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INTRODUCTION

The first two months after the inauguration of Abraham Lincoln, between March 4 and May 3, 1861, mark one of the most significant periods in American history. The antagonism between North and South, which had been intensifying since Lincoln’s election as president in November 1860, worsened when the president-elect was sworn into office. Just over a month after the inauguration, feelings between the two sides deteriorated to the point where any sort of reconciliation became impossible. During the early morning hours of April 12, rebel artillery opened fire on Fort Sumter, situated on a man-made island in the entrance to Charleston Harbor, South Carolina. This was immediately followed by President Lincoln’s call for seventy-five thousand volunteers from state militias, along with his order to blockade all Southern ports. The first full-scale battle of what had finally developed into a civil war, the Battle of Bull Run/Manassas, took place on July 21, 1861.


These early weeks of Abraham Lincoln’s administration were pivotal to the following four years of his presidency. Between his inauguration and the bombardment of Fort Sumter, Lincoln evolved from an inexperienced, newly installed president trying desperately to avoid a war, to a reluctant commander in chief resolved to defend Fort Sumter against rebel aggression, and finally to a war president determined to see the fighting through to the end and to restore the Union. Abraham Lincoln was completely unprepared to deal with the conflicts and emergencies that dominated the first few weeks of his presidency, and he knew just how unprepared he was—he would later remark that he did not control events as much as the events controlled him. But by the third week of April, President Lincoln was prepared to use all of his resources to direct the course of the war, although he realized that he still had a great deal to learn.


Carl Sandburg wrote that the election of Abraham Lincoln sent a signal throughout the country. His inauguration amplified that signal. To the North, the inauguration promised a time of prosperity: for building railroads; for establishing homesteads on the western frontiers. But to residents of the Southern states, Abraham Lincoln’s presidency signaled a threat to their very way of life, which included prohibiting the institution of slavery. In the North, Lincoln was often described as a man of the people, although his political colleagues did not always agree with him. In the South, the prevailing opinion of Abraham Lincoln was almost unanimously negative. Newspapers in Southern cities called him, among other things, a lunatic, a radical abolitionist, and a tyrant. By the end of 1860, a secession movement had begun and was gaining momentum across the South—South Carolina voted to secede from the Union on December 20, 1860. Several other states soon followed. The United States was dividing into two separate sections: an alarmed North and an increasingly hostile South. No one in the North, including the new president, knew exactly what to do about the growing crisis.


One of President Lincoln’s main difficulties was that he did not take the threat of war seriously. In mid-February, the president-elect told a gathering in Cleveland, Ohio, that the crisis between North and South was an artificial crisis. But the fort’s commander, Major Robert Anderson, had serious doubts as to whether or not he could keep from surrendering to the South Carolina militia. Major Anderson reported that his supplies were running out, and that he would require at least seventy thousand men to reinforce the garrison. This was an impossible request—at the time, the entire US Army consisted of about sixteen thousand men. The majority of these troops were stationed at frontier garrisons in the West. While President Lincoln was downplaying the emergency, and doing his best to prevent war, Confederate president Jefferson Davis informed a crowd in Stevenson, Alabama that he hoped for peace but was prepared for war.


In his inauguration address on March 4, 1861, President Lincoln did his best to be reconciliatory, advising Southern secessionists that there would be no war unless they were the aggressors. But he also made it clear that the Union was indivisible, and that secession meant anarchy. The Union would remain intact. Lincoln assured the Southern states that he bore them no ill will, but also that he would not tolerate secession. The very end of his thirty-minute speech is the most well-known and best remembered part of it, and is also the most conciliatory. “The mystic chords of memory” would “swell the chorus of the Union” when touched again “by the better angels of our nature.”


The president’s first days in office were filled with stress and anxiety. He insisted upon seeing everyone who came to the White House in search of a job or some sort of appointment. His close associates warned him that he was wearing himself out, but President Lincoln ignored all warnings and continued to talk to any and all job seekers. But there were other, more pressing worries. Lincoln was fully aware that he did not have either the executive or the military experience that he would need to see him through the coming crisis, which was the main source of his anxieties. He was totally unprepared to carry out the duties of his elected office. Henry Adams, the son of the American ambassador to Britain, admitted that he had never seen anyone so in need of education as the newly sworn-in president.


The most difficult situation for the president, the state of affairs that gave him the most anxiety, was the crisis at Fort Sumter. Another federal installation, Fort Pickens outside Pensacola, Florida, was also under threat, but Fort Sumter was the main point of contention. President Lincoln conferred with members of his cabinet, as well as with senior army and navy officers, over what should be done about the emergency. His secretary of state, William H. Seward, advised him not to send reinforcements to the fort; Seward was afraid this would trigger an open conflict. The postmaster general, Montgomery Blair, argued that surrendering Sumter would only encourage secessionists, which would also precipitate a war. General Winfield Scott, the commander in chief of the army, thought reinforcing the fort would not be feasible, because it would take six months. At the end of March, after listening to all sides and opinions, President Lincoln decided to resupply Fort Sumter. This was his first real decision as commander in chief.


Lincoln’s decision was based as much on his own personality and emotional makeup as it was on political and military considerations. He had a strong will and personality, both of which allowed him to make difficult decisions. Most of his cabinet advised him to surrender the fort; only two members were in favor of sending supplies. But President Lincoln did not have the temperament or disposition to sidestep a crisis. He did not want war, but he was not going to surrender a government military installation to avoid one.


