the eight years before the war, Webster was a premier detective in the Pinkerton agency. By his undercover work, he discovered the plot to assassinate Lincoln in Baltimore. In his memoirs, Pinkerton praised Webster for his efforts: “He amongst all the force who went with me, deserves the credit for saving Mr. Lincoln, even more than I do.”3


  When the Civil War began and Pinkerton went to work for General George McClellan, he took many of his agents, including Webster, with him, requiring them to make the transition from detective to spy. Many of Pinkerton’s agents never completely understood the requirements of being an effective spy. Webster, however, successfully made the change and quickly became Pinker-ton’s top operative. “Any man meeting Webster,” according to Pinkerton, “would be immediately impressed with his conviction.” During his career, Webster lived up to this assessment.4


  Timothy Webster’s first assignment was to spy on Confederate army units forming in Kentucky and Tennessee. He arrived in Louisville early in May 1861 and rapidly made friends with Southern sympathizers there. He used his own name and claimed to be a resident of Baltimore. Continuing his trip, he went to Memphis, stopping at Bowling Green, Kentucky, and then Clarkesville, Tennessee. Along the way he continued to make friends and gather information, which he sent back to Pinkerton in Washington. Webster’s reports were always filled with useful details: “An army officer from Fort Dover, on the Cumberland River, said 500 men well armed, with 32-pounders (iron) were there to guard the river.”5


  On his last trip to Memphis, Webster found himself being followed. By a few discreet inquiries, he learned that the man shadowing him was a member of the local “Safety Committee.” Undeterred, Webster continued to act as normally as possible, not altering any of his routines. While registered at the Worsham House, he ingratiated himself with a group of Confederate officers in the hotel bar and quickly convinced them that he was a rabid secessionist. “He practically mesmerized you into thinking he was whatever he decided to be,” a colleague noted. His deception was so convincing that, after several drinks, the officers insisted on buying him a “secession hat” (a Confederate officer’s hat).6


  The next morning his “shadow” was still with him when he left the hotel and walked to the train station, where he boarded a train for Chattanooga. At Grand Junction, when he changed to a northbound train, Webster noticed he was still being followed. At Jackson, Tennessee, he inquired about trains to Humboldt. Giving the impression that he would be there for several days, he asked about hotel accommodations. He made no attempt to keep his destination a secret, making sure that his pursuer heard it. At Humboldt he got off the train and quickly stepped behind a pile of baggage. His shadow, assuming he had gone to the hotel, hurried off in that direction. In a few minutes Webster boarded a train that took him north toward Ohio and safety.7


  Webster’s next operation took him to Baltimore, now under military rule. His assignment was to infiltrate the Knights of Liberty, a gang of armed Confederate sympathizers who were believed to be responsible for the violence in Baltimore. As a result of riots in April, some key Baltimore citizens, including the chief of police and members of the board of police commissioners, had been arrested and were being held in custody at Fort McHenry. To establish himself as a man of means with Southern leanings, Webster secured quarters at the prestigious Miller’s Hotel. Within a short time Webster had made contact with members of Knights of Liberty and had no difficulty in gaining their confidence. Again he posed as a “diehard secessionist.”8


  While in Baltimore Webster worked in conjunction with another Pinkerton operative, John Scully, who acted as his courier when it was not safe for him to deliver information to Pinkerton. In order to make certain that they could get past Southern sentries, Webster devised a simple trick. He and Scully went to a photographic gallery, where they posed holding a Confederate flag between them. Both men kept a copy of the photograph in their wallets in the event they were stopped when going through Confederate lines.9


  Webster often made trips to Washington to deliver information to Pinker-ton personally. Occasionally he would be forced to take some of his new friends from Baltimore with him. Although it prevented him from delivering his report, it did provide him with the opportunity to meet other secessionists who had not been suspected before, persons that Pinkerton would be happy to learn about.10


  One evening while Webster was enjoying himself in a Baltimore bar with some of his newly acquired friends, a dangerous situation developed. A man by the name of Bill Zigler accused him of being a Union spy, claiming he had seen him in Washington the day before. Webster willingly acknowledged that he had been to Washington, but Zigler insisted that he had seen him talking to Pinkerton. Webster quickly took action; calling him a scoundrel and a liar, he knocked Zigler to the floor. Zigler jumped up with a knife, only to face Webster’s pistol. “Coward!” shouted Webster. “It would serve you right if I shot you down like a dog.” Webster told him to leave the room or he would shoot him. Zigler backed down, putting his knife away, and left. His friends at the bar apologized for Zigler’s behavior and assured Webster of their friendship and support. The incident not only solidified his position with the rebel enthusiasts but brought him a chance to infiltrate the Knights of Liberty.11


