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    In the shadows of a nation at war, information moves faster than armies and decides the fate of battles. Allan Pinkerton’s The Spy of the Rebellion enters that quicksilver space where whispered reports, coded messages, and improvised disguises become instruments of national survival. Written from the vantage of a professional investigator who turned his methods to wartime service, the book frames espionage not as romantic diversion but as disciplined labor under mortal pressure. It foregrounds the peril and patience of intelligence work, revealing how the contest for evidence, access, and credibility can be as decisive as cannon fire and as intimate as a handshake.

The Spy of the Rebellion is a nonfiction narrative by Allan Pinkerton, founder of the Pinkerton National Detective Agency, first published in 1883. Composed in the late nineteenth century, it recounts episodes of Union intelligence during the American Civil War, as remembered and organized by one of its most visible practitioners. Pinkerton sets out to document the structures, practices, and personalities of the spy system he helped develop, emphasizing how observation, countermeasures, and coordination supported military decision-making. Without giving away specific operational outcomes, the book shows its author’s intention to preserve a record of clandestine service and to argue for the strategic value of information.

Pinkerton’s authority derives from his distinctive professional trajectory. A Scottish-born immigrant and early American reformer, he established a detective agency renowned for preventive methods and disciplined fieldwork. During the war’s early years he directed intelligence efforts attached to the Union’s principal eastern army, operating under an alias to protect his identity. These roles shaped his view of espionage as methodical, evidence-driven, and ethically bound to the preservation of the Republic. In the book, he assembles recollections and documents to depict how a civilian network mapped threat, assessed risk, and attempted to translate fragmentary data into military insight under shifting, dangerous conditions.

The work endures as a classic because it occupies a foundational place in American writing about espionage. Long before the modern spy novel, Pinkerton offered a sustained account of undercover operations anchored in real conflicts, blending procedural detail with narrative momentum. Its status rests not only on subject matter but on the way it codified the vocabulary of spycraft for a general readership—cover identities, safe houses, couriers, surveillance, and counterintelligence. The book helped cement espionage as a serious lens for viewing national crisis and institutional response, ensuring its continued presence in conversations about both Civil War history and the genealogy of the spy narrative.

Readers encounter an episodic structure shaped by itineraries and encounters: railway lines, border towns, encampments, and crowded city streets form a map of clandestine movement. Pinkerton sketches teams of operatives who gather, relay, and interpret intelligence with patience and care, often under assumed identities and with carefully managed cover stories. The narrative stresses logistics as much as daring, showing how timetables, passwords, and signals enable fragile chains of trust. It acknowledges the use of pseudonyms and withheld names, a reminder that secrecy extends from the field to the page. The result is a documentary feel animated by suspenseful pacing and concrete operational challenges.

Because it was written decades after the events it describes, the book reflects the conventions of nineteenth-century memoir: a blend of documentation, recollection, and authorial framing. Scholars note that Pinkerton’s account can be self-promotional and occasionally dramatized, qualities common to contemporary wartime narratives. Yet even with such caution in mind, it remains a valuable source for understanding how intelligence work was conceived, organized, and defended in its own time. The text preserves the period’s terminology, priorities, and assumptions, offering a window onto the mental world of Union espionage and the emerging professional ethos of investigative practice in the United States.

At its core, The Spy of the Rebellion explores the tension between concealment and loyalty. Agents live double lives, their silence serving a public that must largely remain unaware of their sacrifices. The book considers the ethics of deception deployed in the name of safeguarding democratic order, asking how far prudence and necessity may bend ideals without breaking them. It shows that intelligence is not omniscience but a disciplined struggle against uncertainty, where inference, patience, and courage converge. In this way, the narrative becomes a meditation on duty under ambiguity, a portrait of patriotism expressed through secrecy rather than spectacle.

As literature, Pinkerton’s chronicle helped normalize espionage as a legitimate subject for American readers, bridging detective reportage and military history. Its procedural focus anticipates later conventions of spy and detective storytelling, from the careful cultivation of informants to the measured escalation of risk. While distinct from fiction, the book’s scenes, character sketches, and operational puzzles furnished a template for dramatizing intelligence work without severing ties to real events. Within literary history, it demonstrates how public appetite for investigation, proof, and organized secrecy contributed to the rise of a broader culture of information and to enduring narrative forms centered on inquiry.

Pinkerton writes with a clear purpose: to document an organized spy system, to vindicate the necessity of intelligence, and to honor those who served within it. He presents espionage as infrastructure, not improvisation—a coordinated effort that supplied commanders with context and options. The book offers the public a structured account of how civilians and soldiers collaborated to gather timely, actionable knowledge. It also seeks to fix memory, placing intelligence work alongside more visible feats of arms in the annals of the war. Through this framing, Pinkerton argues that national security depends on institutions able to see, interpret, and adapt.

Stylistically, the narrative blends sober exposition with dramatic set pieces, reflecting the era’s taste for moral earnestness and vivid incident. Pinkerton favors clear sequences of action, practical detail, and measured reflection, producing a cadence that alternates between urgency and analysis. Descriptions of routes, signals, and routines provide the texture of work; moments of danger give it pulse. The voice remains purposeful, preferring clarity over flourish and procedure over spectacle. By keeping focus on method and discipline, the book underscores a central claim: that the quiet accumulation of facts, painstakingly verified, can shape outcomes as powerfully as any charge across a battlefield.

For contemporary readers, the book’s appeal lies in both subject and sensibility. It offers a ground-level view of how a democracy at risk contended with infiltration, misinformation, and divided loyalties. Its pages trace the emergence of practices—surveillance, analysis, compartmentalization—that still define intelligence today. The narrative provides an accessible entry point into Civil War history while modeling a way to think about uncertainty, institutional learning, and strategic patience. Even as one reads critically, the human texture of risk, decision, and trust remains compelling, drawing the audience into the lived experience of clandestine service during a national emergency.

The Spy of the Rebellion endures because it links enduring themes—duty, identity, secrecy, and truth—to the concrete mechanics of survival in wartime. As a document of its moment and a landmark in the literature of espionage, it illuminates how information wars shape political ones. It invites debate about credibility while delivering a vivid account of methods and motives, thus remaining instructive and engaging. Readers return to it for its historical vantage, its procedural clarity, and its moral questions, which remain unsettled in every age. In its measured, purposeful prose, the book argues that vigilance is a civic craft as well as a military necessity.
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    Allan Pinkerton’s The Spy of the Rebellion presents a first-hand account of Union intelligence work at the dawn of the American Civil War. Opening with the secession crisis and unrest along key rail lines, the narrative introduces Pinkerton, already a noted detective, engaged to protect critical transportation corridors. Commissioned by railroad executive Samuel M. Felton, he organizes a covert inquiry into sabotage threats and political violence centered on Maryland. The book describes how small teams, covers, and quiet surveillance traced networks of secessionist sympathizers. These early chapters establish the methods, risks, and urgency that will guide the subsequent wartime operations.

An early focal point is the conspiracy to attack President-elect Abraham Lincoln as he passed through Baltimore en route to his inauguration. Pinkerton details the infiltration of clandestine societies in the city, the gathering of testimony, and corroboration through multiple agents. Operatives such as Kate Warne cultivated sources, observed meeting places, and reconstructed travel timetables. On the basis of this intelligence, Lincoln’s itinerary was quietly altered, and he reached Washington without incident. The episode illustrates the book’s core approach: patient undercover work, cross-checked reports, and decisive action to protect national leaders and infrastructure amid volatile public sentiment.

