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INTRODUCTION


The Question of Disunion


BY TED WIDMER


“But what can I say of that prompt and splendid wrestling with secession slavery, the archenemy personified, the instant he unmistakably showed his face? The volcanic upheaval of the nation, after that firing on the flag at Charleston, proved for certain something which had been previously in great doubt, and at once substantially settled the question of disunion.”


—Walt Whitman, Specimen Days




It is not easy to find a new way to write about a subject as well-reconnoitered as the Civil War. But 2013 seems a particularly appropriate year to take stock of our national epic. Historic anniversaries can pile up on themselves, and it requires concentration to celebrate the 150th anniversary of Gettysburg and the 50th anniversary of the March on Washington at the same time. Yet they are part of the same broad story, a rhyme that Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. appreciated, as he used Lincoln’s temple to preach to the nation about the unfinished business of the Civil War. That business remains unfinished. For despite the peace that came, finally, at Appomattox, the Civil War remains a ghostly presence in American life. It will never vanish, as long as its principal monument, the United States of America, survives. Of course, the armies laid down their arms, and the soldiers came home to build new lives. Some tried desperately to forget the war. Then, inevitably, the prodigious act of remembrance began. Politicians waived their bloody shirts, generals wrote their memoirs, and, ever-dutiful, the veterans themselves reunited, on both sides, well into the 20th century. They decorated graves, they listened to speeches, sometimes they re-assembled on those original battlefields.


A century ago, in 1913, what was probably the most extraordinary Civil War reenactment of all took place at Gettysburg, played out by the former soldiers themselves, 53,407 of whom showed up, roughly a third of the number who had originally fought there. They were the same people, in the same place, but the Civil War had changed considerably since they last met there. A new Southern president, Woodrow Wilson, called it “a forgotten quarrel,” when it was nothing of the sort. But reawakening the bitterness of the conflict was nowhere near the agenda in 1913, and the majority of speakers that day preferred to remember how, rather than why, they had fought.


Each generation reenacts the Civil War in its own way. Even after the demise of the warriors (the last known veteran, Albert Woolson, died in 1956), it has never lost its power to fascinate. Today’s re-enactors are so numerous that one wonders if their swampy battlefields are, in fact, spawning grounds. The Union lives on, in all of the ways that its adherents hoped, and more than a few that they could not have anticipated. Nor is the Lost Cause lost—its acolytes populate State Houses and Southern rock songs, and even in Northern shrines like Gettysburg, Confederate memorabilia vastly outsells the less romantic souvenirs of the side that actually prevailed. On election night in November 2012, the map of red and blue states bore an uncomfortable similarity to a map of November 1862, an anniversary moment that no one had quite intended.


More than merely relevant, the Civil War remains essential. Each year, millions of students encounter it in the middle of year-long surveys of American history, halfway between the Revolution and the Atomic Age, when it interrupts our mostly happy national narrative with an explosive bang, just before the end of the fall semester. But its centrality stems from more than its timing. For the Civil War determined an enormous amount of the history that ensued, from the rise of mechanized conflict, so tragically a part of the 20th century, to the spread of multi-racial democracies, a happier chapter in recent history. It also permanently redefined the relationship between American citizens and their government. Ralph Waldo Emerson got it right when he said, “We are undergoing a huge Revolution.” What Lincoln called a “new birth of freedom” often felt like a straitjacket to those who opposed it, and their legacy is still felt, in the many forms of opposition to the federal writ that we witness on a daily basis. But the important fact with Lincoln is not simply that he wrote well; it is that he won. His fuller vision for the United States triumphed, with ramifications for nearly every walk of American life.


Superlatives come quickly in any discussion of the war. It was our most lethal conflict, by far, and its list of casualties continues to rise, as our means of counting improves. The Battle of Gettysburg killed more Americans than the recent fighting in Iraq and Afghanistan. Historian and Harvard president Drew Gilpin Faust has reminded us that our dead in the Civil War exceeded those of the Korean War, the two world wars, the Spanish American War, the Mexican War, the War of 1812 and the American Revolution combined. Yet out of those terrible statistics, our greatest president emerged. Abraham Lincoln has never strayed far from the popular imagination, and in the wake of the 2012 film “Lincoln,” his position as our most beloved president is secure for some time to come. Writing instructors like to say “keep your hero in trouble,” and Lincoln was true to that injunction, frustrating generals, disappointing Senators, changing his stance on emancipation, appearing crude and indecisive to many, and nearly falling short in his bid for reelection. The worldwide adulation that he now commands never seemed possible, let alone likely, during much of his presidency. As he said, the Almighty has his own purposes.


American history continues to move forward, relentlessly, and one might expect the Civil War to fade into the past, and become more visibly antiquarian. Yet it shows no sign of doing so. Robert Penn Warren called it our most keenly “felt” history. Although the Vietnam War had not yet been fought when he wrote that in 1961, most would still agree. We don’t need to refight it, but there is an intensity to our feelings about the Civil War that remains volatile and unfinished. (A bumper sticker I once saw in Tennessee read “North 1, South 0: Halftime Score.”) As new malls threaten battle sites, and high school textbooks assert (or fail to assert) painful chapters from the past, we realize, all over again, just how much we care to get this story right.


That may be the most compelling reason we come back to the war. For more than a century after it was fought, as Dr. King reminded America in 1963, victory made little difference to African-Americans. The work of the historian David Blight has shown how narrowly Americans chose to remember the war, effectively removing slavery from the story. In the bitter aftermath of the fighting, that may have achieved the temporary expedient of reuniting the North and the South. But it did so at a cost, preventing the full story from being told.


The writing of history began as soon as the war commenced, as each side struggled to place its cause in a sympathetic light. The past, too, became a battlefield, with each side claiming the mantle of George Washington on important days like his birthday. But both governments found it difficult to compress the largeness of current events inside that older narrative. The South ultimately renounced the Declaration of Independence, which inconveniently promoted human rights, and even Lincoln, for all of his reverence toward the past, asked Americans to “disenthrall” themselves from the past.


 One significant result of the war was the federal government’s recognition that it had a responsibility before the bar of history. In 1864, before the war had ended, the government committed to collect and publish a documentary history of the war, which appeared in seventy volumes, published between 1881 and 1901, as “The Official Records of the War of the Rebellion.” The Navy Department undertook its own history, appearing in 30 volumes between 1894 and 1922 (the Navy was still writing its Civil War history as Theodore Roosevelt and then Franklin D. Roosevelt climbed the ladders of Navy bureaucracy, early in their careers). Other massive efforts were done privately, like the ten-volume “Photographic History of the Civil War” (1911), and the comprehensive papers issued by the Southern Historical Society from 1869 to 1959.


 Of course, historians were far from alone in writing about the war. Nearly everyone did, in letters home, and in memoirs after the fact, and of course, in the newspapers, where the first draft of history was served up to a voracious reading public. There were no fewer than 3,700 of them publishing on the eve of war, clamoring and competing for attention. In his book on Civil War literature, “Patriotic Gore,” Edmund Wilson asked, “has there ever been another historical crisis of the magnitude of 1861–65 in which so many people were so articulate?” Throughout the United States, observers recorded the story, from stay-at-home diarists to photographers to the armies themselves, which were filled with literate young men. The classicist Edward Everett is often ridiculed for having given a long and pedantic speech before Lincoln’s jewel-like Gettysburg Address. Yet Everett’s oration, filled with allusions to Greek antiquity, spoke eloquently to Americans, satisfying their sense that the United States had, at long last, an epic of its own.


The result, 150 years later, is a mountain of literature that will always exceed our ability to read it, and shows no sign of abating. In his preface to “Battle Cry of Freedom,” the historian James McPherson estimated that more than 50,000 works had been written, and that was back in 1988. Year after year, new works add to our knowledge, and sometimes they overwhelm it. But if the Civil War is the best-known subject in American history, there remains much that we do not know and cannot know. To this day, it retains a beguiling capacity to surprise us. Each generation of historians finds new heroes and causes, and the work of challenging earlier interpretations will never cease.


That element of surprise was present from the beginning. In his second inaugural, Lincoln called the war “astounding,” and it seems to have caught many Americans that way when it erupted in 1861, despite the fact that it had been predicted for some time. Each side looked for, in Lincoln’s words, an “easier triumph” than the long, entrenched conflict that resulted. At the beginning, the idea of war was so new that there was little consensus how to refer to it. Walt Whitman called it “the Secession War,” the United States government called it “the War of the Rebellion,” and it was only with some hesitation that Lincoln came to use “civil war,” the phrase we all now use. But he did so in lower case letters, as if hesitating to admit an inter-family split.


If the war’s name was up for grabs, its causes were even more elusive. Over 150 years, many have tried to impose an overarching meaning on the great conflict, usually with mixed results. As usual, Lincoln brings us down to earth. In a letter to Senator Lot Morill of Maine, he wrote, “I don’t know but that God has created some one man great enough to comprehend the whole of this stupendous crisis and transaction from end to end, and endowed him with sufficient wisdom to manage and direct it. I confess that I do not fully understand and foresee it all.”


Many observers felt the same way. To most foreign visitors, the idea of a huge industrialized war breaking out in North America, so far from Europe’s problems, and in a time of general prosperity, was inconceivable. Anthony Trollope, traveling in the United States as the war broke out, wrote of his shock that such a calamity had happened in a country whose politics seemed to be arranged around consensus. “It would seem that they could never be great at war; their very institutions forbid it, their enormous distances forbid it,” he wrote. But Americans proved to be quick learners, and soon, the scale and efficiency of their violence stupefied the world. That is only one of the ways in which the United States changed, forever, during the crisis of disunion.


The war especially haunts us during a major anniversary. The centennial, from 1961 to 1965, coincided with an exciting new decade, and offered a chance for history to speak with great authority. The civil rights movement gave an electric charge to the memory of the war, and on occasion its leaders referred directly to it to remind Americans how old their quest for justice was. On May 17, 1962, Martin Luther King formally requested a national rededication to the Emancipation Proclamation, and as federal troops were again dispatched to Mississippi and Alabama, it was easy to remember the ghosts of Corinth, Vicksburg and Mobile Bay. But the official celebrations of the centennial largely muted any references to the civil rights agenda, and the result was a celebration longer on rhetoric than relevance.