Still hoping to avoid war, but also convinced that failing to resupply Fort Sumter would signal his acceptance of secession, President Lincoln sent an old friend to South Carolina to determine if the residents of Charleston still had any pro-Union sentiments. The man Lincoln sent, Stephen Hurlbut, grew up in Charleston and still had relatives living there. When Stephen Hurlbut returned to Washington after his fact-finding visit, he reported that all feelings of national patriotism had disappeared; the city was solidly in favor of Southern independence. The secession crisis showed no signs of abating. If anything, bad feeling against the North was on the increase. Many people were of the opinion that war was just what was needed to unify the South.


Besides the crisis over Fort Sumter and the problem with secession, President Lincoln was also having more than his share of difficulties with members of his cabinet. One of his main sources of irritation was Secretary of State William H. Seward. Secretary Seward had many years of experience in government, including two terms as US senator, and was exasperated by the president’s inexperience and seeming lack of leadership. At the end of March, Secretary Seward sent a note to Lincoln; the note reprimanded the president for his lack of any sort of policy, either foreign or domestic. President Lincoln was not happy with Seward’s message, and wrote an angry reply. But he realized that his response would do more harm than good, and decided not to send it. He did not want to alienate Seward; he knew that he would have to rely upon the knowledge and experience of his secretary of state in the near future, and did not want to make an enemy. Instead, he spoke with Seward in person, which avoided a confrontation. Lincoln may have been a novice in matters of statesmanship, but he was an expert in diplomacy and in dealing with people—qualities that would serve him well during the next four years.


Sometimes, President Lincoln’s attempts at reconciliation had the opposite effect. On April 6, he notified the governor of South Carolina, Francis W. Pickens, that he intended to resupply Fort Sumter. In his message, the president said that he was sending provisions only—no arms, ammunition, or troops would be sent. It was an attempt to ease tensions, to let the governor know in advance that only food and other basic necessities would be delivered to the fort, and that there was no threat intended. But Governor Pickens notified Confederate president Jefferson Davis of Lincoln’s message. President Davis did not see anything conciliatory about Lincoln’s communication or his intentions. As far as President Davis was concerned, Lincoln’s communiqué was nothing less than a direct threat. At noon on April 11, a message was sent to Major Anderson at Fort Sumter—a demand to surrender the fort. Major Anderson politely refused.
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Major Robert Anderson, Fort Sumter’s commanding officer, had serious doubts as to whether or not he could successfully defend the fort.
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At 4:30 a.m. on April 12, Charleston’s heavy artillery, commanded by Confederate general Pierre G. T. Beauregard, opened fire on Fort Sumter. After a thirty-four-hour bombardment, Major Anderson lowered the US flag and turned the fort over to the Confederates.




At 4:30 a.m. on April 12, Charleston’s heavy artillery, commanded by Confederate general Pierre G. T. Beauregard, opened fire on Fort Sumter. After a thirty-four-hour bombardment, Major Anderson lowered the US flag, turned the fort over to the Confederates, and departed for New York by steamer with his men. No one on either side was killed in the bombardment.


President Lincoln could now state that the war had been started by Southern secessionists. South Carolina was the aggressor—the state had attacked a US installation that was running low on supplies and would not allow the fort’s garrison to receive vitally needed food and provisions. The attack on Fort Sumter unified the North; it ended all the arguments over whether the fort should be reinforced, or if Southern states should be allowed to secede. Patriotic demonstrations were held in cities throughout the North; thousands of people waved flags and shouted that Jefferson Davis should be hanged. Also, thousands of young men north of the Mason-Dixon Line volunteered to join their state militias, hurrying to get into the war before it ended—everyone predicted that the fighting would be over within ninety days, and no one wanted to miss it.


The war that President Lincoln tried to avoid had begun. He called for seventy-five thousand state militia volunteers to reinforce the army. His opponent in the recent presidential election, Stephen A. Douglas, supported the president; he told Lincoln that he would have called for two hundred thousand volunteers. Lincoln admitted that the bombardment of Fort Sumter did him, as well as the country, a service. The North was now united behind him. But after Fort Sumter, the president now had a different set of problems to deal with—the problems of a war president, which would severely test his abilities as a head of state. On April 19, in an attempt to isolate all of the seceded states, he ordered a blockade of all Southern ports.


One of President Lincoln’s primary worries concerned the officer corps of the US Army—about one-third of all officers resigned their commissions to join the Confederate forces. On April 18, the day after Virginia seceded from the Union, Colonel Robert E. Lee announced his decision to resign his commission and offer his services to Virginia. President Lincoln would be going to war with an army of undertrained volunteers led by officers with no combat experience. He was preparing for a protracted and bitter war, while hoping for a relatively short conflict.


All hopes for any sort of quick war and easy victory ended on July 21, 1861, at Manassas, Virginia, where Union and Confederate forces faced each other in the war’s first major battle. Early fighting favored the Union troops. Spectators who had come to watch the battle were certain that the North would win. But the tide turned against the Union when fresh Confederate troops arrived, surprising the Union forces. The Battle of Bull Run / Manassas turned into a rout as Northern soldiers broke ranks and ran from the field. In Washington, President Lincoln was distraught and agitated when he received news that the battle was lost. He determined to find out exactly why the fighting had ended in disaster for the federal troops. In the coming weeks, he would try to find the general who would reorganize the army, raise morale, and turn a group of green recruits into a well-trained body of soldiers for the coming war. During the next four years, Lincoln’s tenure as president would be defined by the war.
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