With war underway, Pinkerton describes his formal appointment to direct intelligence for Major General George B. McClellan and the Army of the Potomac, operating under the alias E. J. Allen. He outlines the structure of the service: city stations, field agents, couriers, cipher communications, and standardized reports on enemy organization, strength, and movements. The narrative emphasizes disciplined procedures—interviewing prisoners and refugees, analyzing captured documents, and coordinating with railroad officials and telegraph operators. These chapters situate intelligence as a continuous support function to planning and security, with regular briefings to commanders and the development of files, maps, and estimates for impending campaigns.

A central case study follows Timothy Webster, an operative whose assumed identities allowed him to circulate among Confederate sympathizers in Baltimore and, later, within Richmond. Paired at times with Hattie Lawton, he built credibility by carrying controlled messages and observing batteries, patrols, and supply routes. Pinkerton recounts the care taken to avoid detection—dead drops, prearranged signals, and compartmented knowledge. Reports from Webster and allied sources provided order-of-battle details and insight into local morale and intentions. Their information moved through concealed channels back to Washington, informing assessments of Confederate dispositions during the war’s early stages.

The narrative turns when the Richmond network is compromised. Webster is seized by Confederate authorities after the exposure of intermediaries, and Lawton is imprisoned. Pinkerton documents attempts to intervene through legal argument, prisoner exchanges, and clandestine efforts, but the case culminates in Webster’s execution. The account stresses the peril faced by agents operating beyond Union lines and the operational disruptions that followed. These chapters also record the treatment of captured operatives, the scrutiny of their methods, and the steps taken to rebuild channels while safeguarding remaining sources and procedures in contested cities.

Beyond the Richmond episodes, the book surveys intelligence and counterintelligence work across border states and occupied zones. Pinkerton describes surveillance of river crossings, guerrilla bands, and mail routes; the arrest of couriers and saboteurs; and protective measures for depots, bridges, and telegraphs. Field scouts, guides, and loyal local contacts contributed sketches of roads and fords, while interrogations and document analysis refined maps and strength estimates. The service also combated financial schemes aiding the rebellion and monitored contraband trade. These vignettes illustrate the breadth of tasks assigned to a small cadre expected to secure both military forces and the logistics that sustained them.

Substantial attention is given to the Peninsula Campaign, during which Pinkerton’s service compiled enemy-strength estimates near Yorktown and Richmond. He enumerates sources—escaped civilians, prisoners, scouts, and aerial observations—used to calculate Confederate numbers and positions. The reports informed McClellan’s operational choices during the siege and subsequent movements. Pinkerton presents the evolving intelligence picture as fluid and cautious, reflecting limited visibility and the adversary’s deception. The narrative traces engagements and withdrawals while emphasizing how fragmentary data were integrated into daily briefings. This section frames intelligence as both a guide and a constraint amid shifting terrain, weather, and command decisions.

Following changes in high command and the close of the Peninsula operations, Pinkerton explains his resignation from direct military intelligence and a return to protective work on the Northern home front. The later chapters compile letters, affidavits, and official endorsements supporting earlier accounts and clarifying disputed episodes. He summarizes additional arrests, disrupted plots, and the conduct expected of agents—discretion, corroboration, and adherence to orders. The documentation is presented to record sources, defend procedures, and acknowledge the contributions of lesser-known operatives whose efforts, he argues, often remained invisible in public narratives of the war.

Across its episodes, The Spy of the Rebellion conveys the emergence of an organized American intelligence service shaped by civil infrastructure, clandestine tradecraft, and wartime urgency. The book’s central message is practical rather than theoretical: security depends on disciplined collection, careful verification, and decisive but discreet action. By chronicling the risks faced by agents and the administrative systems built around them, Pinkerton highlights both the possibilities and limits of secret work in a democratic society at war. The narrative closes as a record and justification, preserving names, methods, and results that influenced Union strategy during the conflict’s opening years.
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    Allan Pinkerton’s The Spy of the Rebellion is set primarily in the United States during the secession crisis and the American Civil War, 1860–1865, with scenes stretching from Midwestern rail hubs to the politically volatile cities of Baltimore and Washington. The narrative unfolds amid rapid industrialization, the spread of telegraphy, and the strategic importance of railroads that stitched together wartime logistics. Pinkerton’s Chicago-based detective agency operated within this new infrastructure, exploiting mobility and communication networks. The book’s geography tracks the Union high command’s movements, especially the Army of the Potomac’s theater in Virginia and Maryland, and the border-state fault lines where loyalty, commerce, and clandestine politics intersected.

The period is marked by the collapse of antebellum political compromises, the rise of mass armies, and a federal security vacuum that private actors rushed to fill. Washington, D.C., in early 1861 was small, porous, and beset by spies; Baltimore was a flashpoint of secessionist organizing; Richmond became the fortified Confederate capital. Rail lines such as the Philadelphia, Wilmington and Baltimore and the Baltimore and Ohio were strategic arteries, while the telegraph altered the tempo of command and counterintelligence. Within that setting, Pinkerton’s firm adopted aliases, ciphers, and undercover tradecraft, embedding agents in taverns, depots, and hotels to map loyalties, troop movements, and assassination threats.

The secession crisis began with Abraham Lincoln’s election on 6 November 1860 and South Carolina’s secession on 20 December, followed by Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, and Texas by February 1861. Delegates met at Montgomery, Alabama, forming the Confederate States of America on 8 February 1861, and Jefferson Davis became its president. When Confederate guns opened on Fort Sumter on 12 April 1861, war commenced. The book mirrors this cascade as the catalyst for Pinkerton’s mobilization: railroads faced sabotage, Washington feared isolation, and clandestine cells formed in border cities. Pinkerton’s narrative frames his early intelligence contracts as a response to a federal moment of extreme vulnerability.

The alleged Baltimore Plot of February 1861, during Lincoln’s journey from Springfield to Washington, is the work’s most formative episode. Samuel H. Felton, president of the Philadelphia, Wilmington and Baltimore Railroad, hired Pinkerton to detect threats to bridges and the president-elect’s passage. Pinkerton posted agents in Baltimore taverns and depots, where nativist gangs like the Plug Uglies mixed with secessionist sympathizers. The Baltimore police marshal, George P. Kane, and the city’s political elite were viewed with suspicion in Washington. Pinkerton’s operative Kate Warne, among the first women detectives in the United States, played a conspicuous role infiltrating social circles to gather names, timings, and routes.

Pinkerton concluded that conspirators intended to strike during Lincoln’s publicly scheduled transfer between depots on 23 February 1861. He proposed an altered itinerary: Lincoln left Harrisburg covertly on the night of 22 February, traveled via Philadelphia and Wilmington, and passed through Baltimore at night without ceremony, arriving in Washington early on 23 February. Pinkerton accompanied him; Warne scouted stations and signaled safe passage. Though historians continue to debate the plot’s scale and credibility, the planning context is incontrovertible: volatile Baltimore politics, saboteurs targeting railroad bridges, and a fragile federal security apparatus. The book makes this operation the keystone of Pinkerton’s wartime authority.