  The Knights of Liberty were a secret organization. To gain membership required an initiation. As part of his initiation, Webster was blindfolded and taken to their secret meeting place. While still blindfolded, he was presented to the “Most Noble Chief.” After swearing undying obedience and allegiance to the secessionist cause, his blindfold was removed; Webster was now a member of the Knights of Liberty.12


  As ridiculous as Webster’s initiation into the Knights of Liberty had been, the organization’s goals were not. Webster learned that they were a part of a larger plot to invade Washington. The plan was to have the Baltimore rebels attack the capital from the north, while Confederate forces crossed the Potomac and approached from the south. When Pinkerton learned of this, the decision was made to put an end to the Knights of Liberty.


  As a member of the Knights of Liberty, Webster was called upon to speak at one of their meetings. At the same time he made arrangements with Pinker-ton for a large-scale raid. The raid was to take place at the climax of his speech so as not to bring suspicion upon him. At the appointed time, Union troops battered down the door. As the Knights of Liberty scurried about in panic, Webster escaped through a window. Many ringleaders of the society were arrested, including two leading Baltimore newspaper editors. After a hearing, some were imprisoned at Fort McHenry; the others were released after taking the federal oath of allegiance. The freed conspirators congratulated Webster of his miraculous escape, never suspecting him of complicity in the raid.13


  By October 1861 things in Baltimore had settled down, so Webster was sent to Richmond. He was smuggled across the Chesapeake Bay with a group of Southern sympathizers, landing at Gloucester Point where Confederate troops under Colonel Charles H. Crump were stationed. Webster went boldly to Crump’s headquarters, convincing him to provide passes for them. At Richmond he registered at the Spotswood Hotel and began a reconnaissance of the city’s defenses.14


  After a time he returned to Baltimore, where he again made contact with paroled members of the Knights of Liberty and was able to get information concerning a scheme to smuggle supplies to the South. Webster notified Pinker-ton, and the cargo was seized at the docks.15


  While in Baltimore, another threat to Webster’s security occurred — he was arrested as a Confederate spy. Imprisoned for hours, Webster finally got word of his situation to Pinkerton. He feared that an order by Pinkerton for his release would be suspicious. Because word of his arrest had spread throughout Baltimore, he could not just walk out of a federal prison as if nothing happened without jeopardizing his cover. A plan had to be developed.16


  While a crowd of onlookers gathered, Webster was taken under guard from the prison and placed in a police van. The officer in charge ordered the driver to head for Fort McHenry. On a lonely place on the road, Webster was allowed to jump from the wagon and disappear into the night. Again Webster’s credibility among the city’s Confederate sympathizers was enhanced when stories detailing his dramatic escape appeared in several Baltimore papers.17


  Armed with credentials from the Knights of Liberty and letters of introduction from Baltimore secessionists, Webster set out for Richmond again. This time he went to see the editor of the Richmond Examiner, explaining that his business required him to make frequent trips to Washington and Baltimore and tha the would act as a messenger for the paper. His pleasing personality and affable approach convinced the editor of his sincerity, and an agreement was reached.18


  Now with a letter of introduction, Webster went to see William Campbell, son of a Baltimore secessionist friend. With the help of Campbell, he soon circulated freely in Confederate society and was able to make friends with some of the leading political and military persons, including Brigadier General John Winder. Through this contact, Webster was able to arrange an interview with the Confederate secretary of war, Judah Benjamin, whom he convinced of his sincerity and interest in the Southern cause. Webster offered his services to deliver dispatches to Southerners in the North; he was now playing the dangerous game of double agent.19 Webster carried mail and important dispatches to Confederate agents in the North, but they were delivered only after having first been read by Union officials.


  At the War Office in Richmond, Webster obtained a pass to visit Manassas, which allowed him to visit other military installations. At Fredericksburg he was given complete run of the camp, making good use of the opportunity to collect information. After a complete inspection, Webster returned to Washington and Pinkerton’s office.20 Pinkerton forwarded the information, which proved very valuable to McClellan. To show his appreciation, McClellan secretly had a letter of thanks smuggled to Webster for his effort.