Indeed, one could be excused for thinking, in the middle of the 1960s, that the Civil War had been catalogued enough. Did we really need thousands of new books on the best-covered terrain in our history? The answer, evidently, was yes. Asking some of the questions that the civil rights movement had asked, and which America’s most beloved historians had failed to, a new generation of scholars brought a refreshing impatience into the profession. In the spirit of Martin Luther King Jr. they expanded our horizons, giving readers a far deeper knowledge of the African-American perspective on the war, and that of women and other groups underrepresented in the first century of scholarship. The arrival of number-crunching computers brought a democracy of their own, and allowed scholars greater command over the raw data of the experience. In countless other ways, as Internet access has become nearly a first amendment right of its own, and great libraries like the Library of Congress have put their holdings online, we have seen a dramatic rise in self-published writings about the war. One can’t help feeling that the self-publisher who occupied the White House during those years would approve.


Furthermore, we continue to learn new things about the war. Documents turn up, and improved approaches to old information—for example, the death toll is now estimated around 750,000, twenty percent higher than before. Works of synthesis still remind us, in new language, why these old events remain important. Sometimes a book breaks through to a wide audience—McPherson’s “Battle Cry of Freedom,” or Doris Kearns Goodwin’s “Team of Rivals,” which perfectly anticipated the arrival of a president who asked his principal adversary to serve as his secretary of state. Occasionally, it is simply the fact of a new medium that brings the Civil War to a new audience. When Ken Burns aired his nine-part series, “The Civil War,” on PBS in the fall of 1990, it became the most-watched program in the history of public television, and attracted forty million viewers, more than the population of the United States in 1860. In a different way, no less visceral, the 1977 television series “Roots” and the 1989 film “Glory” brought the war to life, finally offering wide audiences a glimpse of the African-American perspective.


With all of these thoughts in mind, The New York Times turned to the legacy of the Civil War in the fall of 2010, on the eve of its 150th anniversary. We asked ourselves how we might write a new history, in a new medium, that would express a multiplicity of perspectives. How could we display our respect for the past, and a restless spirit of innovation at the same time? We knew from the start that we wanted these online posts to be more dynamic than the elaborate arguments of academic journals. We wanted serious essays, but we also hoped for some of the snap, crackle and pop of lively online writing, with quick links, illustrations and a spirit of experimentation. Emerson almost seemed to predict our laptops and tablets when he wrote, “the war is a new glass to see all things through.”


Most of all, we wanted readers to feel the same awe before the war that Lincoln confessed in his second inaugural. We wanted to get away from the sense, all too easily found in textbooks, that history is a foreordained conclusion. And we hoped to explore some of the lesser-known qualities of the war—its international impact, its broad geography and its huge range of different participants. As Tony Horwitz wrote in an early post,


“You find Rebel Choctaws and Union Kickapoos; Confederate rabbis and Arab camel-drivers; Californians in gray and Alabamans in blue; and in wondrous Louisiana, units called the Corps d’Afrique, the Creole Rebels, the Slavonian Rifles and the European Brigade. By war’s end, black troops constituted over 10 percent of the Union Army and Navy. The roster of black sailors included men born in Zanzibar and Borneo.”


 If there is a 19th century figure who would have enjoyed the 21st century pleasure of posting discursive essays online, it is Walt Whitman. His 1882 book “Specimen Days” captured the essence of the Civil War memorably, with short blog-like essays, about his time in army hospitals and around Washington. Famously, he complained that “the real war will never get into the books,” in a phrase often quoted by historians (more or less proving him right).


 In the same book, Whitman advanced his hope that his memories of the “fervid atmosphere” of the Civil War would serve as a rejoinder to the “mushy influences of current times.” True to that spirit, we sought something robust and alive in the American past. We wanted a multiplicity of perspectives, including those doing the fighting, the Native Americans who fought on both sides, the freedmen who were trying to join the fight, the huge numbers of foreigners who continued to arrive before, during and after the conflict, and Lincoln himself. Whitman called the Civil War a “many-threaded drama”; we hoped to follow some of those threads, including the long threads of reader responses that accompanied each piece.


As Disunion continued, through the winter and into 2011, we were faced with a problem—now that our experiment had succeeded, how and when would we kill it? None of us expected to cover the entirety of the war—four years!—yet the posts were so good, that we kept going. Now, past the two-year mark, it feels like an appropriate time to pause, publish and reflect. The sections of this book are divided into major topical categories, with short introductions by Disunion contributors. We hope, if you enjoy the essays, that you will consult the full roster of Disunion articles at the website that accompanies this publication.


At this stopping point, midway through Disunion’s coverage, it is antithetical to the spirit of the series to close with a heavy-handed message. But readers willing to take the time to relive the agony of disunion will, I hope, come away with an appreciation for the privilege of Union. Our era is not especially civil; perhaps this front-row seat at the Civil War will make it more so. After all, Disunion will last but a while longer; the Union endures forever.




CHAPTER 1


Secession


On December 20, 1860, just 42 days after the election of Abraham Lincoln, South Carolina seceded from the United States. In the following months 10 more states would follow suit, eventually forming the Confederate States of America. Then, on April 12, 1861, Confederate forces under Gen. P.G.T. Beauregard, a former commandant at West Point, launched an attack on the Union soldiers at Fort Sumter, an artificial island in the harbor of Charleston, South Carolina, precipitating the Civil War. These two events seem, in retrospect, to follow one from the other. But did they?


Historians have long debated whether widespread secession and war were, in the long view, inevitable. There can be little doubt that Lincoln’s election guaranteed that at least several slaveholding states would secede. Though Lincoln the candidate took pains to emphasize that he would not move against slavery where it already existed, and as president-elect remained studiously silent on the question, many Southerners believed that the man from Illinois and his new and newly empowered Republican Party would move aggressively to limit slavery’s expansion, isolating the South and putting the institution on a short road to extinction.


But secession was not an immediate, sudden step for every state. Though six states—Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana and Texas—had joined South Carolina by the end of January 1861, the final four—Virginia, Arkansas, North Carolina and Tennessee—did not leave the Union until after the war began. Four more slave states—Delaware, Maryland, Kentucky and Missouri—remained in the Union. In reality, secession was a fractious, drawn-out process in most places, with degrees of pro-Union sentiment pushing back against secession advocates. In some parts of the Confederacy, primarily the Appalachian Mountain regions of Virginia and Tennessee, Unionist sentiment remained a force throughout the war, generating significant guerrilla activity. Western Virginia undertook a “reverse” secession as a result of the Wheeling Conventions of May and June 1861, leading to the creation of the loyal state of West Virginia.


Though a war was not inevitable, Lincoln did everything he could to ignite one. He understood that the Union would be hobbled without the South’s resources; more importantly, he understood that a successful secession over a political dispute would fatally undermine the core premise of American democracy as a system for working out political differences. And if the Union were to be re-formed, it had to happen quickly; should the South win diplomatic recognition, it would be nearly impossible to force it to rejoin without completely defeating it in battle. While that is precisely what it took to end secession, Lincoln was probably still correct in his calculation: allowing the South to gain diplomatic recognition might well have meant fighting not just Richmond, but London and even Paris as well.


It is harder to determine just how eager the Confederacy was for war. Certainly, many of its military and political leaders were keen to fight. But others cautioned against rushing into conflict, recognizing how ill prepared the new country was for a drawn-out war. Fatally, the South did not have the deliberative political structure, let alone the vibrant public sphere, to allow for such a discussion. Put simply, the same hotheads who pulled the South out of the Union were then able to dictate the speed with which it went to war. Rather than negotiate a deal over the Union installations on Confederate soil still held by Northern forces—most notably Fort Sumter—the Confederacy simply occupied them, or demanded their surrender. It was precisely the pretext that Lincoln was looking for to begin a fight, and he soon found it, in Charleston Harbor.




The Last Ordinary Day


By ADAM GOODHEART


Nov. 1, 1860


Seven score and 10 years ago, a little Pennsylvania town drowsed in the waning light of an Indian summer. Almost nothing had happened lately that the two local newspapers found worthy of more than a cursory mention. The fall harvest was in; grain prices held steady. A new ice cream parlor had opened in the Eagle Hotel on Chambersburg Street. Eight citizens had recently been married; eight others had died. It was an ordinary day in Gettysburg.


It was an ordinary day in America: one of the last such days for a very long time to come.


In dusty San Antonio, Colonel Robert E. Lee of the U.S. Army had just submitted a long report to Washington about recent skirmishes against marauding Comanches and Mexican banditti. In Louisiana, William Tecumseh Sherman was in the midst of a tedious week interviewing teenage applicants to the military academy where he served as superintendent. In Galena, Ill., passers-by might have seen a man in a shabby military greatcoat and slouch hat trudging to work that Thursday morning, as he did every weekday. He was Ulysses Grant, a middle-aged shop clerk in his family’s leather-goods store.


Even the most talked-about man in America was, in a certain sense, almost invisible—or at least inaudible.


On Nov. 1, less than a week before Election Day, citizens of Springfield, Ill., were invited to view a new portrait of Abraham Lincoln, just completed by a visiting artist and hung in the statehouse’s senate chamber. The likeness was said to be uncanny, but it was easy enough for viewers to reach their own conclusions, since the sitter could also be inspected in person in his office just across the hall. Politically, however, Lincoln was almost as inscrutable as the painted canvas. In keeping with longstanding tradition, he did not campaign at all that autumn; did not so much as deliver a single speech or grant a single interview to the press.


Instead, Lincoln held court each day in his borrowed statehouse office, behind a desk piled high with gifts and souvenirs that supporters had sent him—including countless wooden knicknacks carved from bits and pieces of fence rails he had supposedly split in his youth. He shook hands with visitors, told funny stories and answered mail. Only one modest public statement from him appeared in the Illinois State Journal that morning: a small front-page ad, sandwiched between those for a dentist and a saddle-maker, offering the services of Lincoln & Herndon, attorneys at law.


The future is always a tough thing to predict—and perhaps it was especially so on the first day of that eventful month. Take the oil painting of Lincoln, for example: it would be obsolete within weeks when its subject unexpectedly grew a beard. (The distraught portraitist tried to daub in whiskers after the fact, succeeding only in wrecking his masterpiece.) Or, on a grander scale, an article in the morning’s New York Herald, using recent census data to project the country’s growth over the next hundred years. By the late 20th century, it stated confidently, America’s population would grow to 300 million (pretty close to accurate), including 50 million slaves (a bit off). But, asked the author, could a nation comprising so many different people and their opinions remain intact for that long? Impossible.