In The Spy of the Rebellion, the Baltimore Plot anchors the narrative of professionalized intelligence harnessed to national survival. Pinkerton emphasizes rail schedules, telegraph monitoring, coded communications, and undercover personas, casting his firm as a surrogate state service before such organs existed. He names specific suspects, meeting places, and dates to argue that the threat was real and imminent. Whatever the controversy, the event’s legacy is clear in subsequent federal actions: troop deployments in Maryland, the arrest of pro-secession officials, and the hardening of transport security. Pinkerton’s account thus fuses personal memoir with a claim to having preserved a presidency at the threshold of war.

As war erupted, Pinkerton organized the Union’s field intelligence for Maj. Gen. George B. McClellan in late 1861, operating under the alias E. J. Allen. His network collected information from scouts, deserters, prisoners, balloon observers, and loyal civilians; analysts compiled strength estimates, maps, and order-of-battle summaries for the Army of the Potomac. Headquarters in Washington and forward posts in northern Virginia coordinated couriers and ciphered telegraph traffic. The book presents this apparatus as proto-institutional, arguing that systematic intelligence could offset the fog of war. McClellan’s reliance on Pinkerton’s reports is a recurring theme, linking staff processes to operational decisions on the Peninsula and beyond.

Maryland’s unrest culminated in the Baltimore riot of 19 April 1861, when secessionist crowds attacked the 6th Massachusetts Regiment transiting the city, leaving multiple dead. Railroad bridges north of Baltimore were soon burned, and telegraph lines were cut, threatening Washington’s lifeline. Federal troops occupied critical junctions; authorities later arrested figures such as Mayor George William Brown and Marshal George P. Kane. The book connects its early surveillance to these outcomes, claiming forewarning of bridge sabotage and urban insurgency. Pinkerton’s agents, embedded along the Philadelphia, Wilmington and Baltimore line, are depicted as a buffer between transport chaos and the Union’s effort to secure the capital corridor.

During the Peninsula Campaign of March–July 1862, McClellan advanced on Richmond via the Virginia Peninsula, besieging Yorktown in April and fighting at Seven Pines on 31 May–1 June, before Robert E. Lee seized the initiative in the Seven Days Battles, 25 June–1 July. Pinkerton’s reports often estimated Confederate forces far above their actual strength, sometimes exceeding 150,000–180,000 when Lee fielded roughly 90,000. The book defends these figures as prudent, emphasizing source triangulation amid deception and terrain. Strategically, the estimates reinforced McClellan’s caution, shaping the tempo of operations. By documenting sources and dates, Pinkerton argues that intelligence was both essential and inherently uncertain.

Undercover work in Richmond and its environs produced some of the book’s most harrowing episodes. Agent Timothy Webster penetrated Confederate circles in 1861–1862, relaying schedules, passwords, and troop dispositions. Captured in early 1862 and tried under the purview of Confederate provost authorities, he was hanged on 29 April 1862 in Richmond. Fellow operative Hattie Lawton was imprisoned and later exchanged. The Spy of the Rebellion dwells on these cases to illustrate the lethal stakes of espionage and the moral economy of loyalty and betrayal. Names, safe houses, and dates link the narrative to the city’s wartime security regime under figures like General John H. Winder.

African American participation in Union intelligence expanded as enslaved people fled to Union lines and contraband camps formed after 1861. The Emancipation Proclamation on 1 January 1863 and the establishment of the United States Colored Troops later that year reoriented the war’s social and military dynamics. Pinkerton’s accounts, including stories of a black operative often called John Scobell, highlight guides, scouts, and informants who mapped roads, fords, and supply depots. The book positions these contributions as practical assets that pierced Confederate secrecy. Historically, such human intelligence complemented cavalry reconnaissance and signal corps intercepts, and altered commanders’ understanding of terrain, logistics, and local loyalties in contested regions.

Northern dissent coalesced in Copperhead politics and clandestine orders such as the Knights of the Golden Circle, Order of American Knights, and later the Sons of Liberty. Figures like Clement L. Vallandigham, arrested in May 1863 and tried by military commission, symbolized opposition to the war and emancipation. In Illinois and Indiana, authorities disrupted alleged plots in 1864 to arm secret societies and liberate prisoners, notably the foiled Camp Douglas conspiracy in Chicago around the November 1864 elections. The book links Pinkerton informants to the exposure of these schemes, situating private detectives within the broader Union counter-subversion effort that combined military intelligence, local police, and federal orders.

Institutional rivalries shaped Union counterintelligence. Lafayette C. Baker’s National Detective Police, under the War Department’s Provost Marshal, competed with private and army-linked networks. After McClellan’s removal in November 1862, Pinkerton left federal service; the Army of the Potomac’s Bureau of Military Information, led by George H. Sharpe from early 1863, consolidated analysis and field reconnaissance. Separately, the United States Secret Service was established in the Treasury Department on 5 July 1865 to combat counterfeiting, not wartime espionage. The book implicitly argues for Pinkerton’s precedence, cataloging methods, personnel, and results to stake a claim in the lineage of American intelligence organizations.

The Maryland Campaign of September 1862, culminating at Antietam on 17 September, tested intelligence under crisis. Robert E. Lee’s Special Order 191, discovered on 13 September, revealed dispositions that helped McClellan concentrate. While the order’s find was serendipitous, analytic assessment and reconnaissance framed subsequent choices. Pinkerton, still with McClellan then, presents staff processes that collated prisoner statements, maps, and signal reports against the order’s contents. Antietam’s brutal draw halted Lee’s advance and provided Lincoln the context to announce emancipation preliminarily. The book’s linkage of named scouts, dates, and field reports underscores intelligence as a force multiplier even when battlefield outcomes remained indecisive.

Pinkerton’s antebellum abolitionism contextualizes his wartime ethos. In the 1850s, amid the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 and intensified renditions, Pinkerton’s Chicago home and networks aided the Underground Railroad, moving fugitives through Illinois toward Michigan and Canada. He collaborated with antislavery activists and used detective skills to shield routes and identities. The book’s moral framing of espionage against secession draws on these commitments, presenting clandestine action as a defense of Union and liberty. Names of Midwestern towns, safe corridors, and the era’s legal pressures anchor the continuity between prewar covert assistance and wartime intelligence aimed at disrupting a slaveholding rebellion.

As a social critique, the book exposes the fragility of republican institutions under stress: porous borders, partisan city machines, and the absence of professional security services. Pinkerton portrays Baltimore’s ward politics, railroad patronage, and militia clubs as breeding grounds for violence against lawful authority. He highlights class and ethnic fissures that secret societies exploited, and shows how women and African Americans, excluded from formal power, became pivotal operatives. By naming officials shielded by local influence and detailing dates and sites of sabotage, the narrative indicts complacency in municipal governance and underscores the federal government’s initial incapacity to protect voting, travel, and public order.

Politically, the work interrogates the trade-offs between civil liberties and wartime necessity. Maryland arrests, press surveillance, loyalty oaths, and military commissions appear as controversial tools deployed to suppress insurrectionary activity. Pinkerton’s emphasis on preemptive action, covert monitoring, and deception critiques both the lethargy of some military leaders and the dangers of unregulated conspiracy. The narrative implies that accountability required records, chain-of-command integration, and analytic rigor, not ad hoc vigilantism. By cataloging failures of estimation as well as successes, the book implicitly argues for institutionalized intelligence, while revealing how class, race, and party conflict shaped who was suspected, protected, or sacrificed in the struggle to preserve the Union.
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    Allan Pinkerton (1819–1884) was a Scottish-born American detective, spymaster, and author whose name became synonymous with private investigation in the United States. He founded the Pinkerton National Detective Agency, which introduced organized methods of surveillance, undercover work, and centralized record-keeping to a young nation’s law-and-order landscape. During the American Civil War he managed intelligence operations for the Union Army and helped protect President-elect Abraham Lincoln en route to Washington, D.C. Between fieldwork and administration, he also shaped public understanding of detective work through widely read narratives published under his name. Pinkerton’s career bridged policing, wartime espionage, publishing, and the rise of corporate security in the nineteenth century.