  Webster continued to move freely between Baltimore, Washington, and Richmond, delivering Benjamin’s messages. He had an excellent memory and his reports were classic. Although he was in constant danger, he was still able to report explicit details of every item of military importance. One of his reports, a thirty-seven-page document, included the smallest details of Richmond’s fortifications. In addition to the height and locations of breastworks, the types, numbers, and locations of guns and the number of troops, his report also included such information as the percent of soldiers without shoes and the price of various food items.21


  In his lengthy report, however, there was one important inaccuracy, one that had calamitous consequences for McClellan. Webster’s estimate of Confederate strength around Richmond was over stated by 40,000 men. Pinkerton did not question the figures and merely passed them on to McClellan. Assuming the estimate of Confederate strength was accurate, McClellan delayed his offensive campaign and requested more troops. This inaction angered both Lincoln and Stanton and helped to establish McClellan’s reputation as the general with the “slows.”22


  [image: Allan Pinkerton tried everything he could think of to save Webster, but President Davis was determined to make an example of him. (Dictionary of American Portraits)]


  For civilians, too, Webster reported suspicious instances of illegal trading with the enemy. He carried messages, dispatches, and other items both ways. He once took a special horse-bit to General Joseph Johnston. Dispatches sent North were carefully examined in Washington before they were delivered. Those going South contained enough factual information to convince the Confederates, but not enough to cause harm to the Union efforts.23


  On one occasion a Union surgeon, who was defecting to join the Confederate army, was sent to Webster for help in getting past the Union pickets. When Webster learned he was also carrying an important message to Secretary Benjamin, he offered to help, planning to meet him in the morning. In the meantime he arranged to have the doctor followed by an ex-slave. When they met the next day, the doctor was distressed; he had been robbed the preceding night by a black man who took his papers. Webster consoled the doctor, telling him he had only lost the papers and could still report verbally. The doctor was even more troubled, explaining that the papers were sealed and he had no idea what they contained. Webster was sympathetic but thought, “I know, and soon McClellan will know too.”24


  One of Webster’s last trips to Richmond was unusually difficult and was to have serious repercussions for his health. Escorting the wives of two Confederate officers and their children across the Potomac, they encountered a storm which caused the small boat to run upon a sandbar off the Virginia shore. Webster quickly came to aid of the women and children on board, making several trips to assist them to reach the shore. Then the shivering party walked through the icy rain to a nearby farmhouse, where they dried out as best they could before a fire. Webster gave the only blanket to the women and children and tried to sleep in his wet clothes. As he lay down to sleep, he noticed an unwrapped packet that had fallen from the coat of one of the women. It was addressed to Judah Benjamin and contained maps of the country surrounding Washington with the numbers and locations of federal troops. After taking note of the information, Webster placed the package back into the woman’s coat. This was information to which only someone in the federal government would have access. Acting on Webster’s information, Pinkerton was able to arrest a Confederate spy in the U.S. provost marshal’s office.25


  Webster returned to Richmond the next morning, but he quickly came down with a severe case of inflammatory rheumatism — the result of his exposure in the icy waters of the Potomac. He was forced to go back to Washington and was confined to bed for several weeks. Webster never did fully recover his strength and would suffer continued pain from the rheumatism.26


  By January 1862, believing he had completely recovered from his illness, Webster made another trip to Richmond. It was his last. He was accompanied by Hattie Lawton, one of the agency’s best female operatives. When they reached Richmond, the weather turned cold and damp, aggravating his rheumatism again. The pain increased to the point that Webster was not able to travel and was confined to his hotel room. Lawton and Scobell, who was acting as her African American servant, stayed to care for him. Prostrated by his illness, Webster was neither able to return to Washington nor send a message to report his condition.


