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			Introduction

			Revolution Completed

			On Christmas Eve 1825, Thomas Jefferson let loose an anguished cry. The government of the country he had helped to found, half a century earlier, was causing him great distress. It was assuming vast powers, specifically the right to construct canals and roads, and to effect other improvements. Jefferson thought of the federal government in the most restrictive terms: as a “compact” or “a confederated fabric”—that is, a loose affiliation of practically sovereign states. He was roused at the age of eighty-two to issue a “Solemn Declaration and Protest” against what he termed the “usurpation” of power by the federal branch. Jefferson was so agitated that he declared that the “rupture” of the United States would be, although a calamity, not the greatest calamity. Even worse, reckoned the sage of Monticello, would be “submission to a government of unlimited powers.”

			This ideological debate had been raging since the Revolution itself. Federalists led by Alexander Hamilton had sought to establish a strong central government to marshal the country’s finances and develop its infrastructure and commercial potential. Jeffersonians adamantly objected.

			And by and large, Jefferson won. No fewer than six of his successors vetoed or thwarted federal legislation to build roads and canals, improve harbors and riverways, maintain a national bank, fund education, and even care for the indigent mentally ill. In 1860, just before the election of Abraham Lincoln, the latest of these, James Buchanan, struck down a project to deepen a water channel in Michigan and vetoed a bill for federal homesteads.[*]

			Had Jefferson survived until 1860, the federal government of the day would not have displeased him. Its main vocation was operating the postal service and collecting customs duties at the ports. Its army consisted of a mere sixteen thousand troops scattered mostly among a series of isolated forts west of the Mississippi River. Those functions aside, the states were essentially on their own. The federal payroll was modest in the extreme. The civilian bureaucracy in Washington consisted of a mere two thousand employees. Its administrative scaffolding was threadbare, its financial capabilities primitive.

			The modest federal purse was supported by tariff duties and a smattering of land sales. Federal taxes (an unpleasant reminder of the English Parliament) were reflexively scorned.

			Then came the “rupture.”

			The Republicans—elected on the eve of the Civil War—vastly enlarged the government, not only to defeat the Confederacy but to carry out an agenda for industry and growth, and to foster opportunity, especially for those at the bottom. They accomplished a revolution that has been largely overlooked.

			Though their purposes stretched well beyond those of the Founders, Lincoln and the Republicans did not think of themselves as countering the original American revolution. More nearly, they were completing it. These Republicans revered the Founders—Jefferson included—but they scarcely resembled them. They owned no plantations nor slaves, had not been born to wealth, generally had not traveled to England or France. For the most part, the Republican leaders were self-made men, many forged in a crucible of hard experience. John Sherman, a leading congressman, was the son of a lawyer who had died when John was six, leaving his mother to raise eleven children in poverty. Salmon Chase, the Treasury secretary, on whom fell the Bunyonesque burden of raising more money than had been expended in total since the beginning of the Republic, had been plagued by hardship and personal losses. Horace Greeley was born to poor farmers in New Hampshire.

			Prototypical was Thaddeus Stevens, born with a clubfoot in a remote hamlet in Vermont to a cobbler father who abandoned him. Confronted with prejudice as well as poverty, Thaddeus developed a protective shield of sarcasm, enrolled in Dartmouth, and established himself in Pennsylvania, where he practiced law and operated an iron foundry. Stevens typified both sides of the Republican rags-to-riches ethos—support for the common classes combined with mercantile ambition. Early in his career, he distinguished himself by fighting for free public schools, which Pennsylvania established before any other state. During the legislative fracas, Stevens mocked opponents of public education with the derisive barb that it was “easier to pass a bill to improve the breed of hogs than that of men.” In Congress he became the scourge of the South, the bitter enemy of the slave masters.

			Lincoln, Stevens, and most of the Republicans were former Whigs, disciples of Henry Clay (Lincoln’s hero) and Daniel Webster. The basic thesis that a robust federal state could promote prosperity was a Whig idea. However, by tiptoeing around the slavery issue, the Whigs made themselves irrelevant. The Republicans were born, in 1854, out of the ashes of the Whigs.

			The issue that brought the Republicans to power was slavery. Slavery—or the election of a party hostile to slavery—was the main reason the cotton states seceded. That is not quite to say that slavery caused the Civil War. Southern secessionists did not anticipate—certainly did not desire—a war. Quite the contrary, they believed their cotton was so essential to northern industry, and to its counterpart in Europe, that not a finger would be lifted against them. Southern plantations produced three-fourths of the world’s cotton, and this cotton accounted for 60 percent of American exports. Confidence in its cartel led South Carolina’s James Hammond to boast in the U.S. Senate, “No power on earth dares to make war upon it. Cotton is king.” The comment came to stand for a kind of magical triumphalism, a belief that the South could afford to never compromise. And indeed, both before and after secession, northerners abjectly tried to placate the South, that is, to assure it that if only the Union were preserved, Washington would not, ever, interfere with slavery in the states where it existed. A frequently voiced corollary was that since Britain and France could not afford disruption to their textile industries, “the crowned heads” of Europe would not permit a war. Once it became clear that disunion could lead to bloodshed, southerners reacted with shock. Caroline Gilman, a writer living in Charleston, wrote after secession that the local women were “sad & frightened, some in tears,” at the prospect of cannon fire from Fort Sumter. Gilman herself sounded stunned, for, as she put it, “civil war was foreign to the original plan.”

			Secession was a southern project; the war came mostly from the North. Even in the Union, the people, while appalled by secession, showed no interest in a war. Lincoln’s cabinet, polled on whether to resupply the federal garrison at Fort Sumter, voted five to two against. Yet just a month later, when Lincoln sent a fleet to reprovision the fort, prompting the South to fire the first shot, the northern public overwhelmingly supported war. The overnight change in northern sentiment dovetailed with the only justification that Lincoln gave for fighting: to preserve the Union.

			To modern readers, that may seem a great hurrah at tragic cost. Of course, no one expected it to be such a long and costly war. But even had they glimpsed the torturous road to Appomattox, to Lincoln and his confreres, American democracy was a providential and worthy experiment. To them, democracy carried a unique promise to better the lives of its people. Disunion would shatter it.