Pinkerton grew up in Scotland with limited formal schooling and trained as a cooper, a trade that emphasized precision and endurance. As a young adult he was involved in the Chartist movement, an experience that sharpened his political awareness and appreciation for organized efforts. He emigrated to the United States in the early 1840s and settled near Chicago, where he established a cooperage. In Illinois he was drawn into civic affairs and antislavery activity, aiding the Underground Railroad in and around the Chicago area. This blend of practical craftsmanship, political engagement, and moral purpose formed the backdrop to his later work in investigation and security.

Pinkerton’s investigative career began in the Midwest when his sharp observations led to assistance in dismantling a counterfeiting ring, drawing notice from local authorities and railroads. By 1850 he founded the Pinkerton National Detective Agency in Chicago, adopting rigorous procedures, discreet operatives, and an instantly recognizable eye logo tied to the slogan “We Never Sleep.” He emphasized meticulous files, fieldcraft, and the cultivation of informants. Notably, he hired operatives from varied backgrounds, including women such as Kate Warne, and assigned them to undercover roles. The agency’s work for railways and businesses established Pinkerton as a pioneer in professionalized private detection at a time when public policing was still developing.

In the lead-up to the Civil War, Pinkerton and his operatives investigated threats to President-elect Lincoln, developing intelligence about a planned attack during the Baltimore leg of the journey to Washington. Pinkerton helped orchestrate Lincoln’s discreet passage, an episode that publicized his agency’s capabilities. During the war’s early years, he led intelligence operations for the Union’s Army of the Potomac, working under the alias “E. J. Allen.” His networks gathered information through scouts and undercover agents, though his estimates of enemy strength later drew criticism. Still, his efforts marked a formative moment in organized American military intelligence and the use of civilian expertise in wartime.

After the war, Pinkerton expanded his firm’s reach across the United States. His operatives pursued train and bank robbers, guarded shipments, and investigated complex conspiracies. The agency infiltrated secretive organizations, including efforts in the Pennsylvania coal fields related to the Molly Maguires, and accepted assignments in labor disputes on behalf of employers. These activities brought both praise for effectiveness and criticism for involvement in anti-union campaigns, controversies that intensified in the late nineteenth century. Pursuits of notorious outlaws also led to public scrutiny when operations turned violent or caused civilian harm. Through it all, the firm refined investigative techniques that shaped later corporate security and detective practice.

Pinkerton was also a prolific author of investigative narratives published under his name, drawing on cases and methods to craft vivid accounts. Notable titles include The Expressman and the Detective, The Somnambulist and the Detective, Bank Robbers and the Detectives, The Model Town and the Detectives, The Molly Maguires and the Detectives, Strikers, Communists, Tramps and Detectives, and The Spy of the Rebellion. Written in the 1870s and early 1880s, these works blended reportage, moral instruction, and dramatic pacing, helping popularize detective literature in the United States. They attracted a wide readership and influenced expectations about investigative procedure, undercover work, and the figure of the professional sleuth.

Pinkerton led his agency into the 1880s while continuing to publicize its methods and cases. He died in Chicago in the mid-1880s, and the firm continued under family leadership, becoming a durable fixture in private security. His legacy is complex: he helped institutionalize systematic investigation and military intelligence, advanced the professional role of private detectives, and documented the craft in books that still interest historians of crime, labor, and the Civil War. At the same time, his agency’s role in labor conflicts remains a source of debate. Today his writings are read as period documents and early true-crime narratives, and his name endures in discussions of policing and security.
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Nearly a score of years have passed since the occurrence of the events related in the following pages. The "Rebellion," with its bloody scenes, has ended, and the country is at peace. The grass is waving green and beautiful over many Southern fields that once ran with human blood, as the contending forces met in the deadly encounter. The birds are carolling sweetly in the air, which then was laden with the clarion notes of the trumpet; the fierce, wild yell of assaulting soldiery; the booming of cannon, and the groans of the wounded and dying. The merchant, the mechanic, and the husbandman have returned to the pursuits which they followed before the dark clouds of war had overshadowed this fair land, and they shouldered their muskets in defense of the Union. From the desolation and the ravages of war, the country has emerged into the sunshine of abiding peace, and now, in the evening twilight, the gray-haired veterans gather around their family hearthstones to repeat the stories of bravery and devotion associated with those trying hours of their country's history.

In the twilight of my days I have been tempted to the recitals which follow, and in relating my experiences as the Chief of the Secret Service of the Government during the Rebellion, I have been governed by a desire to acquaint the public with the movements of those brave men who rendered invaluable service to their country, although they never wore a uniform or carried a musket. Working quietly, and frequently under disguises, their assistance to the Union commanders was of incalculable advantage, and many acts of courage and daring were performed by these men which, until now, have never been revealed. Indeed, as to my own nom-de-plume, "E. J. Allen," many of the officers of the army and officials of the Government, with whom I was in constant communication, never knew me by any other name, and the majority of them are to this day in ignorance of the fact that E. J. Allen, late Chief of the Secret Service, and Allan Pinkerton are one and the same person.

During the progress of the struggle, and the years which have since elapsed, many of my old acquaintances, who held important positions in the army and in governmental departments, have passed away from earth. Some of them falling in the heat of battle, in the courageous discharge of duty, while others, passing through the fiery ordeal, have died amid the comforts and the charms of home.

President Lincoln, Edwin M. Stanton, William H. Seward and Salmon P. Chase, all giants in their day, have departed from the sphere of their usefulness, and have gone to their long home. Soldiers and civilians, generals and privates, with whom I was connected, and their name is legion, have taken up their journey to "that bourne from whence no traveler e'er returns."

In detailing the various events which follow, I have been careful to offer nothing but that which actually transpired. I have avoided giving expression to any thoughts or feelings of antagonism to the South, because the time for such utterances has passed. Indeed, except for the existence of slavery, I always cherished a warm affection for the Southern people. But this institution of human bondage always received my most earnest opposition. Believing it to be a curse to the American nation, and an evidence of barbarism, no efforts of mine were ever spared in behalf of the slave, and to-day I have not a single regret for the course I then pursued.

Many times before the war, when I was associated with those philanthrophic spirits who controlled the so-called "Underground Railroad[1]," I have assisted in securing safety and freedom for the fugitive slave, no matter at what hour, under what circumstances, or at what cost, the act was to be performed. John Brown, the white-haired abolitionist of Kansas fame, was my bosom friend; and more than one dark night has found us working earnestly together in behalf of the fleeing bondman, who was striving for his liberty. After his gallant effort at Harper's Ferry, and while he was confined in a Virginia prison, my efforts in his behalf were unceasing; and had it not been for the excessive watchfulness of those having him in charge, the pages of American history would never have been stained with a record of his execution. As it is, though his fate may have been in accordance with the decrees of the laws then existing, I can recall with all the old enthusiasm that I then experienced, the thundering effect of thousands of our brave "boys in blue," joining in that electric war cry, the refrain of which was:


John Brown's body lies mouldering in the grave,

But his soul goes marching along,"



while they hurried in solid phalanx to meet the enemy upon the field of battle.