Writing about the past can be almost as tricky. Particularly so when the subject is the Civil War, that famously unfinished conflict, with each week bringing fresh reports of skirmishes between the ideological rear guards of the Union and Confederate armies, still going at it with gusto.


In many senses, though, the Civil War is a writer’s—and reader’s—dream. The 1860s were an unprecedented moment for documentation: for gathering and preserving the details of passing events and the texture of ordinary life. Starting just a few years before the war, America was photographed, lithographed, bound between the covers of mass-circulation magazines, and reported by the very first generation of professional journalists.


Half a century ago, as the nation commemorated the war’s centennial, a scruffy young man from Minnesota walked into the New York Public Library and began scrolling through reels of old microfilm, reading newspapers published all over the country between 1855 and 1865. As Bob Dylan would recount in his memoir, “Chronicles: Volume 1,” he didn’t know what he was looking for, much less what he would find. He just immersed himself in that time: the fiery oratory, the political cartoons, the “weird mind philosophies turned on their heads,” the “epic, bearded characters.” But much later, he swore that this journey deep into the Civil War past became “the all-encompassing template behind everything I would write.”




A Lincoln Photograph—and a Mystery


By ADAM GOODHEART


Washington, Nov. 6, 1860


There is no photograph of Lincoln from the day he was elected president—nor any of voters lining up to cast their ballots, nor of citizens hearing the results of a contest that would change their country forever. Newspapers did not run pictures in those days, and what we think of as photo reportage was still in its infancy, difficult to achieve with fragile, cumbersome, long-exposure cameras.


In fact, the respected Lincoln scholar Harold Holzer—author of the books “The Lincoln Image” and “Lincoln President-Elect,” among others—recently told me that he knew of not a single photograph of any kind taken on one of the most momentous days in American history, Nov. 6, 1860.


But I think I’ve found two—and they’re of Lincoln. Well, almost.


A few months ago, I was poking around in the vast picture collections at the Library of Congress, researching images to use in my forthcoming book, when I came across one I’d never seen reproduced in any history of Lincoln or the Civil War. It shows a group of men in front of the Capitol, about to raise an enormous stone column into place. And it’s dated, right on the photograph itself:




[image: goodheart_photo1.jpg]




The photo comes from an album kept by Benjamin Brown French, commissioner of public buildings in Washington during the 1850s and ’60s. (The original is now in the collection of the Architect of the Capitol.) In the album there’s another intriguing note accompanying this photograph: “The ‘Lincoln column,’ first monolith raised, Nov. 1860, Pres’l election, being S. column of connecting corridor.”


Like the nation itself, the Capitol was a work-in-progress as the Civil War began. Several years earlier, a forward-thinking Southern statesman had overseen the start of an ambitious expansion project, raising the dome and spreading the marble wings across the hilltop, ready to encompass all the delegations and committees, offices and bureaus, that the rapidly growing Union might require. That statesman was Secretary of War Jefferson Davis, who of course would soon set his hand to slicing up the Union rather than enlarging it. A further irony: slave laborers almost certainly worked on the building known as America’s “Temple of Liberty,” as they had when it was first constructed a half-century earlier. (The Library of Congress’s catalog entry suggests that some of the workmen in the Lincoln Column photo are African-American, but I don’t see it; I suspect it’s just that they’re blurry and the picture is dark.)


Construction was clearly in full swing on Election Day. Someone present at the column-raising on Nov. 6—probably French himself, a staunch Republican—apparently decided to name it in commemoration of Lincoln’s victory that day. But the name didn’t stick. William C. Allen, chief historian in the Architect of the Capitol’s office for the past 28 years and author of the definitive book on the building’s history, told me in an e-mail that he’d never heard it before.


I began to wonder: is the long-forgotten Lincoln Column still there?


Yesterday morning, accompanied by my friend Abbie Kowalewski, a historian in the Office of History and Preservation of the House of Representatives, I went over to the Capitol to take a look. We quickly found what seemed to be the very spot the 1860 photo was taken. It was on the East Front of the Capitol, the recessed part of the facade toward the left-hand side of this picture:
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With help from Abbie, I took a picture from an angle as similar to the 1860 one as I could get. I think they’re pretty close. A Capitol Police officer saw us shooting frame after frame of the same nondescript spot and came over to ask, rather menacingly, what we were up to. (Um, sorry—just taking exterior photos of the most famous public building in America. Clearly we must be terrorists.)
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The East Front of the Capitol on Election Day, 1860, and today.


The Benjamin French album says that the Lincoln Column was the southernmost on the connecting corridor—that is, the far left-hand one. I was curious to know whether there might be any other period photographs showing the column after it was installed. So I went back across the street to the Library of Congress and quickly turned up another from the album. It, too, was inscribed “Nov. 6, 1860.” So now I had not one but two pictures taken on Election Day, 1860. This one must have been taken a few minutes after the first, and strongly suggests that the column was being lifted into the left-hand spot:
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Success! I was certain I’d pinpointed it. I imagined Capitol tour guides for generations to come sharing the results of my research with curious visitors: “And that’s the famous ‘Lincoln Column,’ installed on the very day that Honest Abe was elected president.”


And how cool was it that Lincoln was sworn in on the same side of the building just a few months later, a stone’s throw from his eponymous column? I wondered if anyone had pointed it out to him.


Then I received an e-mail from the Architect of the Capitol’s office. Back in the Eisenhower era, Mr. Allen reminded me, the building had been enlarged again. All the 1860s columns were taken down and put in storage. They were reinstalled a few years later—but not in their original order. Nobody had recorded which one, of a hundred, had gone where. The Lincoln Column is still part of the Capitol, but no one knows where.


Well, at least we have the photographs.




Lincoln Wins. Now What?


By JAMIE MALANOWSKI


Nov. 7, 1860


Yesterday, the start of the most exciting day in the history of Springfield, Ill., could not wait for the sun. At 3 a.m., somebody got Election Day started with volleys of cannon fire, and after that there were incessant and spontaneous eruptions of cheering and singing all day long. A moment of delirium erupted in mid-afternoon, when the city’s favorite citizen emerged from his law office and went to vote, taking care to slice his name off the top of the ballot so as to prevent accusations that he had voted for himself. After the sun went down, he joined other Republican stalwarts in the Capitol building, where they eagerly received the early returns that were trotted over from the telegraph office.
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Abraham Lincoln’s campaign button.


There were no surprises: the long-settled Yankees in Maine and New Hampshire and pioneering Germans of Michigan and Wisconsin delivered the expected victories. And then came news from Illinois: “We have stood fine. Victory has come.” And then from Indiana: “Indiana over twenty thousand for honest Old Abe.”


The throngs in the streets cheered every report, every step towards the electoral college number, but news from the big Eastern states was coming painfully slowly, and finally the candidate and his closest associates decamped the capitol and invaded the narrow offices of the Illinois and Mississippi Telegraph Company. The advisers paced the floorboards, jumping at every eruption of the rapid clacking of Morse’s machine, while the nominee parked on the couch, seemingly at ease  with either outcome awaiting him.


It wasn’t until after 10 that reports of victory in Pennsylvania arrived in the form a telegram from the canny vote-counter Simon Cameron, the political boss of the Keystone State, who tucked within his state’s tallies joyfully positive news about New York: “Hon. Abe Lincoln, Penna seventy thousand for you. New York safe. Glory enough.”
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The Lincoln and Hamlin election ticket from 1860.




Not until 2 a.m. did official results from New York arrive, and the expected close contest in the make-or-break state never appeared: the onetime rail-splitter won by 50,000 votes. His men cheered, and broke out into an impromptu rendition of “Ain’t You Glad You Joined the Republicans?” Outside, pandemonium had been unleashed, but Abraham Lincoln partook of none it, and instead put on his hat and walked home to bed.


“The Republican pulse continues to beat high,” exulted a correspondent for The New York Times. “Chanticleer is perched on the back of the American Eagle, and with flapping wings and a sonorous note proclaims his joy at the victory. The return for the first Napoleon from Elba did not create a greater excitement than the returns for the present election.”


Well should he sing, for the days of song will end soon enough. Mr. Lincoln is indeed the president-elect, but barely by a whisker, and what exactly one means by “the United States” any more is apt to become a topic of some heated discussion. Lincoln won his parlay, taking 16 of the 17 Northern states that he set his sights upon, including the hard-fought New York, and most by a solid majority.


But there were states where he was more lucky than popular, like California, where all four candidates polled significant numbers. Lincoln won only 32.3 percent of the ballots, but managed to eke out a victory and capture the state’s four electoral votes by the wafer-thin margin of 734 votes. A similar, if slightly less dramatic story played out in Oregon, where Lincoln’s victory margin was fewer than 1,200 votes. In his home state of Illinois, facing Mr. Douglas, Mr. Lincoln won by fewer than 12,000 out of 350,000 votes cast, a clear win but hardly a romp.


The South, of course, presents a vastly different picture. In the states of Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, Tennessee and Texas Mr. Lincoln received a combined total of no votes. None. True, his name wasn’t even listed on the ballot, but that seems to be a mere technical oversight that would have had no great consequence. After all, in Virginia, the largest and wealthiest southern state, Mr. Lincoln was on the ballot, and there he tallied a total of 1,887 votes, or just 1.1 percent of the total cast. The results were even worse in Kentucky, his place of birth. One might have thought that sheer native pride should have earned him more than 1,364 of the 146,216 votes cast, but perhaps Kentuckians resented that he deserted them at such a tender age.


All told, Mr. Lincoln will assume the presidency in March on the strength of his muscular 180 electoral votes, and despite the puny 39.8 percent of the popular vote he accumulated.


The narrowness of this fragile mandate (if that word can even be used) naturally invites speculation about what might have been. The year began with Mr. Douglas standing, like Franklin Pierce and James Buchanan before him, as an electable anti-slavery Northerner who could be depended on to maintain southern prerogatives. But from the moment last April when fire-eating Southern Democrats made it clear that they would rather punish Mr. Douglas for his vote on the Kansas-Nebraska Act two years ago than win the White House in the fall, it was ordained that the Little Giant, so long touted as a certain president-to-be, was steering a doomed vessel.


Yet there were times when his campaign picked up speed, and at such moments Mr. Douglas seemed very close to capturing enough support to thwart Mr. Lincoln’s northern sweep and deny him his electoral college majority. Had that happened, Mr. Douglas would be sitting solidly in second place. He would have demonstrated support both north and south, and he would offer the South preservation of the status quo. That might well have been enough to pacify the reckless Southern Democrats who shunned him in the spring, and to win their support in the House of Representatives.