			Only later, after four years of brutal war, did Lincoln and the North embrace abolition. In 1861, although the Republicans were an antislavery party, antislavery did not imply all that it would today. The issue then was not abolition by the federal government, which not even Republicans believed was permitted under the Constitution, but whether to tolerate the extension of slavery beyond the fifteen states where it existed. Republicans opposed extension, and so, probably, did most northerners. However, few northerners evinced much feeling for the plight of the Black slave. It’s important to remember that prior to the Civil War, Blacks accounted for scarcely more than 1 percent of the northern population. Few northern whites had much to do with Blacks, slave or free, and even fewer supported abolition. They were opposed to slavery’s extension mainly because they preferred their own societies to the slave societies in the Deep South. Whigs, and later Republicans, advocated a system of “free labor,” which connoted not just the absence of slavery, but a positive culture of small farms, cottage industries, and independent craftsmen. Free laborites contrasted the economic system in Massachusetts or Pennsylvania with that in Georgia or South Carolina, and judged the former vastly superior from the vantage point of whites. Education and transportation were more available, land more widely owned, the public square more vibrant, the society more fluid.

			Yankee apostles advocated free labor not, principally, on behalf of the Negro, but out of concern for the welfare of future white settlers. They wanted to extend the culture of free labor that, as they saw it, had given rise to New England villages dotted with churches and schoolhouses because white pioneers would fare better in such places. They envisioned the territories as a safety valve for urban crowding—and few settlers would go west if it meant competing with slave labor.

			The proof that the well-being of the Negro was not on the minds of most northerners is that the so-called free states went out of their way to proscribe Blacks from voting and other expressions of citizenship, such as jury privileges. The northwest states of Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois, as well as Oregon, passed laws or constitutional provisions to bar Black immigration. In Indiana, Black suffrage was put to a state convention and defeated 122 to 1. Only the New England states, where few Black people actually lived, permitted Blacks an unrestricted franchise.

			David Wilmot, a congressman from Pennsylvania, unabashedly framed the antiextension movement in terms of white self-interest. “The negro race already occupy enough of this fair continent,” he told a rally in 1848. “Let us keep what remains for ourselves, and our children—for the emigrant that seeks our shores.” Lyman Trumbull, an Illinois Democrat and later Republican, endorsed this racially exclusive vision of “free” labor, saying, “I want to have nothing to do, either with the free negro or the slave negro. We wish to settle the Territories with free white men.” Northern politicians abhorred slavery, but they expressed little sympathy for the slave.

			What northerners truly abhorred was the South’s economic and social backwardness. The South was less urban, less educated, woefully underindustrialized. Although the slave states accounted for just under 40 percent of the population, they accounted for less than 6 percent of the country’s pig iron and leather—even of its cotton and woolen textiles. Total capital invested in manufacturing—per capita—was more than three times higher north of the Mason-Dixon Line. Transportation was far more extensive. Ohio, although a bit smaller than Alabama, had twelve times as many railroad miles. Free laborites also frowned on the great wealth disparities (among whites), the listless quality of southern farms, and the insularity of its villages steeped, as Representative Stevens put it, in “mournful decay.”

			Frederick Law Olmsted, a young, Yale-educated farmer from Staten Island (soon to tackle the design of New York’s Central Park) made three trips across the South in the early 1850s, traveling by steamboat, train, stagecoach, and horse. Olmsted’s letters on his travels began to appear in the recently founded New York Times in 1854, and in book form two years later, and his descriptions of southern society appalled his well-bred readers. Olmsted’s central conclusion was that the cotton cartel had done the southern people more harm than good. The mass of its citizens were impoverished and “their destitution is not just material . . . it is intellectual and it is moral.” Olmsted described the city of Norfolk as “a dirty, low, ill-arranged town. . . . It has a single creditable public building. . . . No lyceum or public libraries, no public gardens, no galleries of art.”

			Olmsted was dismayed to find acre after acre of uncultivated land, testifying to an attitude of wasteful “complacency.” Inefficiency abounded. At one stop, he encountered six mules and five Blacks tugging a stuck wagon. He also meticulously described the condition of the slaves. Those in the steamy pine barrens worked in “coarse gray gowns” and heavy shoes while an overseer rode among them, “carrying in his hand a raw-hide whip, constantly directing and encouraging them.” The slaves slept in windowless huts, unfit for animals. But—Olmsted’s point—their condition was inferior only by degree to that of poor whites. Olmsted described some of the latter in North Carolina leaning vacantly against the sides of their hovels as he passed—saying nothing, only blinking, “as if unable to withdraw their hands from their pockets” and shade their eyes from the sun.

			The South was bountiful but impervious to change. In the decade before the war, cotton production jumped from 2.8 million bales to more than 4 million, and the unit value of its four million slaves doubled. This industry was centered in four hundred mostly contiguous counties of loamy delta that was essentially a monoculture. In the North, farmers sought to improve varieties of wheat and corn. They invested in farm tools and machinery. Southern planters felt no need to innovate. There was scarcely any patent activity in cotton and little investment in machines. They scarcely invested in capital goods. It was cheaper to breed Negroes.

			Southern writers warned that the South’s dependence on northern manufacturing was a serious liability. At conventions across the South, speakers exhorted southerners to develop industry and scientific know-how. De Bow’s Review, founded in New Orleans by James D. B. De Bow, beseeched the South to diversify. “The suicidal indifference on the part of the public should awaken the anxiety of reflecting citizens,” De Bow’s lamented in 1855, “for the whole south is now almost slavishly dependent on the north for the very necessaries of life.” But zealous defenders of plantation culture rejected the call to industrialize. “We do not want it,” said a customs collector in Charleston. “We are satisfied with our slave labor.” John F. H. Claiborne, a Mississippi newspaper editor, declared that the South’s place was to remain “sedentary and agricultural . . . among the reminiscences of the past.”

			The South was hostile to the Whig-Republican agenda for a stronger central government. Federal improvements threatened to impose an unwanted modernity, ultimately jeopardizing slavery itself. As early as the 1830s, Nathaniel Macon, an influential North Carolina politician, warned his fellow planters that “if Congress can make canals, they can with more propriety emancipate.” The planters also feared the government’s effect on the white, nonslaveholding majority. Raising the sights of the poor would disturb the social order. Lincoln had characterized his program as one “to allow the humblest man an equal chance to get rich with everybody else.” Southern planters had no such social aspirations.

			To southern statesmen, higher education existed to provide a sheen of refinement to young men of privilege, not to lift up those below. According to Jefferson Davis, who had learned planting from his father and been staked to a cotton plantation by his brother, “Agriculture needs no teaching by Congress.” Such attitudes were deeply inbred in the planters’ culture. As early as 1671, William Berkeley, governor of Virginia and a rice and tobacco farmer, denounced public schools as leading to disobedience and heresy, proclaiming publicly, “I thank God there are no free schools nor printing [in Virginia], and I hope we shall not have these for a hundred years.”