In the preliminary chapters, I have detailed with accuracy the facts connected with the conspiracy to assassinate Abraham Lincoln, when he was first elected to the Presidency. The part I took in discovering the existence of that plot and the efforts of my men in ferreting out the prime movers of that murderous compact, are told for the first time in these pages, and the correctness of their relation is undoubted; though in the dark days that followed, the bullet of the assassin removed the martyred President, while engaged in the fulfillment of his mission. I cannot repress a sense of pride in the fact, that at the commencement of his glorious career I had averted the blow that was aimed at his honest, manly heart.

In the events which transpired during the years 1861 and 1862, I took an active part. From the early days of April until after the battle of Antietam had been fought and won, I was connected with the military operations of the government. In Washington I acted under the directions of the Secretaries of War, and Colonel Andrew Porter, the provost-marshal; and in the field, I was under the immediate direction of General George B. McClellan.

My relations with the various departments were always of the most cordial and confidential character. To particularize in this matter is almost impossible; but I cannot refrain from mentioning, in the highest terms of respect and friendship, Colonel Thomas A. Scott of Pennsylvania. In the early days of the nation's peril, he occupied the position of Assistant Secretary of War. In him I always found a warm friend and advocate, and in many emergencies his prompt and intelligent action was most potent in accomplishing good results in that era of confusion, of doubt and hesitation.

Of my service with the military department while in active duty, little needs to be said here. From the time of his commission by Governor Dennison of Ohio, to the day when he was relieved, after his splendid victory at Antietam, I followed the fortunes of General McClellan. Never doubting his ability or his loyalty—always possessing his confidence and esteem, I am at this time proud and honored in ranking him foremost among my invaluable friends. When secret enemies were endeavoring to prejudice the mind of the President against his chosen commander; when wily politicians were seeking to belittle him in the estimation of the people, and when jealous minded officers were ignorantly criticising his plans of campaign, General McClellan pursued his course with unflinching courage and with a devotion to his country unsurpassed by any who have succeeded him, and upon whose brows are entwined the laurels of the conqueror.

His marvelous reorganization of the army, the enthusiasm with which his presence invariably inspired the soldiers under his command, and the grand battles which he fought against enemies in front and in rear, have all passed into history—and to-day the intelligent and unprejudiced reader finds in a calm and dispassionate review of his career, an ample and overwhelming justification of his course as a loyal and capable commander-in-chief.

Self-constituted critics, whose avenues of information were limited and unreliable, have attempted to prove that the force opposed to General McClellan was much less than was really the case; and upon this hypothesis have been led into unjust and undeserved censure of the commanding general. From my own experience, I know to the contrary. My system of obtaining knowledge upon this point was so thorough and complete, my sources of information were so varied, that there could be no serious mistake in the estimates which I then made and reported to General McClellan. From every available field the facts were gleaned. From prisoners of war, contrabands, loyal Southerners, deserters, blockade-runners and from actual observations by trustworthy scouts, my estimates were made, and to-day I affirm as strongly as I then did, that the force opposed to General McClellan before Richmond approximated nearer to 200,000 men, than they did to the numerous estimates of irresponsible historians who have placed the strength of the rebel forces at that time below 100,000 men. In this connection I must refer also to the valuable assistance rendered both General McClellan and myself by that indefatigable Aid-de-camp Colonel Key. Though he no longer mingles with the things of earth, the memory of his devotion and his intelligent services to the cause of the Union is imperishable. No truer, braver man ever drew a sword than did this noble and efficient staff officer, now deceased.

Of Timothy Webster, who so ably assisted me in my various and delicate duties, and whose life was sacrificed for the cause he held so dear, I have only words of warmest commendation. Brave, honest and intelligent, he entered into the contest to perform his whole duty, and right nobly did he fulfill his pledge. No danger was too great, no trust too responsible, no mission too delicate for him to attempt, and though executed as a spy in a Richmond prison, his name shall ever be cherished with honor and friendship by those who knew his worth, and who appreciated the unswerving devotion of a loyal heart. No dishonor can ever attach to the memory of a patriot who died in the service of his country.

The events narrated have all occurred. The record is a truthful one. Although not so complete as I could wish, they must serve the purpose for which they are intended. In the disastrous fire which swept over Chicago in 1871, my records were mainly destroyed, and to this fact must be attributed the failure to more elaborately detail the multitudinous operations of my men. With the able assistance of Mr. George H. Bangs, my efficient General Superintendent, "we did what we could," and the approbation of our commanding officers attest the efficiency of our efforts.

After leaving the service, the conduct of the war passed into other hands. Other men were chosen to the command of the armies, and other sources of information were resorted to. Succeeding battles have been fought, defeats have been sustained, victories have been achieved, and the war is happily ended. The slave is free, and in the enjoyment of the rights of citizenship. The country is at peace, her prosperity is assured, and now that passion and prejudice have died away, and honest judgments are given of the events that have transpired, I leave to the impartial reader, and historian, the question whether the course I pursued, and the General whom I loved and faithfully served, are deserving of censure, or are entitled to the praises of a free and enlightened people.

Allan Pinkerton.






CHAPTER I.


Table of Contents




"An Unwritten Page of History."—A Political Resumé.—Mr. Lincoln is Elected President.



Many years have elapsed since the occurrence of the events which I am about to relate. Years that have been full of mighty import to the nation. A bitter, prolonged and bloody war has laid its desolating hands upon a once united country. For years the roar of cannon and the clash of steel reverberated through the bright valleys and the towering hills of the fruitful South. In those years when brother arose against his brother, when ties of kindred and association were broken asunder like frail reeds, glorious deeds were wrought and grand results have been accomplished. America has taught the world a lesson of bravery and endurance; the shackles have been stricken from the slave; an error of a century has been crushed, and freedom is now no longer an empty name, but a beautiful and enduring realism.

To-day peace spreads her broad, sheltering arms over a reunited and enlightened nation. The roll of the drum and the tramp of armed men are now no longer heard. North and South have again clasped hands in a renewal of friendship and in a perpetuity of union.

But a short time ago a Republican President elected by but a slight majority of the voters of this great community, left his peaceful home in the West and journeyed to the capital of the nation, to take the oath of office and to assume the high duties of a chief magistrate. As he passed through the towns and cities upon his route a general plaudit of welcome was his greeting, even noted political foes joining in the demonstrations. His road was arched with banners and his path was strewn with flowers. Everywhere he found an enthusiasm of welcome, a universal prayer for success, and the triumphal train entered the capital amid the ovations of the populace, which reached almost a climax of patriotic and effervescing joy.

Twenty years ago witnessed a different condition of affairs. The political horizon was dark and obscured. The low mutterings of the storm that was soon to sweep over our country, and to deluge our fair land with fratricidal blood, were distinctly heard. Sectional differences were developing into widespread dissensions. Cherished institutions were threatened with dissolution, and political antagonism had aroused a contented people into a frenzy of hate.