But for every Douglas surge there was a Douglas blunder. Final tallies show that wherever Mr. Douglas actually campaigned in New York, he won more votes than President Buchanan took when he captured the state four years ago. But instead of investing his time in the Empire State, Mr. Douglas headed into the inhospitable South, where he did the seemingly impossible—he managed to make southern voters dislike him even more than they already did. Appearing before a crowd in Virginia, he was asked if the election of Mr. Lincoln would justify secession. A politician of Mr. Douglas’s experience should have known how to handle this kind of question with finesse, but instead he offered the one answer certain to damage him. No, he told the crowd.


He might have stopped at that, but perhaps figuring that, having jumped the fence, he may as well have a picnic, he told the crowd, It is the duty of the president of the United States to enforce the laws of the United States, and if Mr. Lincoln is the winner, I will do all in my power to help the government do so. With that answer, Mr. Douglas dismissed the purported right to secede that the south so cherishes, and surrendered his claim as the only man who could be counted on to keep the union together.


Now that task falls to a president who received fewer than 4 votes in 10; a president who is purely the creature of only one section of the country; a president who, apart from one undistinguished term in the House of Representatives a decade ago (and a period in the state legislature), has no experience in public office; a president who comes from a Republican party that has been stitched together from various interests, who will be asked to work with a Congress whose two houses are controlled by Democrats.


The fire eaters in South Carolina have already announced that they will immediately introduce a bill of secession. But that has been something they have been itching to do for years; as any doctor or fireman will tell you, sometimes the best way to end a fever or a blaze is to just let the thing burn out. Not everyone in the South is a slave owner, and not every slave owner is a disunionist. If any of the firebrands would take the time to listen to what Mr. Lincoln has actually said, they would see that he is no raving abolitionist like Sen. William Seward and his ilk. (Indeed, anti-slavery activist Wendell Phillips sneeringly calls Mr. Lincoln a “huckster” and William Lloyd Garrison says he has “not one drop of anti-slavery blood in his veins.”)


Mr. Lincoln has made his position clear: while he is against slavery and calls it evil, he would not do anything—more to the point, that he is powerless under the Constitution to do anything—to end slavery where the Constitution already permits it. The line that he has drawn is against an expansion of slavery in the territories, but look at a map: there are no more territories held by the United States in North America that are in dispute. On every other matter relating to slavery he has been silent. And ultimately, they ought to realize that Mr. Lincoln may not be an experienced politician, or have strong political support, but that by training and avocation, he is a lawyer, and a good one. And almost every lawyer will tell you that it is cheaper to settle a matter quietly than to fight it out in court.






The Civil War and Abraham Lincoln


By LOUIS P. MASUR


Few presidents have faced a more difficult road than Abraham Lincoln, a road that began even before he took office. Between his election in November 1860 and his inauguration the following March, his patience helped calm a frenzied nation. Seven Southern states had seceded. The president-elect said he would uphold the Constitution, declared he had no intention of attacking slavery where it existed and expressed his belief that all Americans were “united in one feeling for the Union.” He also worked behind the scenes to prevent the adoption of compromise measures and he resisted entreaties to make conciliatory statements. In public he was typically self-deprecating: at the recommendation of an 11-year-old girl, who thought he “would look a great deal better” with whiskers, he grew a beard.


Over his first two years in office, Lincoln would be tested and he would grow. His previous national political experience had consisted of only one term in Congress over a decade before, but he soon proved deft at balancing competing pressures. Much to the consternation of opponents, he also greatly expanded executive power. Though he had no real military experience, he proved to be a quick study in military matters and asserted his authority as commander in chief. By Jan. 1, 1863, Lincoln had refashioned himself and the executive office to put himself firmly in control of developing policy and overseeing the war effort.


In his inaugural address, Lincoln beseeched his countrymen to “think calmly and well, upon this whole subject. Nothing can be lost by taking time.” In the urgency of the moment, however, he never abandoned a deliberate decision-making process that often distressed supporters who accused him of being hesitant and slow. Lincoln would not be rushed. He would fully examine an issue, consider multiple points of view and then act. “I think it cannot be shown that when I have once taken a position, I have ever retreated from it,” he said. While not literally true, Lincoln’s assessment captures his self-confidence and tenaciousness once he did choose a path.


The president had much to study and many decisions to make. His immediate and ongoing concerns included developing national policy and military strategy, making certain that the four loyal slaves states—Delaware, Maryland, Kentucky and Missouri—remained in the Union, presiding over the unprecedented expansion of the Army, preventing foreign intervention, navigating relations with Congress, contending with threats to internal security at a time of rebellion and maintaining broad popular support for what he called “a people’s contest.”


Enthusiasm came easily in the spring of 1861 as Northerners rallied around the flag. With Richmond, Va., the Confederate capital, only 100 miles from Washington, and Union manpower and resources formidable, the hope, as Lincoln put it that July 4, was that the war would be “a short, and a decisive one.”


It was not to be. In July, Confederates won at Bull Run, in October at Ball’s Bluff, both easily within a day’s ride of Washington. Moreover, Lincoln revoked an order from Gen. John C. Fremont that freed the slaves of disloyal masters in his department. But Lincoln shifted, too. In December 1861 the president told Congress that he would not employ “radical and extreme measures” and did not want the conflict to “degenerate into a violent and remorseless revolutionary struggle.” In 1862, he changed his mind about the former statement and regretted the latter, even as he authorized measures that would remake the war into a revolution. “I shall not surrender this game leaving any available card unplayed,” he said.


January 1862 found Lincoln at a low point. “The bottom is out of the tub. What shall I do?” he asked Montgomery Meigs, the quartermaster general. The emergence in the Western theater of Ulysses S. Grant offset for the moment the ineffectiveness in the East of George B. McClellan, whom Lincoln relieved of command in November. But the price of victory was steep. At Shiloh, combined casualties exceeded 20,000. In February, death came to the White House when Lincoln’s son Willie succumbed to typhoid fever. Grieving, the president kept up his work through what one minister called “a dark shadow of affliction.”


Seeing a hard struggle ahead, Lincoln began to move against slavery. He did so in multiple ways, offering financial aid to any border state that would adopt a plan to gradual abolition, and signing the two Confiscation Acts as well as an act abolishing slavery in the District of Columbia. But he also overturned another general’s order that freed some slaves, stating that “I reserve to myself” the power to act.


Lincoln needed to figure out how to proclaim freedom without violating the Constitution, which protected slavery from federal meddling. In 1864 he would declare, “I am naturally anti-slavery. If slavery is not wrong, nothing is wrong. I can not remember when I did not so think, and feel. And yet I have never understood that the presidency conferred upon me an unrestricted right to act officially upon this judgment and feeling.”


For months he considered the problem. He read widely and discussed the issues with political opponents as well as supporters. At last, he became convinced that as commander in chief he could legally justify a move against slavery by invoking the doctrine of military necessity. In July, he decided to act, but also to await a victory before doing so. On Sept. 22, five days after the Battle of Antietam, he issued the preliminary Emancipation Proclamation stating that he would sign a final decree on Jan. 1, 1863.


Over the next 100 days, Lincoln’s position continued to evolve. He became less preoccupied with the border states. He considered the enlistment of black men in the Army, which he authorized in the final proclamation. He endured a political setback in the fall elections when his Republican Party lost 28 Congressional seats (even Lincoln’s home district in Illinois went Democratic), but he refused to take the results as a referendum on emancipation. “I would rather die than take back a word of the Proclamation of Freedom,” he told a visiting group of Kentucky unionists.


Other challenges remained. Military defeat continued to plague him. After the battle of Fredericksburg in December, Lincoln lamented, “If there is a worse place than hell, I am in it.” He also faced a crisis in his Cabinet when the Republican senators sought the removal of Secretary of State William H. Seward, who was a rival of the Treasury secretary, Salmon P. Chase. By insisting that both men remain in the Cabinet after receiving their resignations, Lincoln dexterously defused the crisis and let the Republican Senate know he was firmly in charge.


Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation on Jan. 1, 1863. It applied only to those slaves in Confederate areas still in rebellion, but there would be no turning back—preserving the union and abolishing slavery were now linked. “In giving freedom to the slave,” Lincoln declared, “we assure freedom to the free.” At the ceremony, he took his time. He signed slowly. When he was done, he smiled and said, “That will do.”







Moses’ Last Exodus


By ADAM GOODHEART


Wilmington, Del., Nov. 30, 1860


The knock came after dark. Hastening to answer it, the old Quaker found a familiar figure in the doorway: a tiny, dark-skinned woman, barely five feet tall, with a kerchief wrapped around her head. Someone who didn’t know her might have taken her for an ordinary poor black woman begging alms—were it not for her eyes. Wide-set, deep-socketed and commanding, they were the eyes not of a pauper or slave, but of an Old Testament hero, a nemesis of pharaohs and kings.
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Harriet Tubman, circa 1860s.


Five others followed her: a man and woman, two little girls and, cradled in a basket, the swaddled form of a tiny infant, uncannily silent and still. They had braved many dangers and hardships together to reach this place of safety, trusting their lives to the woman known as “the Moses of her people.”


As politicians throughout the country debated secession and young men drilled for war, Harriet Tubman had been plotting a mission into the heart of slave territory. She did not know that it would be her last. Over the past 10 years, she had undertaken about a dozen clandestine journeys to the lower Eastern Shore of Maryland, the place from which she herself had escaped in 1849. She had managed to bring some six dozen people—most of them family and friends—across the Mason-Dixon Line into freedom, then across the Canadian border to safety. But Tubman had never managed to liberate several of her closest relatives: her younger sister Rachel and Rachel’s two children, Ben and Angerine. In the autumn of 1860, she decided to rescue them.
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Slave ads from a newspaper on the Eastern Shore of Maryland, 1859.


Although it lay on the border between North and South and had few large plantations, the part of Maryland east of the Chesapeake Bay was an especially hazardous place to be a slave. Soil depletion and economic stagnation had left many local planters with more field hands than they needed—as well as chronically short of cash. By the mid-19th century, the Eastern Shore had become known as one of the nation’s principal “breeder” regions, where slaves were frequently sold to slave traders, speculators who sent them south to the burgeoning cotton and sugar plantations of the Gulf Coast. As a child, Tubman had seen two of her own sisters sold away, and heard her parents’ anguished tales of others taken before her birth. Four of her remaining siblings had escaped, three of them helped by their sister Harriet. Only Rachel had remained.