			The planters sought to persuade poor whites that slavery was also to their benefit—and generally, they succeeded. In 1857, Hinton Rowan Helper, the son of a small slaveholder in North Carolina, created a tempest with his book The Impending Crisis of the South. Helper argued that a cotton “oligarchy” had rigged the economy to benefit only itself and that, in fact, nonslaveholders were veritable serfs in a sham democracy run by planters. This idea was too dangerous to be discussed. The book was banned in several southern states. The planters disseminated an alternate economic thesis, that slavery, as John C. Calhoun had affirmatively put it, was “a positive good,” by which he meant an enlightened system of labor. The plantation system was said to be superior to the crowded, potentially volatile factories up north, because it had abolished the potential for class conflict.

			Once the war started, inequality in the South loomed as a potentially serious problem. Jefferson Davis needed more than passive acquiescence from white commoners. He needed them to fight. Since only a quarter of the white population owned slaves, and only a twentieth were large slaveholders, Davis’s ability to wage a war depended on his ability to persuade poor southerners that slavery, and thus the Confederacy, benefited all whites.

			Lincoln genuinely believed in popular government; he believed that ordinary laborers could rise above their births. Shortly after his nomination, he provided a sketch of himself to the journalist John L. Scripps, so that Scripps could write a campaign biography of the man known to the country as the “rail splitter” and Honest Abe. Lincoln made his account a tale of self-improvement. His father, he wrote, had been “a wandering laboring boy, and grew up literally without education.” Lincoln himself had only attended “A.B.C. schools” and only for “short periods”; his formal education “did not amount to one year.”

			Many more hours, he recalled, he was made to devote to laboring. At a very young age, “an axe [was] put into his hands . . . and he was almost constantly handling that most useful instrument”—save when he was conscripted by his father to plow or harvest on the family farm, or was hired out by his father to work elsewhere. It was not only the taxing work that Lincoln remembered, but the challenging physical circumstances that encumbered the family’s moves to a succession of plots in Kentucky, Indiana, and finally Illinois, and the rutted and barely navigable roads that hindered travel and trade.

			Lincoln’s early life was an object lesson in making the most of slim opportunities: Abe breaking free of his overbearing father; settling in the pioneer village of New Salem, Illinois; buying goods on credit for a store that “winked out”; serving in the Black Hawk War, during which he failed to encounter hostile Indians but—“to his own surprize”—was elected captain of his volunteer company. Encouraged by his “great popularity,” this amiable striver was elected to the state legislature, studied lawbooks on the side, and before he turned thirty was familiar to the lawyers traveling the Eighth Judicial Circuit and had become the leader of the Whigs in the Illinois House.

			Lincoln culled from his remarkable rise the liberal philosophy that government should make every effort to expand opportunities for others. As he declared in a campaign speech in New Haven, “I want every man to have the chance . . . in which he can better his condition.” His decision to preserve the Union was informed by a sincere commitment to government as the engine of popular progress. Democracy, so he believed, was the world’s best hope. Improved transportation, access to credit, and help for the pioneering farmer were issues he carried with him to the White House.

			But the project of making a Hamiltonian government was a collective enterprise. In the nineteenth century, the executive was at most a co-equal branch. Republicans in Congress were as much, often more, responsible for the financial and legislative specifics and even some of the direction. These Republicans did not plan on a war in 1861, but their social vision prepared them for one. Their ideal of a stronger and larger central government not only enabled them to harness the necessary resources to win the war, it encouraged them to do so in a way that helped to bring about a modern and dynamic industrial society.

			Under the emergency of war, Lincoln’s party formulated a new notion of what the federal government could do. They raised and spent unprecedented sums. They launched the country’s first truly national currency, pushing aside an inchoate system of thousands of disparate bills issued in the states. They created a national banking system and the first credible program for federal taxation. They inserted the government into railroads, education, agriculture, immigration, the sciences, financial regulation. The war government interposed a visible (and at times dubious) hand into industry by enacting a series of high protective tariffs. Most important, the Lincoln government ended slavery.

			All this crystallized a feeling absent in 1776. It made the country more than just a union of the states, closer to what Lincoln called it at Gettysburg—a “nation.”

			The southern model was the exact antithesis—states’ rights and social domination by a planter aristocracy. It would take four years to sort out ancillary elements, such as the two sides’ relative military and strategic capabilities as well as the South’s grim, cussed determination, and to put these competing visions to a true test. But while the North hardly found its way easily or without trial and error, the Union was innovating and, after a slow start, prospering, while the South was simply consuming its resources. The North finished the war stronger and richer in every respect; the South was completely depleted. Unlike economies had pitted two disparate civilizations against each other; they also determined the result and shaped the America that was to emerge.
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				The sinews of war are unlimited money.
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			Eight weeks after his election as president—New Year’s Eve, 1860—Abraham Lincoln telegraphed an invitation to the Ohio Republican Salmon P. Chase to visit him in Illinois. Lincoln was home in Springfield, assembling his cabinet. He would not take office for another two months, but the postelection interregnum was already momentous. On December 20, a convention in South Carolina had voted 169–0 to break from the Union; the other cotton states seemed likely to follow. Parallel to the secession crisis, the United States was suffering a financial crisis.

			It was the troubled state of the finances that Lincoln considered as he wrote to Chase. He had already picked William Seward, his closest rival for the Republican nomination, for the State Department. Lincoln had in mind Chase, a former Ohio governor and senator and also a defeated presidential rival, for secretary of the Treasury. Even before Lincoln took office, the United States was teetering on the edge of insolvency. With America on the verge of disintegrating, trade had slackened, plunging the country into a recession. This had serious fiscal repercussions. Duties on foreign trade were the primary source of government revenue. The prospect of secession cooled business confidence considerably—especially as President James Buchanan pronounced that he was powerless to stop southern states from bolting. His view was by no means unique. None less than Horace Greeley editorialized in the New York Daily Tribune, the most widely read paper in the country, that the cotton states had a right to secede, adding for effect, “we insist on letting them go in peace.” With secession seemingly a fait accompli, duty receipts plunged by about 25 percent.

			Making matters worse, Buchanan’s government had lived well above its means, leading to a doubling of the federal debt. More worrisome than the absolute level of the debt—$65 million—was that Buchanan’s secretary of the Treasury, Howell Cobb, had failed to place a sufficient volume of bonds when the opportunity availed. Instead, Cobb was meeting government expenses by selling short-term notes. This was government on a credit card.