On the twenty-second of May, 1856, an American Senator was assaulted in the Senate-house by a political opponent for daring to give utterance to opinions that were hostile to the slave-holding interests of the South. Later in the same year a Republican candidate, with professed anti-slavery views, was nominated for the presidency, and although defeated, gave evidence of such political strength that Southern leaders became alarmed.

At this time the Hon. Stephen A. Douglas was a prominent leader of the Democratic party, but through his opposition to what was known as the Lecompton Bill, he incurred the displeasure of his political friends of the South, who vainly endeavored to enact such legislation as would practically lead to his retirement from the party.

In 1858 the famous contest between Abraham Lincoln and Stephen A. Douglas for the United States Senatorship from Illinois took place, and during its progress absorbed public attention throughout the country. The two candidates indulged in open discussions of questions of public policy, which were remarkable for their brilliancy and for the force and vigor with which their different views were uttered. It was during this canvass that Mr. Lincoln made the forcible and revolutionizing declaration that: "The Union cannot permanently endure half slave and half free." Mr. Lincoln was defeated, however, and Mr. Douglas was returned to the Senate, much against the wishes of those Democrats who desired the unlimited extension of the institution of Slavery.

In the following year occurred the slave insurrection in Virginia, under the leadership of that bold abolitionist, John Brown. The movement was frustrated, however, and John Brown, after a judicial trial for his offense, was sentenced to be hung. Up to the day of his execution he remained firm in the belief that he had but performed his duty toward enslaved humanity, and he died avowing the justice of his cause and the hope of its ultimate success.

All of these occurrences tended to engender a spirit of fierce opposition in the minds of the Southern leaders. The growing sentiment of abolitionism throughout the North, and the manifest disposition to prevent its increase or extension, aroused the advocates of Slavery to a degree of alarm, which led to the commission of many actions, both absurd and unjustifiable.

The year of 1860 opened upon a scene of political agitation which threatened to disrupt long united associations, and to erect sectional barriers which appeared almost impossible to overcome.

In April, 1860, the Democratic National Convention assembled in Charleston, South Carolina, for the purpose of nominating a candidate for the presidency. During its session loud and angry debates occurred, in which the Southern element endeavored to obtain a strong indorsement of the institution of Slavery, and of the right to carry slaves into the Territories of the United States. They were met by the more conservative portion of the party, who desired to leave the question to be decided by the States themselves. After a prolonged discussion the majority of the Southern States withdrew their delegates from the convention, and the remainder proceeded to ballot for a candidate of their choice.

After a protracted sitting, during which several ballots were taken and no decided result obtained, the convention adjourned, to meet in the city of Baltimore on the eighteenth day of June succeeding. Stephen A. Douglas, of Illinois, received a large percentage of the votes that were cast, but failed to obtain a sufficient number to secure his nomination.

The withdrawing delegates organized a rival convention, but, without transacting any business of a decisive character, also adjourned, to meet in Baltimore at a date nearly coincident with that of the regular body.

On the nineteenth day of May, the Constitutional Union (being the old American) party held their convention in the city of Baltimore, and nominated John Bell, of Tennessee, for President, and Edward Everett, of Massachusetts, for the Vice-Presidency.

The Republican Convention was held on the sixteenth day of May, in the city of Chicago, and upon the third ballot nominated Abraham Lincoln, of Illinois, for the office of President, and Hannibal Hamlin, of Maine, for the second office.

This convention also adopted a platform very pronounced upon the subject of Slavery, and which was calculated to give but little encouragement to the extension or perpetuity of the slave-holding power.

On the eighteenth day of June the regular Democratic Convention assembled, pursuant to adjournment, in the city of Baltimore, and named Stephen A. Douglas, of Illinois, and Herschel V. Johnson, of Georgia, as their standard-bearers in the political conflict that was to ensue.

On the twenty-eighth day of the same month the seceding delegates met in the same city, and after pronouncing their ultra views upon the question of Slavery, nominated John C. Breckinridge, of Kentucky (then the Vice-President of the country), and General Joseph Lane, of Oregon, as the candidates of their choice.

The lines of battle were now drawn, and from that time until the election, in November, a fierce contest was waged between the opposing parties. Never before in the history of parties was a canvass conducted with more bitterness or with a greater amount of vituperation. The whole country was engrossed with the gigantic struggle. Business interests, questions of finance and of international import were all made subservient to the absorbing consideration of the election of a national President.

The Southern "Fire-eaters[2]," as they were called, fully realized their inability to elect the candidates they had named, but strove with all their power to prevent the success of the regular Democratic nominees, and when at last the day of election came, and the votes were counted, it was found that the Republican party had been victorious and that Abraham Lincoln had been elected.

In many portions of the South this result was hailed with joyful enthusiasm. The anti-slavery proclivities of the successful party was instantly made a plausible pretext for secession and the withdrawal of the slave-holding States from the Union was boldly advocated.

The same power that threatened in 1856, in the words of Governor Wise of Virginia: "That if Fremont had been elected, he would have marched at the head of twenty thousand men to Washington, and taken possession of the capital, preventing by force Fremont's inauguration at that place"—was again aroused, and an open opposition to the Republican inauguration was for a time considered.

The absorbing and exciting question in the South was: "Would the South submit to a Black Republican President and a Black Republican Congress?" and the answer to the question was a loud and decisive negative.

Among the bolder advocates of secession the election of Mr. Lincoln was regarded with pleasure, and meetings were held in Charleston, rejoicing in the triumph of the Republican party. Secession and disunion were loudly advocated, and the slave oligarchy of South Carolina regarded this event as the opportunity to achieve her long-cherished purpose of breaking up the Union, and forming a new confederacy, founded upon the peculiar ideas of the South.

Says Horace Greeley: "Men thronged the streets, talking, laughing, cheering, like mariners long becalmed upon a hateful, treacherous sea, when a sudden breeze had swiftly wafted them within sight of their looked for haven, or like a seedy prodigal, just raised to affluence by the death of some far-off, unknown relative, and whose sense of decency is not strong enough to repress his exultation."

Open threats were made to withdraw at once from the Union, and these demonstrations seemed to find sympathy among other nations than our own, and soon foreign intrigue was hand and glove with domestic treason, in the attempt to sap the foundations of our government, and seeking peculiar advantages from its overthrow.

It is unnecessary to detail the various phases of this great agitation, which, firing the Southern heart with the frenzy of disunion, finally led to the secession of the Southern States. Various compromises were attempted, but all failed of beneficial result. The "masterly inactivity" of the administration contributed in no small degree to the accomplishment of this object, and in the end the Southern Confederacy was organized and Jefferson Davis was elected as its President.

The Palmetto waved over the custom-house and post-office at Charleston; government forts and arsenals were seized by the volunteers to the Southern cause, and on February 1, 1861, the Federal mint and custom-house at New Orleans were taken possession of by the secessionists.

The removal of Major Anderson from Fort Moultrie to the more secure stronghold of Fort Sumter, in Charleston harbor, had been accomplished, and as yet no measures had been taken by the government to prevent further demonstrations of a warlike character on the part of the Southern Confederacy. The administration remained passive and inert, while every effort was being made to calm the public fears of hostilities, and the organization of an open revolt.

The city of Baltimore was, at this time, a slave-holding city, and the spirit of Slavery was nowhere else more rampant and ferocious. The mercantile and social aristocracy of that city had been sedulously and persistently plied, by the conspirators for disunion, with artful and tempting suggestions of her future greatness and advancement as the chief city of the new government.