By this time, Tubman was well connected to the nationwide abolitionist movement, and before departing, she raised money for the trip (and for possible bribes along the way) from Wendell Phillips and other activists. She set out from her home in Auburn, N.Y., and by mid-November she was in Maryland.


Tubman arrived to learn that her sister would never know freedom: Rachel had died a short time earlier. There were still the two children, her niece and nephew, to rescue. Here too, Tubman failed. She set a rendezvous point in the woods near the plantation where the two were held, but they failed to appear at the appointed time. Tubman waited all through that night and the following one, crouching behind a tree for shelter from the wind and driving snow. At last she gave up. Ben and Angerine’s fate is unknown.


Tubman had, however, found another family that was ready to seek freedom: Stephen and Maria Ennals and their children, six-year-old Harriet, four-year-old Amanda and a three-month-old infant. (One or two other men may have joined them as well.) The fugitives made their way up the peninsula, traveling mostly by night. Once, they were pursued by slave patrollers alerted to their presence. The escapees hid on an island in the middle of a swamp, covering the baby in a basket. Eventually a lone white man appeared, strolling casually along the edge of the marsh, seemingly talking to himself. They realized he was an agent of the Underground Railroad, telling them how to reach a barn where they could take shelter.


As they continued on their journey, Tubman would go out each day in search of food while the Ennalses hid in the woods, their baby drugged with an opiate to keep it from crying. Returning at the end of the day, Tubman would softly sing a hymn until they heard her and reemerged:


Hail, oh hail, ye happy spirits,


Death no more shall make you fear,


Grief nor sorrow, pain nor anguish,


Shall no more distress you dere.


Even as the group approached Wilmington, it was not yet out of danger: Delaware was still officially a slave state. In fact, due to the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, the escapees could have been recaptured anywhere in the North and returned to bondage. Tubman herself could have been re-enslaved, or—as an abettor of fugitives—sentenced to spend the rest of her life in a Maryland prison. But at last, on the night of Nov. 30, she reached the house of the elderly Quaker, Thomas Garrett, a leading Underground Railroad “conductor” who would smuggle the Ennals family to relative safety in Philadelphia.


Although the Underground Railroad had already become famous—and, for many Americans, infamous—only a tiny percentage of slaves managed to escape to the North: estimates have put the number at just a thousand or so each year out of a total enslaved population of some four million. Still, these fugitives were a major bone of contention for disgruntled Southerners. An adult field hand could cost as much as $2,000, the equivalent of a substantial house. To Southerners, then, anyone who helped a man or woman escape bondage was simply a thief. But more infuriating than the monetary loss it occasioned, the Underground Railroad was an affront to the slaveholders’ pride—and a rebuke to those who insisted that black men and women were comfortable and contented in bondage.


In an 1860 speech, Senator Robert Toombs of Georgia thundered against Republicans “engaged in stealing our property” and thus “daily committing offences against the people and property of these States, which, by the laws of nations, are good and sufficient causes of war.” As secession loomed, some Northerners attempted to soothe such fears. A New York Times editorial suggested not only that stronger efforts be made to enforce the Fugitive Slave Act, but that the federal government compensate slaveholders for their escaped “property.”


Tubman was back in Auburn by Christmas Day, 1860, having conveyed the Ennals family safely to Canada. (Abolitionists often noted the irony of Americans fleeing the “land of liberty” to seek freedom under Queen Victoria’s sheltering scepter.) Her secret missions ended with the approach of war.


But one night in the midst of the secession crisis, while staying at the house of another black leader, a vision came to Tubman in a dream that all of America’s slaves were soon to be liberated—a vision so powerful that she rose from bed singing. Her host tried in vain to quiet her; perhaps their grandchildren would live to see the day of jubilee, he said, but they themselves surely would not. “I tell you, sir, you’ll see it, and you’ll see it soon,” she retorted, and sang again: “My people are free! My people are free.”




Misgivings


By TED WIDMER


Day after day, the ripples from Lincoln’s election continued to wash over Americans in different ways. Some proclaimed an ardent zeal for separation, and if necessary, war; most expressed abhorrence at the thought. And in one poetical soul, at least, there was an attempt to resolve these tensions. Isn’t that what poetry is for?
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Herman Melville’s home in Berkshire County, Massachusetts.


Herman Melville was not, at first glance, the writer most likely to achieve precision or economy in his poetry. Or, for that matter, to write poetry at all. The author of sprawling works like “Moby-Dick,” Melville had no problem generating language, but he was having trouble getting people to read what he had written. It had not been a good decade—“Moby-Dick” belly-flopped upon its release in 1851, and his sequel, “Pierre,” fared even worse. By the end of the 1850s, he was no longer able to support his wife and four children. In 1860, to restore his physical and mental equilibrium, Melville went on a long cruise to the Pacific, on a ship commanded by his brother Tom.


But the poet was in there. Melville had often inserted bits of verse inside his long romances (including “Moby-Dick”), and as the countercurrents of 1860 swirled around the United States, they swirled inside him as well. The grandson of Revolutionary heroes, he felt deeply about the Union—many have argued that “Moby-Dick” is an allegory about a nation that has lost its course. There are 30 sailors on board the Pequod, “federated along one keel,” just as there were 30 states at the time of writing. Like so many Americans, he was feeling elegiac in the fall of 1860, missing something that seemed to have vanished, even before secession made it official. Lincoln was elected on Nov. 6. On Nov. 8, while still at sea, he read these lines of Schiller, about love, but also descriptive of the fraternal bonds that had once united the states:


Can those sweet longing hopes, which make


Love’s essence, thus decay?


Can that be love which doth forsake?—


That love—which fades away?


He sailed into New York harbor on Nov. 13, and rejoined his family in the Berkshires. There he began to pour out his feelings into sharp and concise poems that captured the somber mood of a moment trapped between eras, with the original Republic dying, and something new struggling to be born. The declining light of November and December, the cold and the grim news all merged into a vision quite unlike anything that he had ever written—or what we associate with Herman Melville, the spinner of yarns.


One poem, “The Conflict of Convictions,” seemed to express his vexation at Buchanan (“he who rules is old”), and with Tea Party-like urgency, regretted what seemed like the final failure of the bold American experiment. (“But the Founders dream shall flee./Age after age shall be/As age after age has been.”) A footnote he added (who writes a footnote to a poem?) read, “The gloomy lull of the early part of the winter of 1860–1, seeming big with final disaster to our institutions, affected some minds that believed them to constitute one of the great hopes of mankind …” The weather was not good inside Melville’s poems; a blustery wind served as a perfect metaphor for the angry speeches on all sides, rending the Union: “I know a wind in purpose strong—it spins against the way it drives.”


(Continuing on that wintry theme, “Apathy and Enthusiasm” complained of “the clammy cold November,” and compared the news that fall and winter to “the thunder-cracks of mass ice/in intensity of frost-/Bursting one upon another/through the horror of the calm.)


A simple poem, “Misgivings,” was among the most powerful he wrote that winter. It says everything about the plight of the good man, caught between his hope for what America once promised, and his dread before what she now demanded.


Misgivings (1860)


When ocean-clouds over inland hills


Sweep storming in late autumn brown,


And horror the sodden valley fills,


And the spire falls crashing in the town,


I muse upon my country’s ills—


The tempest bursting from the waste of Time


On the world’s fairest hope linked with man’s foulest crime.


Nature’s dark side is heeded now—


(Ah! Optimist-cheer disheartened flown)—


A child may read the moody brow


Of yon black mountain lone.


With shouts the torrents down the gorges go,


And storms are formed behind the storm we feel:


The hemlock shakes in the rafter; the oak in the driving keel.


The months that followed were hard for Melville. He tried valiantly to secure appointment as a U.S. consul in Florence, Italy, but never stood a chance. In March, he even traveled to Washington to advance his cause, and waited in a very long line to shake the hands of the new president. He was possibly the worst self-promoter of all time, and said nothing to Lincoln, though he admired him (“Old Abe is much better looking [than] I expected & younger looking. He shook hands like a good fellow—working hard at it like a man sawing wood at so much per cord”). Later in the visit, he sat in the park opposite the White House, “sunning myself on a seat,” and noticed that the shrubbery was starting to bud. Then he tried to get into the Washington Monument and failed. He was a middle-aged man, next to a half-finished obelisk, with no idea where he or his country were headed.


Unsurprisingly, this office-seeker was rebuffed in his quest to secure the consulship. Instead, he found far less glamorous form of government employment: the man who may have been America’s greatest writer settled into a long and depressing career as Customs Inspector 75, monitoring Manhattan’s docks to make sure no contraband was smuggled in.


Eventually, his poems on the war combined into a book, “Battle-Pieces,” which came out in 1866, after all the excitement had ended. It tanked instantly. But with the exception of Whitman, no poet ever wrote more piercingly about what happened, or what it felt like as it was happening. And who is to say that Herman Melville had no influence, even watching from the wings? After the Emancipation Proclamation, Lincoln remarked, “We are like whalers who have been on a long chase. We have at last got the harpoon into the monster, but we must now look how we steer, or with one flop of his tail he will send us all into eternity.”




Visualizing Slavery


By SUSAN SCHULTEN


The 1860 Census was the last time the federal government took a count of the South’s vast slave population. Several months later, the United States Coast Survey—arguably the most important scientific agency in the nation at the time—issued two maps of slavery that drew on the Census data, the first of Virginia and the second of Southern states as a whole. Though many Americans knew that dependence on slave labor varied throughout the South, these maps uniquely captured the complexity of the institution and struck a chord with a public hungry for information about the rebellion.


The map uses what was then a new technique in statistical cartography: Each county not only displays its slave population numerically, but is shaded (the darker the shading, the higher the number of slaves) to visualize the concentration of slavery across the region. The counties along the Mississippi River and in coastal South Carolina are almost black, while Kentucky and the Appalachians are nearly white.


The map reaffirmed the belief of many in the Union that secession was driven not by a notion of “state rights,” but by the defense of a labor system. A table at the lower edge of the map measured each state’s slave population, and contemporaries would have immediately noticed that this corresponded closely to the order of secession. South Carolina, which led the rebellion, was one of two states which enslaved a majority of its population, a fact starkly represented on the map.