  When Webster’s regular reports stopped coming, Pinkerton became concerned. In a few days he learned of his most trusted agent’s condition. Pinker-ton dispatched agents John Scully and Pryce Lewis to Richmond to find out what had happened. Lewis believed the assignment was too risky for two, reminding Pinkerton that “one man can remember a story and stick to it.” Still Pinkerton insisted on sending them both.27


  The two men reached Richmond without incident, but upon their arrival they were soon spotted as suspicious characters and followed. Once they learned of the whereabouts of Webster, Scully and Lewis paid him a visit along with their Confederate “tails.” After their visit, both Scully and Lewis were arrested and held for questioning. Although not arrested, Webster was now considered a suspicious character, too.28


  The next morning, confident that their arrest was merely routine, Scully and Lewis were taken to General John Winder’s office for questioning. Interrogated by Winder and Captain Sam McCubbin, the two agents insisted they were old friends of Webster and were just passing through Richmond. They had almost convinced their captors of their innocence when Lieutenant Chase Morton entered the room. Earlier in the war, Morton’s father, Senator Jackson Morton, had been arrested by Scully and Lewis. Morton immediately recognized them. Handcuffed and charged with espionage, they were both taken to the Henrico County jail. While in prison, the two somehow got hold of a well-tempered knife and were able to saw through the steel bars. The process was slow, but finally they completed the sawing and, along with a few other prisoners, were able to escape. Unfortunately Scully and Lewis were discovered by a Confederate patrol just a short distance from the safety of the Union lines at Fredericksburg. Taken back to Richmond, where the news of their escape had become well known, the two Union spies were greeted by a crowd who came out to see them.29


  Lewis and Scully were now imprisoned in Castle Goodwin, a filthy fortress that had once been a market for slave trading. The two men were separated, and Lewis was placed with a group of Confederate deserters. He had been there but a short time when he was involved in a second escape attempt. The deserters were in the process of tunneling their way to the street outside when they were discovered, and the attempt was foiled. As a consequence, Lewis was transferred to another cell and manacled in solitary confinement.30


  Scully and Lewis were both tried, convicted of espionage, and sentenced to be hanged on April 4, 1862. But there was still a glimmer of hope for them. Scully was Irish and Lewis, English; neither had become American citizens, so they were still legally British subjects. Lewis wrote a note to the British Consul in Richmond, demanding the protection of the British government. When John Cridland, the acting British Consul, received the note, he visited Lewis in prison. Cridland was not too encouraging, saying he thought there was little chance he could save them, but he promised to examine the evidence against them. At this time, however, Cridland’s intervention on behalf of England would mean a great deal, as Lewis knew. The Confederacy was desperately courting England to intervene in the war on the South’s side; Lewis reasoned that the execution of two British-born Union spies would not be well received by the English.34


  After Cridland examined the trial’s transcript, he concluded that Scully and Lewis were tried before they could prepare a proper defense. This, he believed, caused the trial to be tainted with a “reversible error.” Cridland presented this information to Secretary of War Benjamin, who prided himself on upholding justice and adhering to the law. As a result, he overruled the court-martial of both men and postponed their execution for two weeks.32


  Just before their scheduled hanging, the two condemned men received word of their stay of execution but were advised that things still looked dark for them and that they should tell the authorities all they knew. Lewis stood firm, denying that Webster had any connection with Pinkerton or any of his agents, but Scully broke down and told the whole story. Because Webster had been so well connected with Confederate officials, Winder had refused to believe that he was a Federal operative. It was only after Scully’s confession that Winder was convinced. As a result of Scully’s willingness to tell all, both men’s lives were spared.33


  On September 29, 1863, Lewis and Scully were released from prison as part of a party of 150 Union prisoners-of-war being repatriated. Erroneous information was spread that Lewis, as well as Scully, had betrayed Webster. The error was compounded later when Hattie Lawton reported the same thing. Lewis had to fight hard to clear his name. The stigma of his betrayal hounded him most of his life. It was not until 1903 that his name was finally cleared. The years leading up to this proved hard for him, and in 1910 he ended his life by jumping off the top of the Times Building in New York. Neither man ever worked for Pinkerton again.34


  Webster’s luck finally ran out, and he and Lawton were arrested and charged with espionage. When Pinkerton learned of the capture of his agents, he immediately asked McClellan to send a delegate under a flag of truce to bargain for their lives, but the general refused. McClellan believed that to do so would be an admission that they were spies and that might result in their instant execution. After McClellan refused, Pinkerton went to see Secretary of War Stanton.35 As a result, Lincoln called an emergency session of the Cabinet to discuss the matter. Stanton promised to do all he could to save Webster’s life, but he would do nothing for Scully and Lewis, who he believed had betrayed their companion to save their own lives.36


  Stanton sent Pinkerton and Colonel Thomas M. Key of McClellan’s staff under a flag of truce to deliver a message to Jefferson Davis. Stanton’s
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