			Cobb’s inadequacy was surpassed only by his disloyalty. Word had spread on Wall Street that Cobb, a Georgia planter and slave owner, was mocking investors who had subscribed to loans for underwriting a government likely to be dismembered. This did not exactly inspire confidence in the Treasury.

			Cobb confided to a friend, “I regard submission to Lincoln as utter & irretrievable ruin and I trust with all my heart that a United South may be brought to regard it in the same way.” In the month following the election, as Lincoln prepared to assume the reins, the finances of the country remained in the hands of a putative traitor, and faith in government securities evaporated.

			George Templeton Strong, a New York lawyer who kept close tabs on the market and recorded his impressions in a diary, tracked the steady deterioration on Wall Street. “The financial crisis is already beginning in Charleston and Mobile. . . . Their terrorists [southerners] are confiscating Northern property and repudiating Northern debts. . . . Stocks have fallen heavily today. Southern securities are waste paper in Wall Street. . . . A most gloomy day.”

			Northerners were in disbelief that southerners would willingly jeopardize the country’s material wealth. “The people are not yet all fools, even in South Carolina,” The New York Times sighed with palpable frustration. Dividing the country ran counter to the bedrock American story of a new people forging a common prosperity. Ohio congressman John Sherman gave voice to the fear that disunion would interrupt America’s forward saga, rhetorically pleading, “Who shall possess this magnificent capital, with all its evidences of progress and civilization?”

			Throughout November and December, financial pressures spread like an advance signal corps of sectional conflict. Southern merchants refused to honor their debts to the North, and banks both north and south began to totter. The merchant Lord & Taylor returned goods from Dixie and peddled them at fire-sale prices. Georgia’s governor advised that northern assets simply be confiscated. This was not a trivial threat. Planters and merchants in the South owed an estimated $200 million to the North. It was not clear if they would pay. It was not clear they could pay.

			Panicked over the loss of the cotton trade, northern merchants demanded concessions to keep the South in the Union. In liberal Boston, a well-tailored mob—anxious to mollify southern slave owners—stormed a gathering of abolitionists at Tremont Temple. In New York City, business leaders appointed a committee to go south and give assurances of solidarity. The merchants insisted that the Union do the compromising. As August Belmont, a Democratic financier in New York, put it, “The first steps have to be taken by the north.”

			Ominously for the incoming Lincoln administration, lenders were backing away from government loans. Europeans were bailing out of American paper. This created a serious problem, for Cobb’s notes were now coming due. The Treasury lacked the funds to meet either its notes or the government payroll. Since its credit was so damaged, Cobb recommended that it forgo even trying to sell bonds and seek authorization from Congress for yet more notes. Having thus consigned the Treasury to a treadmill of short-term paper, on December 8—citing his “sense of duty” to the State of Georgia—Cobb abruptly resigned.

			Congress now authorized $10 million in notes, to be sold at auction; however, only $1.8 million worth of bids were deemed acceptable, and these at a punishing interest of 12 percent (6 percent had been typical). Other bidders demanded as much as 36 percent, signifying a complete lack of confidence in American credit.

			With an interest payment due January 1, Cobb’s successor frantically turned to John J. Cisco, the assistant secretary of the Treasury in New York, who was close to the city’s bankers. Cisco persuaded John A. Stevens, president of the Bank of Commerce, the largest bank in New York, to seek a loan from the city’s financial titans. On the evening of December 27, 1860, Stevens and a lieutenant, Henry Vail, drove in horse and carriage to the homes of leading financiers, begging them to stave off a government default. Appeals were made to duty and patriotism, but the syndicate pledged a mere $1.5 million, also at 12 percent. As if to emphasize the banks’ utter lack of faith in the Treasury, Vail stipulated that the proffered funds were to be used “expressly to meet interest on Government debt due first January.”

			For Lincoln, naming a Treasury secretary was crucial. But having won the presidency with just under 40 percent of the popular vote, he was constrained by politics. He bore a large debt to Pennsylvania, a crucial battleground state that he had swept thanks to Republican support for the tariff, the decisive issue in the iron and coal districts in the western parts of the state. Lincoln was mindful (at times overly) of the demands of patronage, and his convention managers had promised Treasury to Simon Cameron, a political hack who was one of the state’s senators. When Lincoln telegraphed Chase, he did not quite have a job to offer.

			Chase arrived in Springfield a few days later. Weary from riding four different railroads over two days, he booked a room and sent his card to Lincoln’s home with the message that he would call at a convenient time. The President-elect, dispensing with formalities, immediately called on his guest, a friendly gesture that struck Chase as slightly undignified. Oddly, given their prominence in Republican circles, the two had never met. Lincoln seemed every bit the prairie lawyer, his clothes disheveled, his manner lighthearted. Chase was tall, striking, aloof. At the outset, Lincoln sheepishly confessed, “I have sent for you to ask whether you will accept the appointment of Secretary for the Treasury, without, however, being exactly prepared to offer it to you.” For the second time, Chase’s tender sensibilities were pricked.

			The visit did not go poorly even if it did not go well. Chase and Lincoln got acquainted and did much talking. Chase stayed through Sunday and accompanied the Lincolns to church. He did not exactly loosen up, though his host prodded him with self-effacing humor. The two might have struck a rapport had they realized all they had in common: both reared on the frontier (although Chase had been born in New Hampshire) and both lawyers who had overcome difficult beginnings. Chase’s lineage, unlike Lincoln’s, was distinguished: an uncle was a senator and his father was a successful farmer and legislator and a friend of Daniel Webster. However, his father had died when Salmon was nine. His mother had sent him to live with another uncle, an episcopal bishop in Ohio—who by all accounts was a stern and cold guardian. Perhaps resentment over his fall from privilege had nurtured in Chase such an acute sensitivity to affronts.

			Even for that era, the fifty-two-year-old Chase had suffered uncommonly bad luck. He had buried three wives as well as three children, and seemed to harbor a survivor’s anguish. As if to protest an unjust fate, he lamented to a friend, “The lord hath dealt very bitterly with me.” Lincoln, of course, knew sorrow as well. Before courting Mary Todd, he had been deeply smitten with Anne Rutledge, who died suddenly of typhoid. He had lost his mother when young, and later one of his sons. But in Lincoln, personal losses nurtured a stoic acceptance.