Conversely, the map illustrated the degree to which entire regions—like eastern Tennessee and western Virginia—were virtually devoid of slavery, and thus potential sources of resistance to secession. Such a map might have reinforced President Abraham Lincoln’s belief that secession was animated by a minority and could be reversed if Southern Unionists were given sufficient time and support.


The map quickly caught the public’s attention, and was reproduced throughout the war. Its banner headline, “for the benefit of the sick and wounded soldiers,” also became the slogan of the Union’s most important homefront organization, the United States Sanitary Commission. The map gave a clear picture of what the Union was up against, and allowed Northerners to follow the progress of the war and the liberation of slave populations.


We don’t know when Lincoln first encountered the Coast Survey’s map of slavery. But he became so taken with it that Francis Bicknell Carpenter included it in the lower right corner of his painting, “President Lincoln Reading the Emancipation Proclamation to His Cabinet.” Carpenter spent the first six months of 1864 in the White House preparing the portrait, and on more than one occasion found Lincoln poring over the map. Though the president had abundant maps at his disposal, only this one allowed him to focus on the Confederacy’s greatest asset: its labor system. After January 1, 1863—when the Emancipation Proclamation became law—the president could use the map to follow Union troops as they liberated slaves and destabilized the rebellion. Lincoln was enthusiastic about Carpenter’s finished portrait, and singled out the map as one of its most notable details.
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The United States Coast Survey’s map of the slaveholding states, which clearly illustrates the varying concentrations of slaves across the South.


(Slavery also informed the painting in another way. Carpenter arranged the Cabinet according to his perception of their sentiment regarding emancipation: its two leading proponents, Secretary of the Treasury Salmon P. Chase (standing) and Secretary of War Edwin Stanton, are to Lincoln’s right, while Secretary of State Seward sits in the foreground. To Lincoln’s immediate left are the secretary of the navy, the secretary of the interior and the postmaster general standing to the rear, while Attorney General Edward Bates sits at the far right of the portrait. Lincoln sits at the center, as Carpenter wrote, “nearest that representing the radical, but the uniting point of both.” A copy of the anti-slavery New York Tribune lies at Stanton’s feet, while a portrait of Simon Cameron—the prior secretary of war who urged emancipation early in the conflic—is visible beyond Stanton’s head. The map lying across the table behind Seward is the Coast Survey’s 1863 “Map of the State of Virginia,” which included both population statistics and concentric rings around Richmond to guide Union strategy.)


It may seem odd that the Coast Survey—originally responsible for detailing the nation’s coastlines and rivers—produced a map of slavery in the south. Yet over the preceding two decades its superintendent, Alexander Dallas Bache, had skillfully widened the Survey’s work and made it a hub of mapmaking innovation. The Survey experimented with several new methods of cartographic representation, including the use of shading to represent the human population. As early as 1858 Bache had directed the Survey to produce maps of the rivers and coasts of the South, in anticipation of a conflict. But the 1861 map was in a class by itself: a landmark cartographic achievement, a popular propaganda tool, and an eminently practical instrument of military policy. No wonder Lincoln liked it.




In Whitman’s Pocket, an Imagined Lincoln


By ADAM GOODHEART


The librarian wheels out the box on a little wooden trolley that reminds me of a dim-sum cart or a hospital gurney. Inside it is the poet’s notebook, dismembered with surgical care by a long-ago conservator, each leaf pressed between sheets of adhesive silk as if it were a fragment of the Dead Sea Scrolls. This private, portable thing is now splayed open, immobilized.


Still, as I sit in the manuscript room at the Library of Congress, turning those pages, it soon becomes easy to imagine them traveling inside Walt Whitman’s coat pocket on the Broadway omnibuses, in Pfaff’s beer cellar or crossing the ferry to Brooklyn. The entries, scribbled hastily in pencil, are a jumble of the immortal and the ephemeral: snatches of verse and strange political visions alongside the name of a patent-medicine brand and the addresses of men and women whom the poet met on his rambles around the city. Here and there are traces of these other hands. One page is filled up with the name “Arthur Henry,” crudely repeated; it is believed that Whitman was teaching a workingman or street tough to write his name. Others—depicted in the slide show accompanying this article—contain mysterious sketches by an unidentified artist.


And in this little book, sometime during the late fall or winter of 1860-61, the writer began an imaginary conversation that would continue for decades to come, inspiring several of the most famous poems in American literature. There has never been another relationship quite like the one Walt Whitman had with Abraham Lincoln. A poet’s job is to speak the truth; a politician’s is — well, not to. Yet almost from the moment Lincoln appeared on the national political stage, something in Whitman responded. Abe Lincoln, Walt Whitman: the metrical rhyme hinted at grander consonances.


Indeed Whitman had earlier foretold of Lincoln’s emergence, according to Daniel Mark Epstein, author of “Lincoln and Whitman: Parallel Lives in Civil War Washington.” “He prophesied it as only a poet like Walt Whitman can,” Epstein told me. In 1856, Whitman wrote a political address that he never delivered, and that remained unpublished for the better part of a century. In it he excoriated Northern Democrats who appeased slaveholders, including then-president Franklin Pierce, in shocking terms: “The President eats dirt and excrement for his daily meals, likes it, and tries to force it on The States.” But he also said:


I would be much pleased to see some heroic, shrewd, fully-informed, healthy-bodied, middle-aged, beard-faced American blacksmith or boatman come down from the West across the Alleghanies, and walk into the Presidency, dressed in a clean suit of working attire, and with the tan all over his face, breast, and arms; I would certainly vote for that sort of man, possessing the due requirements, before any other candidate.


Four years later, just such a beard-faced boatman was on his way from the West toward the White House. The poet began his dialogue with the president-elect “as in a dream.” In the notebook pages reproduced here—most of which have never before been published in facsimile—Whitman confronts the same political hurricane that Lincoln was facing. And he writes of it in words that would once again prove prophetic.




Fear and Doubt in Cleveland


By JOHN STAUFFER


Lucy Bagby was cautiously hopeful on Election Day in 1860. A pretty, 28-year-old fugitive slave from Virginia, and pregnant with her first child, she lived in Cleveland, a hotbed of abolition sentiment, and worked as a maid for a Republican politician.


Two months later Lucy’s world was turned upside down. Her master, William Goshorn, arrived in Cleveland looking for his property, and within days he had her arrested and jailed. Goshorn was purportedly worth $300,000 (about $22 million in today’s dollars), so he did not need to recover Lucy for her monetary value. Amid the secession crisis, Goshorn came as a representative of Virginia, which was still in the Union, in order to test whether or not Lincoln’s Republican Party would uphold its platform of respecting slavery where it existed by enforcing the Fugitive Slave Act and affirming its “fidelity to law and order.”


Cleveland’s activists had long been proud of their success at undermining the draconian Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, which suspended habeas corpus and required all citizens to assist in hunting down suspected fugitives. In 1859 one local paper had even declared that “the Fugitive Slave Act is at an end” here, owing to residents’ resistance to it.


But in January 1861, when Lucy Bagby was arrested, five states had already seceded, citing northerners’ unwillingness to enforce the act as a primary reason. In the hopes of restoring the Union, Cleveland’s white citizens responded by vowing to uphold the law. “Let us in this instance testify to the country that we are a law-abiding as well as liberty-loving community,” declared a judge in the case.


Cleveland’s blacks felt differently. They kept vigil outside Lucy’s jail cell, and when a federal marshal led her to the courthouse where her fate would be decided, some 60 black men tried to free her, though they were beaten back by police armed with clubs.


On Jan. 23 the court remanded Lucy to her master. In a final effort to free her, black activists tried to hijack the train carrying her back into slavery. But their efforts were in vain. Back in Virginia she was “severely punished,” and her baby was born into slavery like herself. Lucy Bagby’s ordeal reflected the general sentiment of Northern blacks toward Lincoln during the election of 1860: initially enthusiastic that an antislavery candidate had been elected, they were driven to despair by Inauguration Day.
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“Practical illustration of the Fugitive Slave Law,” 1851.


Few of the 500,000 Northern blacks had supported Lincoln’s nomination. They knew that the Republican platform, while seeking to prevent slavery’s spread, did not threaten it in the states, and that it favored colonization as a means of ridding the nation of free blacks. Those who did support Republicans had preferred William Seward or Salmon Chase as presidential candidates, both of whom called for resisting and repealing the fugitive slave law, arguing that it was unconstitutional. Lincoln, by contrast, consistently defended it.


Northern blacks had been especially outraged at Lincoln’s defense of a law that made even legally free blacks vulnerable to enslavement, sparking an exodus of some 15,000 to Canada. The Chicago black leader H. Ford Douglas captured Northern black sentiment in early 1860 when he called Lincoln “simply a Henry Clay Whig” and “odious to the antislavery cause.” As everyone knew, Clay, the slave-holding leader of the Whig Party, had orchestrated the passage of the fugitive slave law and had been Lincoln’s hero.


In fact, Northern blacks felt far more comfortable with the political views of the tiny Radical Abolition Party and its presidential candidate Gerrit Smith. One of the most progressive parties in American history, Radical Abolitionists advocated immediate emancipation and equality before the law for all persons; vigorous resistance to the fugitive slave law; full suffrage for all men and women (at a time when women and most black men were denied the vote); and the redistribution of land to prevent extreme disparities of wealth.


But if Northern blacks were cool toward Lincoln, they hated his four chief contenders for president even more. By calling slavery evil and vowing to prohibit its spread, Lincoln appeared far more progressive than Stephen Douglas, John Bell and John Breckinridge. And blacks were heartened by the fact that Southerners despised Lincoln. “I love everything the South hates,” black abolitionist H. Ford Douglas said a few days before the election, “and since they have evidenced their dislike of Mr. Lincoln, I am bound to love you Republicans with all your faults.” And so when Lincoln was elected, blacks responded with tempered enthusiasm. His victory was a blow to the growing power of slaveowners. And it was the first time since John Quincy Adams’s election in 1824 that an antislavery candidate had been elected president.


But as southern states began seceding, Northern whites blamed the secession crisis on blacks and abolitionists. The backlash against Northern blacks was severe: the four months between election and inauguration marked a high point of mob violence against them and a rigorous defense of the fugitive slave law. In Chicago more than 100 blacks boarded a train for Canada to avoid violent confrontations. Black leaders were attacked throughout the North. Several state legislatures repealed laws that had protected fugitives from slave-catchers. Even Harriet Tubman, hailed as one of the “bravest persons on the continent,” lost her nerve and left for Canada. As one Northern journalist observed, “Public sentiment is more intense against the colored man than at any previous period.”