If a Confederacy composed of the fifteen slave-holding States was organized, Baltimore, it was urged, would naturally be the chief city of the new Republic. In time it would become the rival of New York, and occupy to the Confederacy the same relations which New York does to the Union, and would be the great ship-building, shipping, importing and commercial emporium.

These glittering prophecies had not been uttered without effect. The ambition of the aristocracy was aroused. Already they saw the ocean whitened with her sails, and the broad domain of Maryland adorned with the palaces reared from her ample and ever-expanding profits. Under these hallucinations, their minds were corrupted, and they seemed eager to rush into treason.

Being a border State, Maryland occupied a position of particular importance. Emissaries were sent to her from South Carolina and elsewhere, and no effort was spared to secure her co-operation in these revolutionary movements. It is to be regretted that they were too successful, and the result was that the majority of the wealthier classes and those in office were soon in sympathy with the rebellion, and the spirit of domestic treason, for a time, swept like a tornado over the State.

Added to the wealthier classes was the mob element of the city of Baltimore—reckless and unscrupulous, as mobs generally are—and this portion of her community were avowedly in full accord with the prospective movement, and ready to do the bidding of the slave power. Between these, however, there existed a great middle class, who were loyally and peacefully inclined. But this class, large as it was, had hitherto been divided in their political opinions, and had as yet arrived at no common and definite understanding with regard to the novel circumstances of the country and the events which seemed to be visibly impending.

The government of the city of Baltimore was under the control of that branch of the Democracy who supported Breckinridge, and who had attained power under a popular cry for reform, and it was soon learned that these leaders were deep in the counsels of the secessionists.

The newspaper press was no small factor of this excitement—their utterances had much to do in leading public opinion, and though their efforts "to fire the Southern heart," many were led to sanction the deeds of violence and outrage which were contemplated.

Especial efforts had been made to render Mr. Lincoln personally odious and contemptible, and his election formed the pretexts of these reckless conspirators, who had long been plotting the overthrow of the Union. No falsehood was too gross, no statement too exaggerated, to be used for that purpose, and so zealously did these misguided men labor in the cause of disunion, and so systematically concerted was their action, that the mass of the people of the slave States were made to believe that this pure, patient, humane, Christian statesman was a monster whose vices and passions made him odious, and whose political beliefs made him an object of just abhorrence.

This was the condition of affairs at the dawning of the year 1861.
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Opposition to Mr. Lincoln's Inauguration[3].—A Plot to Assassinate him.—The Journey from Springfield.



With the opening of the new year, the political condition evinced alarming symptoms. As the day of the inauguration of the new President drew near, the excitement became intense. Loud threats were made that Mr. Lincoln should never be permitted to take the oath of office, and the hostility of the South manifested itself in such a manner as to excite the fears of those who desired the peaceful solution of the important question of continued union.

The events about to be related have been for a long time shrouded in a veil of mystery. While many are aware that a plot existed at this time to assassinate the President-elect upon his contemplated journey to the capital, but few have any knowledge of the mode by which the conspiracy was detected, or the means employed to prevent the accomplishment of that murderous design.

Considerations which affected the personal safety of those who actively participated in this detection, precluded a disclosure at the time, but that such a conspiracy existed no doubt can be entertained. Now, however, that the dark clouds have passed away, and the bright sunshine of an enduring peace is throwing its beneficent rays over a united country, the truth may be disclosed, and a desire to peruse a hidden page of history may now be gratified.

Early in the year 1861 I was at my headquarters in the city of Chicago, attending to the manifold duties of my profession. I had, of course, perused the daily journals which contained the reports of doings of the malcontents of the South, but in common with others, I entertained no serious fears of an open rebellion, and was disposed to regard the whole matter as of trivial importance. The same tones had been listened to before, and although the disunionists had hitherto never taken such aggressive steps, I was inclined to believe that with the incoming of the new administration, determined or conciliatory measures would be adopted, and that secession and rebellion would be either averted or summarily crushed.

At this time I received a letter from Mr. Samuel H. Felton[4], the president of "The Philadelphia, Wilmington and Baltimore Railroad," requesting my presence in Philadelphia upon a matter of great importance. From his communication it appeared that rumors were afloat as to the intention of the roughs and secessionists of Maryland to injure the road of which he was the President. From what had already been learned, it was feared that their designs were to prevent travel upon the road either by destroying the ferry-boats which then carried the trains across the Susquehanna river at Havre de Grace or by demolishing the railroad bridges over the Gunpowder river and other streams. This road was the great connecting link between the metropolis of the country and the capital of the nation, and it was of the utmost importance that no interruption should be permitted to the free communication between Washington and the great cities of the North and West.

This letter at once aroused me to a realization of the danger that threatened the country, and I determined to render whatever assistance was in my power towards preventing the successful operation of these ill-advised and dangerous men.

I lost no time, therefore, in making my arrangements, and soon after receiving Mr. Felton's communication, in company with four members of my force was upon the train speeding towards Philadelphia. Upon arriving in that city, I went directly to the office of Mr. Felton and obtained from him all the information he possessed of the movements and designs of the Maryland secessionists. I also had a consultation with Mr. H. F. Kenney, the superintendent of the road, with reference to a plan of operation which I proposed, and which was considered would result in obtaining the information so much to be desired.

I resolved to locate my men at the various towns along the road, selecting such places where, it was believed, disaffection existed. With a view, therefore, of acquiring the facts necessary for an intelligent prosecution of the inquiry, I took passage on one of the trains of the road, intending to see for myself how affairs stood, and to distribute my men in such a manner as to me seemed best.

At the city of Wilmington, in Delaware, I found evidences of a great political excitement, but nothing that indicated a hostile disposition or which led me to believe that any danger was to be apprehended at this place. Nothing that savored of organization was apparent, and I was therefore compelled to look further for the existence of any antagonism to the railroad or any desire to prevent the running of their trains.

At Perryville I found the same excitable condition of affairs, but nothing of a more aggressive character than at Wilmington. Men indulged in fierce arguments, in which both sides were forcibly represented, but aside from this I discovered no cause for apprehension, and no occasion for active detective work as yet.

At Havre de Grace, however, the lines were more clearly drawn and the popular feeling much more bitter. It was at this point that the boats which carried the trains crossed the Susquehanna river, and where serious damage might be done to the company, should the ferries be destroyed. I therefore left one man at this place, with instructions to become acquainted with such men as he might, on observation, consider suspicious, and to endeavor to obtain from them, by association, a knowledge of their intentions.

At Perrymansville, in Maryland, the feeling was considerably more intense. Under the influence of bad men the secession movement had gained many supporters and sympathizers. Loud threats were uttered against the railroad company, and it was boastfully asserted that "no d—d abolitionist should be allowed to pass through the town alive."

I have always found it a truism that "a barking dog never bites," and although I had but little fear that these blatant talkers would perform any dangerous deeds, I considered it best to be fully posted as to their movements, in order to prevent a catastrophe, if possible.

I accordingly directed Timothy Webster, a daring and discreet man upon my force, to locate himself at this point, and to carefully note everything that transpired which had any relation to attempted violence or a disposition to resort to aggressive measures.

As I neared the city of Baltimore the opposition to the government and the sympathy with secession was manifestly more intense. At Magnolia, particularly, I observed a very dangerous feeling, and among men of all classes the general sentiment was in favor of resistance and force. Another operative, John Seaford, was accordingly left at this place, with instructions similar to those which had been given to the others.