			There were other differences. The pious Chase tended to see right and wrong in absolutes. Lincoln appreciated that political issues were often matters of degree. Once, during his single term in Congress, defending an internal improvement bill against a withering attack, Lincoln observed, “There are few things wholly evil, or wholly good. Almost everything, especially of government policy, is an inseparable compound of the two.” Gradualism was in his nature.

			Improbably, given the job he was preparing to offer, it was Lincoln—not Chase—who had spent his political life immersed in economic issues. As a westerner, his formative experiences were of growing up in country deprived of good roads and bereft of banks. He had never forgotten his family’s painstaking journey to Illinois, when he had driven an oxen team across the muddy flats. The store where he had clerked, which subsequently failed, had schooled him to the social necessity for banks. “Money,” Lincoln recognized, “is only valuable while in circulation”—a significant insight. Ever since his first campaign, for the Illinois legislature, at age twenty-three, he had advocated a federal bank to modernize the financial system and furnish the people with a workable currency.

			During his four terms in the legislature, Lincoln had tirelessly supported the Whig program of government improvements. He had proclaimed that his “highest ambition” was to be the DeWitt Clinton (builder of the Erie Canal) of Illinois. His waterway and rail projects had resulted in overbuilding, and the state bank failed but—important for a future wartime president—his expansionist fiscal tendencies survived. Lincoln’s goal for what the federal government could accomplish was essentially a national version of the activist program he had pushed in Illinois.

			Above all, Lincoln was fixated on promoting prosperity. As an attorney earning $3000 a year when he ran for president ($98,000 in today’s money), he rejected efforts to demonize the rich and foreswore “any war upon capital.” His railroad clients, a big part of his law practice, steeled him against the common prejudice against the corporation. Lincoln was hardly an apologist for business—he also took cases against the rails, and he always identified with working people. The point is that his work sensitized him to the Whiggish idea that business was a constructive force, conducive to material progress. Once, when defending the Rock Island Bridge Company (the owner of the first bridge to span the Mississippi River) against a steamship owner who had collided with the bridge and wanted it taken down, Lincoln nearly cried, “Must the products of the boundless fertile country lying west of the river for all time be compelled to stop on the western bank?!” This was a plea not only for his client but for American prosperity.

			Chase’s economic knowledge was limited, and what views he held were, from the Republican point of view, suspect. Like most of the Republican leaders, Chase had started out as a Whig. But early in his career, he flipped and adopted Jacksonian economics, essentially a set of prejudices against high finance and paper money. While joining a pair of anti-slavery third parties, in non-slavery matters Chase was philosophically a Democrat. His innate suspiciousness darkened his view of bankers, a crucial constituency for the Treasury. He also disdained the tariff—the standard position of Democrats, who were hostile to federal interference and protective of farming interests. It would be a simplification to call Chase’s philosophy the opposite of Lincoln’s, but not entirely wrong.

			Despite their differences, each man saw much to admire. Chase scribbled in his diary after the visit, “He is a man to be depended upon.” Expanding on this favorable impression, he confided to a colleague, “Our conversations were free & unreserved. All I saw & heard impressed me with a high idea of his ability, sincerity, fidelity to political principle & absolute integrity of character.”

			Lincoln had expected to be impressed. He was grateful that Chase, almost alone among Republican leaders, had come to Illinois in 1858 to support his bid for the Senate. And he was familiar with Chase’s trailblazing work in antislavery. In the 1840s, Chase had written platforms for the two antislavery parties, Liberty and Free Soil, whose doctrines were ultimately absorbed by the Republicans.

			Lincoln’s and Chase’s experiences in antislavery were a mirror image of those in economics: Chase had been more engaged. Chase had attended Dartmouth and, thanks to his guardian uncle, studied the law under a U.S. attorney general. He had set up practice in Ohio, where he distinguished himself by compiling the three-volume Ohio Statutes. Deeply religious, Chase was ripe for a crusade, and Ohio turned out to be a “volcanic fault line,” as the modern-day writer and political operative Sidney Blumenthal aptly put it, in the slavery crisis. Northern Ohio, settled by New Englanders, was heavily antislavery, a reliable depot on the Underground Railroad. Cincinnati, in southern Ohio, where Chase established himself, had inherited the prejudices of nearby Kentucky. In 1836, a mob destroyed the printing press of an abolitionist publisher in Cincinnati named James Birney, tossing it into the river. When the mob went looking for Birney at a local hotel, Chase hurried to the entrance and blocked their path. Told he would pay for his actions, Chase coolly replied, “I can be found at any time.”

			Now engaged in antislavery, he took the case of an Ohio farmer accused of sheltering runaways from Kentucky. He argued incisively that the defendant was innocent because once a slave crossed into a free state he ceased to be a slave, not because the law of Ohio freed him, “but because he continues to be a man, and leaves behind him the law of force which made him a slave.” His penetrating briefs, even if of limited success in antebellum courts, quickly became part of the canon of antislavery lawyers. Moreover, Chase buttressed his legal arguments with persuasive scholarship. Researching Jefferson’s contribution to the 1787 Northwest Ordinance, which forbid slavery in the future Great Lakes states, he spread the gospel that the Founding Fathers had all along been opposed to slavery, and hoped for its extinction.

			Lincoln, the son of pioneers born in western Virginia, and reared for his first seven years in Kentucky, a slave state, had a more intimate knowledge of southerners—which is to say, he recognized that abolitionism would tear the country apart. There is no doubt that slavery morally offended him. As a young legislator, he had made infrequent but courageous stands against slavery. In 1841, after a steamboat voyage to St. Louis, he was tormented by the sight of bound captives “strung together precisely like so many fish upon a trot-line . . . being separated forever from the scenes of their childhood, their friends, their fathers and mothers, and brothers and sisters.” Lincoln could not, if he wished to have a political future in Illinois, advocate equal rights for Blacks, or even the right to vote. He refused to make a claim for social equality among the races. But Lincoln’s commitment to opportunity led him to a politically salable antislavery that focused on the Black man as an economic actor. In the first of the seven Douglas debates, in Ottawa, Illinois, in 1858, Lincoln asserted of African Americans, “In the right to eat the bread, without leave of anybody else, which his own hand earns, he is my equal and the equal of Judge Douglas, and the equal of every living man.” Lincoln’s brief for Black opportunity sprang from his general credo that the government’s job was to help people get a foothold on the economic ladder. He returned to this theme in Hartford, in 1860, when he was preparing to run for president. “We think slavery is morally wrong,” he asserted. “We all think it wrong.” The next day, he pinpointed the immorality as economic. After asserting that everyone deserved the chance to rise, he pointedly added, “And I believe a black man is entitled to it.”