Like in Cleveland, whites throughout the North sought to appease Southerners and reverse the tide of secession. Many Republicans even called for repealing their platform preventing slavery’s spread. Although Lincoln notably refused to endorse such a repeal, during the transition he made virtually no public speeches and did nothing to check the upsurge of violence against blacks.


Congress, too, sought to appease Southerners. Two days before Lincoln’s inauguration, in the hope of wooing secessionists back into the Union, it passed a 13th Amendment. Although it was never ratified, this “first” 13th Amendment was the opposite of the actual one that abolished slavery in 1865: it forever prohibited Congress from interfering with slavery in the slave states.


During these tense, violent days, Northern blacks anxiously awaited Lincoln’s inaugural address. No group was more disappointed by it than they were. Lincoln vowed to vigorously uphold the Fugitive Slave Act, suppress slave insurrections and never interfere with slavery in the slave states. He even supported the new 13th Amendment guaranteeing slavery in the states. Frederick Douglass spoke for most Northern blacks when he said that Lincoln’s inaugural “is little better than our worst fears.” In the days that followed, thousands more blacks began making plans to emigrate to another country.


Perhaps the most unusual response to Lincoln’s election came from a free black woman who considered casting her lot with the South. Elizabeth Keckley, a former slave from Missouri, had purchased her freedom years earlier and moved to Washington, D.C., where she owned one of the country’s most successful dressmaking shops. One of her best patrons was Varina Davis, the wife of Jefferson Davis, a Mississippi senator and the future president of the Confederacy.


In the weeks after the election Davis kept Keckley busy making dresses for herself and an extravagant bathrobe for her husband. After Mississippi seceded, she warned Keckley of war, which she felt certain the South would win. Davis even invited Keckley to come south with her. “I will take good care of you,” she said. She predicted that “when the war breaks out, the colored people will suffer in the North. The Northern people will look upon them as the cause of the war, and in their exasperation they will be inclined to treat you harshly.”


Perhaps in despair over the course of the new administration’s position on slavery, Keckley felt tempted to accept Davis’s invitation. “Her reasoning seemed plausible,” she said. But after thinking it over and comparing the two sections, she decided to “cast my lot among the people of the North.” Though few Northern blacks likely faced a similar conundrum, in the months after Lincoln’s election, they would have surely understood her dilemma.




Ghosts of a Christmas Past


By ADAM GOODHEART


Macon, Ga., Dec. 24, 1860


The city was preparing itself for the holiday. In the pages of the Macon Daily Telegraph, ads touted toys and sweets, books and jewelry, all at bargain prices. In a large front-page ad, the store of H.N. Ells & Co., on Mulberry Street, reminded readers that “Old Santa-Clauz” was coming to town, and urged upon them such last-minute stocking stuffers as apples, figs, candy and firecrackers.


On the next page of that Christmas Eve newspaper was a more discreet advertisement, this one just five lines of small print:




FOR SALE.
A NEGRO WOMAN 21 years old, and her daughter about six years old. The woman is a good house servant, plain cook, and good washer and Ironer. Warranted sound. Terms cash.




Men, women and children were for sale throughout the much of the United States during that last holiday season before the Civil War, exactly a century and a half ago. In Easton, Md., “Negro Henry, Aged about 26 years, and Negro George, aged about 19 years,” were “offered at private sale until the 25th inst.”—that is, until Christmas Day. In Washington, D.C., just a few blocks from the White House, one owner advertised “a servant girl, seventeen years of age—a slave for life.” In the Christmas morning edition of the Augusta (Ga.) Chronicle, the local sheriff announced the upcoming sale of a “Mulatto Boy slave named Charles, about 14 years of age.” The lad, who had been seized from his mistress to satisfy debts, was to be put up for public auction in the town market on New Year’s Day.


The last weeks of each December were a strange and frightening time to be a slave in America. (Was there ever a normal time, however?) In the antebellum period, the end of the calendar year was—as it is now—a busy period for financial transactions. Assets were liquidated, debts settled, taxes paid, balance sheets scrutinized. Any of these might lead a slaveholder to divest himself of some human property. Based on the evidence in contemporary newspapers, New Year’s Day slave auctions like the one in Augusta were common.


The estimated 5 to 10 percent of American slaves who were rented from one master to another (in some regions the figure was more than 60 percent) had their own reasons to be terrified. Jan. 1 was when old rental contracts expired and slaves’ services were auctioned off for the year ahead, sending them to different, often far-flung, plantations. One former bondsman would recall how each New Year’s Day, “the cries and tears of brothers, sisters, wives and husbands were heard in the streets” as black families were separated—at least for twelve months, but possibly forever.


At the same time, surreally enough, Christmas was a time when many masters encouraged their slaves to eat, drink and be merry. Field hands were commonly given the entire week as a holiday—their only one of the year. South Carolina Senator James Henry Hammond—who did not hesitate to rape female slaves and to lash servants with his own hand—distributed gifts throughout the quarters, and noted in his journal that on Christmas, “a barbecue is given, beef, mutton, and pork, coffee and bread being bountifully provided.” On the morning of Dec. 25, right after opening presents and emptying stockings, masters would bring their families down to the slave cabins to watch blacks perform dances and songs that had been handed down from Africa.
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“Winter Holydays in the Southern States—Plantation Frolic on Christmas Eve,” from Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, Dec. 26, 1857. The slaveholders and their family can be seen in the background, watching the dancers and distributing gifts. 


Frederick Douglass, remembering boyhood Christmases on the Eastern Shore of Maryland, wrote:


From what I know of the effect of these holidays upon the slave, I believe them to be among the most effective means in the hands of the slaveholder in keeping down the spirit of insurrection. These holidays serve as conductors, or safety-valves, to carry off the rebellious spirit of enslaved humanity. But for these, the slave would be forced up to the wildest desperation; and woe betide the slaveholder, the day he ventures to remove or hinder the operation of those conductors! I warn him that, in such an event, a spirit will go forth in their midst, more to be dreaded than the most appalling earthquake.


The holidays are part and parcel of the gross fraud, wrong and inhumanity of slavery. They are professedly a custom established by the benevolence of the slaveholders; but I undertake to say, it is the result of selfishness, and one of the grossest frauds committed upon the down-trodden slave.


The Yuletide season was an unquiet time throughout the nation on the brink of the Civil War—and not just among black Americans. Judging from period newspapers, Christmas 150 years ago was just as politicized as it is now, if not more so. With the nation splitting in half (South Carolina had seceded on Dec. 20), each side of the Mason-Dixon Line tried to claim the holiday as its own.


In the South, the Augusta Chronicle accused the Yankee Puritans of being joyless Christmas-haters: “Our broad Union is divided between the descendant of the Norman Cavalier reverencing Christmas, and the descendant of the Saxon Puritan repudiating it … Let us hear no more of a ‘Cotton Confederation’ but let us have instead (what may sound like a jest, but which has something of seriousness in it) a Confederation of the Christmas States.”


Meanwhile, several hundred miles closer to the North Pole, the same day’s Philadelphia Inquirer called Christmas a “good old Yankee custom” and added: “If Charleston growls and, playing the Scrooge, would curse our Christmas carol, let us hope that the Marley’s Ghost of her old patriotism will soften her by and by.”


Culturally, Christmas in 1860 was also at a strange transition point. In many parts of America, it was still celebrated as a riotous old pagan Saturnalia: working-class revelers known as “callithumpians” paraded through the streets in drag or blackface (sometimes both), firing off guns and starting street brawls, defying annual attempts by the city fathers to ban Christmas, as it were. A few years earlier, the Grinch-like Horace Greeley had complained that the day was simply an excuse for New York’s “young men and boys” to drink themselves silly: “As early as 10 o’clock we saw, in Broadway, between the Park and Broome-st., about a dozen parties of boys, each numbering from four to ten persons, nearly every one grossly drunk, and [some] being dragged along by the neck and heels by their hardly less drunk companions.”


But commercialized, mass-market Yule was already coming into its own. An article in the New York Herald analyzed Christmas retail trends much as a newspaper today might do. (Candy sales were up compared to the previous December, while jewelry sales were down: consumers, anxious about the political news, were economizing on gifts.)


American Christmases in the mid-19th century do not seem to have had much religious significance—neither for the callithumpians, nor the proto-shopaholics, nor anyone else. Many, if not most, Protestant churches did not even have Christmas services, though some staged holiday parties, pageants and “entertainments.” The New-York Tribune remarked in 1860 that only gradually was the festival starting to become as widely observed as more important national celebrations like the Fourth of July, Thanksgiving and New Year’s Day.


Very soon, however, Christmas more or less as we know it today would emerge. A young magazine sketch artist, Thomas Nast, was on his way home from covering Garibaldi’s conquest of southern Italy; two years later, in the pages of Harper’s Weekly, he began publishing his iconic images of Santa Claus. In Galena, Ill., the middle-aged shop clerk Ulysses S. Grant was busy attending to his customers’ last-minute demands. Ten years later, as president of the United States, he would sign into law a bill declaring Christmas a national holiday.


As for the slaves Henry and George, the teenage Charles and the nameless mother and daughter, it is not known how they spent future Christmases. Perhaps they survived that bitter December to celebrate in freedom.


Cup of Wrath and Fire


By DAVID W. BLIGHT


Few people in the North welcomed South Carolina’s secession in December 1860, but Frederick Douglass, America’s most prominent former slave and African-American abolitionist, was one of them. From his editorial desk in Rochester, N.Y., Douglass heaped scorn on the Palmetto State’s rash act, but he also relished it as an opportunity. He all but thanked the secessionists for “preferring to be a large piece of nothing, to being any longer a small piece of something.”


To Douglass, secessionists provided what he initially hoped would be the long-awaited opening for the antislavery cause: disunion, political crisis and some form of sanctioned military action against slavery and the South. He would get his wish, but only after the tremendous confusion and fear of the secession winter of 1860 and ’61.
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Frederick Douglass


Douglass’s reactions to secession represented nearly 20 years of pent-up personal travail and abolitionist struggle as slavery had grown across the cotton kingdom and into the American West, and as the antislavery cause seemingly failed in electoral politics, the Supreme Court and public opinion. Douglass and many of his fellow abolitionists had long yearned for a politics of disorder that might force the nation to confront, willingly or not, its future over slavery vs. freedom in a rapidly expanding republic. Was that prospect now at hand?