I then proceeded on to Baltimore, and there I found the greatest amount of excitement that I had yet experienced. I took quarters at the Howard House, and proceeded to inquire closely and carefully into the political situation. I soon found that the fears of the railroad officials were not wholly without foundation. The opposition to Mr. Lincoln's inauguration was most violent and bitter, and a few days' sojourn in this city convinced me that great danger was to be apprehended, and that the sentiment of disunion was far more widespread and deeply rooted than I had before imagined.

The police force of the city was under the control of Marshal George P. Kane, and was almost entirely composed of men with disunion proclivities. Their leader was pronouncedly in favor of secession, and by his orders the broadest license was given to disorderly persons and to the dissemination of insurrectionary information. This individual was subsequently arrested, and, after a brief sojourn in Fort McHenry, fled in 1863 to the more congenial associations of Richmond.

From the knowledge I gained of the situation in Baltimore, I resolved to establish my headquarters in that city. I accordingly engaged a building situated on South street, and in a position where I could receive prompt reports from all quarters of the metropolis. I also sent for an additional force of men, whom I distributed among the people of all grades and conditions of life. The building I had selected was admirably adapted for my purpose, and was so constructed that entrance could be gained to it from all four sides, through alleyways that led in from neighboring streets.

Day by day, the reports of my men contained many important revelations of the designs of the opposition, and as a matter of additional precaution, I advised Mr. Felton to employ a small number of men to guard the various bridges and ferries, who could be warned in time to resist attack should such be made.

The chief opposition seemed to be to the inauguration of President Lincoln,[1q] and the plan of the conspirators was to excite and exasperate the popular feeling against the President-elect to the utmost, and so successfully had this been done that a majority of the wealthier classes, with few exceptions—those in office—and the mob element in general were in full accord in their desire to prevent the inauguration from taking place.

On the eleventh day of February, Mr. Lincoln, with a few of his personal friends, left his quiet home in Springfield to enter upon that tempestuous political career which eventually carried him to a martyr's grave. Among the party who accompanied the President were Norman B. Judd, Esq., Col. Ward H. Lamon, Judge Davis, Col. Sumner, a brave and impetuous officer, Major Hunter, Capt. John Pope, Col. Ellsworth, whose heroic death took place shortly afterwards, and John G. Nicolay, the President's private secretary.

As the President was about leaving his home, the people turned out en masse to bid him farewell, and to them Mr. Lincoln addressed the following pathetic words of parting:


"My Friends: No one who has never been placed in a like position can understand my feelings at this hour, nor the oppressive sadness I feel at this parting. For more than a quarter of a century I have lived among you, and during all that time I have received nothing but kindness at your hands. Here I have lived from youth until now I am an old man; here the most sacred ties of earth were assumed; here all my children were born, and here one of them lies buried. To you, dear friends, I owe all that I have, and all that I am. All the strange checkered past seems now to crowd upon my mind. To-day I leave you. I go to assume a task more difficult than that which devolved upon Washington. Unless the great God who assisted him shall be with me and aid me, I must fail; but if the same Omniscient Mind and Almighty Arm that directed and protected him shall guide and support me, I shall not fail—I shall succeed. Let us all pray that the God of our fathers may not forsake us now. To Him I commend you all. Permit me to ask that with equal sincerity and faith you will invoke His wisdom and guidance for me. With these few words I must leave you, for how long I know not. Friends, one and all, I must bid you an affectionate farewell."



How touchingly simple and earnest seem these words. A strange and almost weird presentiment of grief and suffering give his utterances a pathos that becomes profoundly impressive when linked with subsequent events. How prophetic too—full of tears and fraught with the prescience of a future terrible and bloody war—they bear yet an echo like that of the voice that sounded in the ear of Halleck's dying hero—for surely in their tones are heard the thanks of millions yet to be. How more than prophetic they seemed when, four years later, "a funeral train, covered with the emblems of splendid mourning, rolled into the same city, bearing a corpse whose obsequies were being celebrated in every part of the civilized world."

From Springfield the passage was a perfect continuous ovation. Cities and towns, villages and hamlets, vied with each other in testifying their devotion to Union and their determination to uphold the chief magistrate in the great trial before him. Immense crowds surrounded the stations at which the special train halted, and in the cities of Indianapolis, Cincinnati, Columbus, Pittsburg, Cleveland, Erie, Buffalo, Albany, New York, Trenton, Newark, Philadelphia and Harrisburg, public demonstrations of an imposing character were given in his honor, and vast concourses of people assembled to greet him. Everywhere he was received and honored as the chief of a free people, and in reply to complimentary addresses which he day by day received, the President endeavored to utter cheering words, and indicated a disbelief in any bloody issue of our domestic complications.

On the day prior to the departure of Mr. Lincoln from his home, I received a letter from the master mechanic of the railroad, of which the following is an extract:


"I am informed that a son of a distinguished citizen of Maryland said that he had taken an oath with others to assassinate Mr. Lincoln before he gets to Washington, and they may attempt to do it while he is passing over our road. I think you had better look after this man, if possible. This information is perfectly reliable. I have nothing more to say at this time, but will try to see you in a few days."



This communication was confirmatory of reports of an indefinite character which had reached me prior to this, and the information was far too important to be disregarded. I determined, therefore, to probe the matter to the bottom, and obtaining the authority of Mr. Felton for such action, I immediately set about the discovery of the existence of the conspiracy and the intention of its organization, and then, if coolness, courage and skill could save the life of Mr. Lincoln, and prevent the revolution which would inevitably follow his violent death, I felt sure of accomplishing it.

My plans were soon perfected, and they were to have several of my men, together with myself, announced as residents of Charleston and New Orleans, and by assuming to be secessionists of the most ultra type, to secure entrance into their secret societies and military organizations, and thus become possessed of their secret designs. In looking over the qualifications of the members of my corps I found two men admirably adapted to the object I had in view. They were both young and both fully able to assume and successfully carry out the character of a hot-blooded, fiery secessionist.

One of these men, whom I shall call Joseph Howard, was a young man of fine personal appearance, and of insinuating manners. He was of French descent, and in his youth had been carefully educated for a Jesuit priest, but finding the vocation distasteful to him, he had abandoned it. Added to his collegiate studies, he possessed the advantage of extensive foreign travel, and the ability to speak, with great facility, several foreign languages. He had a thorough knowledge of the South, its localities, prejudices, customs and leading men, which had been derived from several years residence in New Orleans and other Southern cities, and was gifted with the power of adaptation to persons whom they wish to influence, so popularly attributed to the Jesuits.

Howard was instructed to assume the character of an extreme secessionist, to obtain quarters at one of the first-class hotels, and register his name, with residence at New Orleans. This was done because he was well acquainted with the city, having resided there for a long time, and was consequently enabled to talk familiarly of prominent individuals of that city whom he had met.

The other man whom I selected for this important work was Timothy Webster. He was a man of great physical strength and endurance, skilled in all athletic sports, and a good shot. Possessed of a strong will and a courage that knew no fear, he was the very man to operate upon the middle and lower classes who composed the disunion element.

His subsequent career as a Union spy—one of the most perilous and thankless positions—and his ignominious death at Richmond, at the hands of the rebels, have passed into history, but no historian will ever
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