			Lincoln had been nominated largely because he was deemed to be safer than his rivals on the slavery issue (although his antislavery views were clear). Horace Greeley had spoken for many in Chicago, site of the Republican convention, when he had warned that voters would “only swallow a little Anti-slavery.” The editor urged the party to sweeten its appeal by adopting economic planks—a tariff, river improvements, a Pacific railroad, homesteads—which it promptly did. For similar reasons, the Republican platform defended the right to slavery in the states, while firmly opposing its spread into the territories.

			Although Chase would not have been nominated in any case, he viewed these efforts at conciliation with bitterness. Even in offering congratulations to Lincoln, Chase volunteered that he regretted not carrying the Ohio delegation, signaling he had not forgiven the convention for choosing Lincoln rather than himself. Chase’s serious flaw lay not in his political economy but in his emotionally fragile character. If Lincoln saw this, he thought it offset by Chase’s intelligence and diligence. Besides, Lincoln wanted balance in his cabinet: not North and South, which was beyond his reach, but Democrat-leaning and Whig. When Chase departed Springfield, the President-elect wrote Senator Trumbull that it was necessary for Chase to get Treasury due to his “ability, firmness and purity of character.” But as no job was yet on offer, Chase loftily declined to confirm his interest.

			As Lincoln pondered his choices for Treasury, Buchanan named John A. Dix, a pro-Union Democrat and retired army officer, to be his third Treasury secretary in a month (Cobb’s replacement had also resigned). Dix found the Treasury in a state of chaos. “Public business had been neglected,” his son, the later editor of his papers, recounted. “Letters from merchants and capitalists remained unanswered, and complaints from all parts of the country had been unheeded.” The department’s disarray was manifest in the unfinished condition of its building, the western expansion of which had been abruptly abandoned. Seen from Pennsylvania Avenue, where unused slabs and columns of stone lined the perimeter, the Treasury bore a faint resemblance to a Roman ruin.

			Worse, the cash register was empty. The Treasury had a nominal balance of barely $2 million, and unpaid bills were mounting. Dix sold the notes authorized in December, and at a slightly lower interest rate of 10⅝ percent. But that hardly dispelled the crisis. The budget was awash in red ink and government employees were going without pay. Lincoln was said to have joked that Stephen A. Douglas, the Illinois Democrat he’d defeated for the presidency, had gotten the best of him by losing the election, for he, Lincoln, had been left to face “an empty Treasury and a great rebellion.”

			Dix was the first official to recognize the grave threat to the finances posed by secession. Of the 152 ports collecting duties, fully a third were located in the future Confederacy. Charleston’s custom house was already in Rebel hands. And customs receipts were crucial. The United States had no authorization to tax its citizens, no government bank, no currency. The private banking system was atomized and weak, comprised of sixteen hundred banks, each answering to disparate state regulations. In a financial sense, there was no Union.

			Dix immediately took preemptive steps to delay a collapse. He was residing in this interim at the White House as Buchanan’s guest, but he seems to have acted on his own initiative. First, he advised Representative Sherman, the chair of the Ways and Means Committee, that he would need authorization for an additional $25 million in bonds. The War and Navy Departments were already delaying requisitions for lack of funds. Dix warned Sherman, “Time is very short.”

			When Dix got his bond approval, he made an unusual request—that the individual states use their funds to bolster the Treasury’s credit. This was an extraordinary sign of the federal government’s weakness. Nothing came of it.

			Meanwhile, secession was spreading. Mississippi seceded on January 9, 1861. Over the next three weeks, it was followed by Florida, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, and Texas. Following South Carolina’s lead, they seized federal forts, navy yards, arsenals, custom houses, and post offices. Federal collectors willingly surrendered receipts to state officials. Georgia raided the custom house and seized three ships in Savannah. Louisiana took possession of the mint and custom house, laying claim to $599,303 in gold and silver.

			Dix was incensed that, as he put it, “no effort had been made by the government to secure its property.” A particular concern for Dix were the revenue cutters, the fleet of small, armed Treasury craft that enforced customs and other maritime laws. During previous wars, these swift-moving vessels had been recommissioned by the navy into a nimble auxiliary fleet. Barely had he taken the job than Dix realized that revenue cutters in New Orleans, Mobile, and Galveston were vulnerable to seizure. On January 18, his fourth day at work, Dix sent a special agent south with orders to reprovision the three cutters and speed them to New York.

			Eleven days later he received, from New Orleans, an alarming dispatch: Captain John Brushwood, the Virginian in command of the five-gun Robert McClelland, had refused his order. Dix immediately penned a second order, demanding Brushwood’s arrest. Dix closed with a flourish: “If any one attempts to haul down the American flag, shoot him on the spot.” Then, he handed the incendiary note to the telegraph clerk.

			Dix’s war telegram jolted the sleepwalking northern people. They suddenly awakened to the reality of conflict. Belmont, the Democratic Party financier, and previously an appeaser, wrote spirited letters to the southern governors, pleading restraint. “Secession,” he warned, “means civil war.” Southerners had confidently, if recklessly, interpreted northern efforts to conciliate to mean that business interests would prevent the North from ever employing force. Their miscalculation was simple: the South’s leverage lay in the threat of secession. Once the South seceded, northerners would have no reason to placate.

			

			•   •   •

			In February, Rebel delegates gathered in Montgomery, Alabama, to set up a provisional government. Given that the Republicans did not advocate abolition, the southerners’ logic was puzzling to many contemporaries. Frederick Douglass said the South was overreacting. John Sherman’s brother William, hastily departing the Louisiana military academy where he was superintendent, brusquely concluded, “Men here have ceased to reason.” But an explicit reason was in fact tendered. The Republican strategy of squeezing slavery by preventing its expansion, forbidding it in federal territory and, potentially, banning the interstate slave trade would pop the bubble in the slave market. Southern slaves had a market value of $2.7 billion ($675 per man, woman, and captive child)—more than the combined capital invested in the country’s railroads and manufacturing. This value would plummet if slavery were to be hemmed in, even if, for a while, the institution staggered on. As a Mississippian had written to Representative Justin Morrill of Vermont, “a panic of fear seized upon [the people]. It was an honest fear that their slave property, which is dearer to them than all other property, was endangered.”

			The South itself was divided. Outside of the cotton delta, no economic interest favored secession. In the western highlands and the commercial hubs of the Upper South, secessionists were a decided minority. In the northern slave states, soil depletion had narrowed the appeal of slaving and commerce was intertwined with the North.[*] Virginia, North Carolina, and Tennessee—three of the four most populous southern states—sent no delegates to Montgomery.

			Even within the cotton belt, many people opposed, or perceived no self-interest in, secession. Georgia’s governor, Joseph E. Brown, tried to rally small farmers under the banner of white solidarity. Slavery, he asserted, was “the poor man’s best Government.” But the planters did not consult the poor man. Alfred Aldrich, a South Carolina legislator, warned that “if the question must be referred back to the people . . . it will be an utter failure.” Of the seven Rebel states, only Texas submitted secession to a popular vote. Otherwise, secession was decided by convention, and the conventions were stacked with planters. In Mississippi, half of the delegates to the state convention owned at least fifteen slaves. Montgomery was giving birth to revolution from above.

			Former Treasury secretary Cobb, who had his hopes on the Confederate presidency, had to settle for the temporary post of president of the Provisional Congress. Jefferson Davis got the prize. He was inaugurated February 18, 1861, two weeks before Lincoln was scheduled to take the oath in Washington. In an unlikely coincidence, Davis had been born in 1808 in Kentucky, 125 miles west of where Lincoln would be born eight months later, in a log cabin, albeit more comfortable than the Lincolns’. The future presidents had little else in common. Davis’s father, a Revolutionary War veteran, owned six slaves. The family moved when Jefferson was an infant to Louisiana, then to Mississippi, just as leadership in the South was shifting from tobacco to cotton. Given a boost by his successful attorney brother, Davis enrolled at West Point and became one of the wealthiest planters in Mississippi. He served with distinction in the Mexican War, a turning point in his career. Entering Congress, he became a messianic proponent of slavery, an institution he adjudged in the interest of the slaves—for its Christianizing influence. As early as 1848 he was predicting civil war. As a young man, Davis lost a wife and spent a biblical seven years in isolation. He also suffered from a painful neuralgia. He battled such travails with courage but was possessed of neither humor nor self-knowledge. He was hypersensitive to affronts. He had read deeply in American history and “revered” the U.S. Constitution, which, to his reading, assigned no powers to the federal government except for those that the states delegated to it.

			The constitution framed in Montgomery made Davis’s preferences explicit. It was not democracy to which the Confederates objected, but the Hamiltonian ideal of centralism. Federal involvement in the economy was off limits. Protective tariffs were barred, ditto outlays for internal improvements. The memorable goal in the preamble of the original Constitution—“to form a more perfect union”—was scotched, for union was not the goal. It was to be, literally, a confederation—“each state acting in its sovereign and independent character.” If the object of Philadelphia had been government of the people via the limited instrumentality of federalism, in Montgomery the people spoke through the states. And this time, there was no euphemistic reference to “persons held to service.” The framers retained the Bill of Rights but explicitly protected “the right of property in negro slaves.”

			According to Davis, not only was the Confederacy beyond revocation, it was “permanent.” Yet Davis recognized that as an agricultural region, the South would be dependent on trade, thus on maintaining open ports. This would require a vigorous military. Foreseeing trouble, he confided to Varina, his wife, “We are without machinery, without means, and threatened by a powerful opposition.” Davis saw the likelihood of war, but missed the irony that it would require a degree of centralism inconsistent with the Confederate ethos.

			Even as the secessionists convened, another set of representatives, at a so-called peace convention in Washington, were drafting pro-slavery “compromises” to preserve the already shattered Union. Separately, Congress sent to the states an amendment to the U.S. Constitution barring Congress from ever interfering with a “domestic institution” within a state. Although largely symbolic, given that virtually no one claimed that the government had the power to abolish slavery, Representative Morrill anguished, “No vote I ever gave has caused me so much serious thought.”[*]

			Lincoln paid heed to the discussions to the limited, but important, extent of warning Republicans not to bend on the pivotal issue of extending slavery into the territories. On February 11, the day before his fifty-second birthday, he made a short, emotional address to a crowd of familiar faces at the Great Western Depot in Springfield and boarded an eastbound train.

			En route to the nation’s capital, Lincoln rode on twenty different railroads through the panoramic country he wouldn’t see again. The trip gave him time to think. The Union as a coherent place—its texture and its physicality—was much in his mind. In Indiana, where Lincoln had grown to young manhood, nostalgia gave way to profound awe at the scope of development since he had left. “When I first came to the west, some 44 or 45 years ago,” he told the gathered crowd, “at sundown you had completed a journey of some 30 miles which you had commenced at sunrise and thought you had done well. Now, only six hours have elapsed since I left my home in Illinois . . . and I find myself far from home surrounded by strangers.” Still, he added meaningfully, “We are bound together.”

			In Cincinnati, the rail-splitter spoke in favor of homesteads. “The wild lands of the country should be distributed,” he said, “so that every man should have the means.” Hearing foreign accents in the crowd, he added that immigrants, too, should qualify. In Pittsburgh, he spoke to the issue that had first claimed his attention in politics, and which Congress was now reconsidering—the tariff. Without belaboring the economic merits, Lincoln noted that a higher tariff was needed to meet the budget crisis, for “the treasury of the nation is in such a low condition.”

			During his journey, the tariff bill, sponsored by Morrill, sprang to life, given new possibility by the desertion of southern senators. The New York Chamber of Commerce protested that higher tariffs would make secession irrevocable. That ship had sailed, and as Greeley pointed out, the Republicans had been elected “with direct reference to giving us a tariff.” Henry Carey, a quackish and ardently pro-tariff economist who had been read by Lincoln, even claimed that “protection [had] made Lincoln President.”[*]

			Morrill proposed a revenue tariff (a modestly higher duty on imports), not a sharply higher “protective” tariff to wall out foreign goods. But his bill was a gift to home industry. Among the items subject to an increased duty was wool. Not coincidentally, Vermont’s 315,000 inhabitants tended a million sheep, whose spun fleece Morrill would now protect. The new tariff also rewarded Pennsylvania by raising duties on iron, with an eye toward prohibiting British imports. (The state’s powerful congressman, Thaddeus Stevens, owned an iron forge). It is estimated that the average rate on dutiable imports jumped from 19 percent to 27 percent. Buchanan signed the Morrill tariff two days before leaving office.

			When Lincoln arrived in New York, ships at the piers were decked in red, white, and blue, a patriotic homage that scarcely disguised the city’s sullen mood. Wall Street had suffered a renewed market panic and a plunge in luxury imports such as silk. Capitalists wanted a reassuring word. For all his belief in enterprise, Lincoln was not about to let Wall Street hijack his agenda. After the panic in November, he had written privately, “Nothing is to be gained by fawning around the ‘respectable scoundrels’ who got it up.” Now, on Lincoln’s visit to lower Manhattan, William E. Dodge, a prominent merchant and metals dealer, implored the President-elect to save the country from a collision that would lead to bankruptcy and to grass growing in the monied streets. Lincoln said he would defend the Constitution; then, he impatiently added, “Let the grass grow where it may.” At City Hall, when the southern-friendly Mayor Fernando Wood pleaded that commercial interests were endangered, Lincoln pledged to defend the Union—“not only the commercial interests of New York but the whole country.”

			On the anniversary of Washington’s birth, Lincoln was in Philadelphia; he was wildly cheered at Independence Hall. The presidential party, now swelled to include Mary Todd Lincoln and staff, traveled on in two well-appointed cars, a reporter noting that Lincoln slept while his “peripatetic” wife was restlessly awake. In Harrisburg, Lincoln got word of potential assassins awaiting him in Baltimore. The President-elect and an armed companion rushed ahead that night. They entered an unguarded Washington at six a.m. He had been traveling for twelve days.

			Lincoln planted himself at the Willard Hotel, a sprawling fixture of antebellum Washington, where he was deluged by job seekers. When Chase called, Lincoln was still undecided on whom to appoint to the bleeding Treasury. This added to the awkwardness between them. Two influential Pennsylvanians, Stevens and Carey, urged Lincoln to appoint Chase rather than their fellow Pennsylvanian, Cameron, who was known to be corrupt. But Lincoln was getting serious pushback from Seward, who threatened not to accept a position if Chase were included. Remarkably, Lincoln’s cabinet was divided even before he took the oath.

			“Everybody longing for the Inaugural,” wrote Strong, and thirty thousand came to hear it. The address was lengthy and lawyerly and almost torturously fair-minded. Lincoln dismissed secession as “legally void” on the grounds that “perpetuity is implied, if not expressed, in the fundamental law of all nations.” Yet he sought to reassure the South of his respect for the legal framework of slavery where it existed, awkwardly pledging to “confirm to and abide by all those acts which stand unrepealed.”

			He blended two seemingly contradictory points: conciliation toward southerners and inflexibility where he was determined to draw the line. There would be no “invasion,” no attempt to force “obnoxious strangers among the people.” On the other hand, customs would be collected, federal property defended. For all its labored balance, the address was studded with happy phrases—the “mystic chords of memory,” the “better angels of our nature.” Lincoln’s theme was that the angels favored union, a word he employed no fewer than twenty-one times. He regretted the destruction of the “national fabric,” doubted there were a better or equal hope to American democracy. Drawing on his recent journey, he distilled the impracticality of division, the topographic wholeness of the country, its natural and economic linkages. “Physically speaking,” he noted, “we cannot separate.”
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			Exigencies of War

			
				In a war, money loses its value and human beings themselves become the currency.

				[image: ] Alan Moorehead

			

			Both the North and South reckoned that if a war came, money would be decisive. And each side had an economic strategy for winning. The South hoped to leverage its control over the world’s cotton supply to force an early peace. The North, more simply, hoped to convert its superior wealth into an overwhelming fighting force. The idea was to starve the South into submission. Abraham Lincoln told a White House visitor that “resources” would decide the war; the side where the money held out longest would win. Yet at the outset, neither government had a financial system even marginally adequate to support a major conflict.

			On March 6, 1861, Lincoln’s second day in the White House, he resolved a critical uncertainty in his cabinet, nominating Salmon Chase for the Treasury. Chase protested—nothing between the two came easily—but he was promptly confirmed. Lincoln then asked for a report on the state of the finances.

			Chase had inauspicious news. The United States was advancing toward a major war with no currency and no ability, under the law, to borrow in the currency that did exist (the notes of private banks). Chase had no funds to tap, and since Congress did not meet until December, no way of obtaining funds. The United States had no taxing mechanism except for the tariff, and an armed conflict would surely have a depressing effect on trade. The government’s financial system, in other words, resembled that of a primitive state. Chase’s only scant resources were the unused portions of loans authorized under President Buchanan.

			The immediate issue was Fort Sumter, the federal installation in Charleston harbor and the last significant Union property in the cotton states. Major Robert Anderson, its Kentuckian commanding officer, reported to Lincoln that Sumter could not be defended without at least twenty thousand troops. The entire U.S. army had approximately sixteen thousand men, scattered over scores of outposts. Without fresh supplies, Sumter’s food would be gone in a matter of weeks. But the public (similar, as we have seen, to Lincoln’s cabinet) did not consider secession a reason to go to war. Chase favored resupplying only after torturously reckoning that it would not lead to war anyway.

			While Sumter hung in the balance, Lincoln was careful not to provoke the South. If war came, he wished not to be seen as having caused it. He let southern judgeships lie vacant; he did not attempt to retake forts and custom houses in Rebel hands. But the notion of ceding part of the government he had inherited sat poorly with the President. As he would say to Congress (histrionically referring to himself in the third person), “He felt that he had no moral right to shrink; nor even to count the chances of his own life, in what might follow.”

			Toward the end of March, the seventy-four-year-old Lieutenant General Winfield Scott, who had served under every president since Thomas Jefferson, recommended evacuating Sumter, and also Fort Pickens in Florida. But Lincoln had resolved not to give in. He reacted in the spirit of what he had written to Lyman Trumbull, after his election: “The tug has to come, & better now, than any time hereafter.” The cabinet fell in line and (with the exception of Secretary of State William Seward) now supported reprovisioning. Lincoln gave the South to know that the Union would supply food, not arms, as long as its ships weren’t fired on.

			But Jefferson Davis wanted the border states, most especially Virginia. He calculated that only bloodshed would rally them to the Confederacy. Sumter was the obvious target. Charleston was swarming with excited Rebels, including Edmund Ruffin, a seventh-generation Virginia planter, heir to his grandfather’s slave plantation, who after the election had hastened to South Carolina. It is evidence of the South’s boiling temper that Ruffin, an erudite farm journal editor credited with improving crop yields, had abandoned his earlier moderation and was seen about town in flowing white locks and blue cockade, beating the drum for secession. The sixty-six-year-old widower was accorded the honor of firing the first shot. “The shell struck the fort, at the north-east angle of the parapet,” Ruffin mechanically recorded in his diary on April 12, 1861—hardly moved at having begun the Civil War.

			The attack hit the North like a shock wave. Patriotic spirit was suddenly awakened. “The northern backbone
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