“Her people [South Carolina’s],” Douglass declared with anxious glee in his Douglass Monthly, “(except those of them held in slavery, which are more than half her population) have hailed the event as another and far more glorious Fourth of July, and are celebrating it with plenty of gunpowder and bad brandy, but as yet no balls, except those where perfumed ladies and gentlemen move their feet to the inspiring notes of the fiddle.” With no veiled intent, Douglass wished for a fight. “Other balls may yet come,” he wrote, “and unless South Carolina shall retreat, or the Federal Government shall abdicate its functions, they must come.” And he lampooned what South Carolinians imagined as “peaceful secession,” celebrated by “bonfires, pyrotechnics … music and dancing.” He cautioned Carolinians over their confidence about “a thing as easily done,” so he maintained they believed, “as the leaving of a society of Odd Fellows, or bidding good night to a spiritual circle.”


Not that Douglass believed that South Carolina had a right to secede. The state, he wrote within a week of its actions, was “out of the Union” only “on paper” and in “resolutions and telegrams.” Governments, he continued, “rest not upon paper, but upon power. They do not solicit obedience as a favor, but compel it as a duty.” Douglass acknowledged the “right of revolution” for a state or a political group, but no constitutional “right of secession.”


As a result, he believed, conflict was inevitable: “But revolution in this country is rebellion,” he maintained, “and rebellion is treason, and treason is levying war against the United States, with something more than paper resolutions … there must be swords, guns, powder, balls and men behind them to use them.” Secession, therefore, was no abstract debate over federalism or states’ rights, but a matter of power and guns. “The right of South Carolina to secede,” declared the abolitionist, “depends upon her ability to do so, and to stay so.”


Douglass’s sentiments were those of an antislavery activist who insisted that secession was intimately about slavery. He believed, as many reasonable Americans have ever since, that the significance of any exercise of states’ rights doctrine is in the issue for which it is employed. The prospect of civil war frightened him, but by January and February 1861, he cast the dreaded prospect in positive and apocalyptic language: The “God in history everywhere pronouncing the doom of those nations which frame mischief by law,” he declared, had caused a “concussion … against slavery which would now rock the land.” National will and institutions had not solved the problem. “If there is not wisdom and virtue enough in the land to rid the country of slavery,” he claimed, “then the next best thing is to let the South go … and be made to drink the wine cup of wrath and fire, which her long career of cruelty, barbarism and blood shall call down upon her guilty head.”


From the snowy isolation of upstate New York, Douglass could not easily define the course of disorder he sought as he watched several more Deep South states follow South Carolina out of the Union by Feb. 1. His own confusion was not unlike the indecision, even incredulity, of many Northern Republicans that winter. He had himself encountered the rage of a white mob on Dec. 3 at Tremont Temple in Boston. At a gathering to commemorate the first anniversary of John Brown’s execution, Douglass fought, according to one reporter, “like a trained pugilist” against those who shouted down and forcefully disrupted the antislavery gathering. For many, even in Boston, abolitionists had become easy scapegoats for the fear of disunion, disruption of the intersectional American economy, and the potential of war.


Above all, Douglass feared that the crisis would be resolved in yet further concessions to the South and slaveholders’ interests. For a former slave, and now famous orator and editor—whose political consciousness had awakened with the Mexican War and the Compromise of 1850, who had seen the fate of slaves bandied about in one political crisis after another, who had struggled to preserve hope of freedom and citizenship in the face of the Dred Scott decision’s egregious denials—a resolute stand by the North against secession and the “Slave Power” was hardly a sure thing. The best hopes for blacks, Douglass said in an editorial that winter, had always been dashed by the “old medicine of compromise.”


He feared the same would be true in the latest crisis. As he watched Congress offer resolutions and conventions intended to settle the crisis, Douglass complained that South Carolina and her Northern enablers had “filled the air with whines of compromise.” As March and the inauguration of Abraham Lincoln approached, Douglass, like so many Americans, felt powerless before the mercy of events. Would Lincoln and the Republicans cave into Southern demands and rebellion, or would they take a stand to defend federal authority and property?


Although it seemed unrealistic, what Douglass most desired was federal power marshaled for an organized war against the South and slavery. The necessity of a response to disunion might force Republicans into radical directions they would never take solely by their own accord. He wanted what Southerners most adamantly rejected: coercion against secession, even by force of arms.


But he warned about the tradition of compromise, feared Northerners had lost their “moral sense,” lacked confidence in Lincoln’s resolve and worried that the abolition movement was about to be eclipsed by desire for a “peaceful disunion.” In near despair in late February 1861, and employing his only weapon (a newspaperman’s angry pen), Douglass envisioned a future where abolitionists would attack slavery in a foreign country by increasingly revolutionary means. “So much for the moral movement against slavery,” he declared. “Hereafter, opposition to slavery will take a new form … Slaves will run away, and humane men and women will help them; slaves will plot and conspire, and wise and brave men will help them. Abolition may be postponed, but it cannot be prevented. If it comes not from enlightenment … it will come from the fears of tyrants no longer able to hold down their rising slaves.”


These sentiments and images of near race war are all the more interesting given the startling turn of events caused by the bombardment of one island fort in Charleston harbor. Nothing explodes painful uncertainty like the awful clarity of war.


Rethinking the Old Public Functionary


By RUSSELL MCCLINTOCK


By late December 1860, President James Buchanan was easily the most despised man in America, and particularly in the North. “The President,” one supporter observed glumly, “seems to be execrated now by four fifths of the people of all parties”—and this in New York City, the center of the cotton trade and the most pro-Southern city in the free states.


In his own time and ever since, the 15th president has been castigated as worse than useless; his purported failure to act resolutely in the face of secession is often cast as a leading factor in the country’s descent into war. Certainly the “Old Public Functionary,” as he was known, deserves his place in the bottom rank of chief executives. But there are also historical considerations that make his actions during the secession crisis a bit more understandable.


Northerners’ loathing for Buchanan was nothing new. Early on his administration’s zealously pro-Southern policies and corruption scandals had alienated both Republicans and free-state members of his own Democratic Party; the latter was especially disgruntled by his vicious patronage war against Stephen A. Douglas, a popular Democratic senator from Illinois.


But condemnation of “Old Buck” reached new depths in December 1860. Buchanan’s assertion, in a speech early in the month, that although no state had the right to secede, the federal government had no authority to coerce a state into remaining provoked general scorn. His cabinet was disintegrating. General-in-Chief Winfield Scott publicly lambasted the administration for not taking the strong stand that he insisted would deter disunion. Secretary of the Interior Jacob Thompson of Mississippi traversed the Lower South as one of numerous state agents negotiating a multi-state secession. The administration’s official organ, the Washington Constitution, openly favored disunion. And within days of South Carolina’s formal secession on Dec. 20, a scandal erupted over the War Department’s freewheeling use of Indian trust-fund money—followed almost immediately by Secretary of War John B. Floyd’s astonishingly ill-advised decision to order the transfer of heavy artillery from a Pittsburgh foundry to Deep South forts.
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An 1861 cartoon by Thomas W. Strong showing Buchanan as the ineffectual sheepdog ‘Old Buck,’ unable to herd the seven seceding sheep.


The public response was almost universally negative. When rumors reached Springfield, Ill., that Buchanan had negotiated the surrender of Deep South federal forts, President-elect Abraham Lincoln said, “If that is true, they ought to hang him,” and then wrote to Republican leaders assuring them that, upon assuming office, he would act to retake lost federal possessions. Northerners of both parties weighed in on whether the president was “imbecile, and not competent to the emergency; or has so far committed himself to the authors of the evils that are now upon us”—that is, the secessionists—“that he is either tacitly acquiescing, or secretly promoting their aims and ends.”


One imaginative Massachusetts Democrat opined that “the best thing that could now be done for the Country would be to Send down to Washington a delegation of Old Women, armed with Six pieces of diaper to clout Mr. Buchanan, double and triplicate and to pin them on his posteriors with a wooden skure instead of a diaper pin for he has evidently got the bowel complaint.”


Few historians share the suspicion of some contemporaries that Buchanan was colluding with the secessionists, but most concur with one senator’s characterization of the 15th president as “feeble, vacillating & irresolute.” Yet it is unrealistic to think that in 1860 the White House could have been occupied by a chief executive willing to take a sufficiently bold stand.
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A poster for James Buchanan’s 1856 Campaign


That’s in part because of party politics. Four years earlier the Democratic Party was in grave danger of succumbing to the sectional hostility that had already consumed the Whig Party and given birth to the openly anti-Southern Republicans. If the party was to retain the loyalty of both its Northern and Southern wings in the 1856 election, selection of a presidential candidate with strong convictions—someone like the controversial Stephen Douglas—was impossible. So the party chose a Northern candidate with traditional Democratic views on the limited nature of federal power and a history of sharing Southern views regarding property rights in slavery. And those, of course, are precisely the convictions Buchanan displayed in the winter of 1860–61.


Bolstering Buchanan’s natural caution and conservatism was his sense of history: the United States, he knew, had been faced with numerous sectional crises over slavery before, and each one had been resolved through compromise. As far back as 1787, threats of Deep South delegates not to ratify the new constitution had forced Convention delegates in Philadelphia to find middle ground on such thorny issues as congressional power to ban slave imports, the counting of slaves in apportioning each states’ representation in Congress and the right to retrieve fugitive slaves who had escaped across state lines. A generation later, in 1820 and ’21, Congress had resolved the first great threat of disunion, over whether Missouri should be added as a slave state, with mutual concessions that became known as the Missouri Compromise.


Then, in 1833, as President Andrew Jackson prepared to start a civil war by marching troops into South Carolina to enforce federal law, congressional leaders again struck a bargain that prevented hostilities. And as recently as 1850, when the country had nearly torn itself apart over the spread of slavery into the vast new territories conquered from Mexico, a complex congressional settlement had yet again averted secession.


Given this long history of compromise, Buchanan was confident that Congress would settle this crisis, too, if given the chance. Thus his chief role, as he saw it, was to guarantee the peace long enough for Congress to do its work.


Indeed, Buchanan was doing all he could to encourage congressional negotiations. Not only did he offer his own compromise proposal—a constitutional amendment designed, naturally, to protect slaveholders’ property rights from meddling Northern radicals—but, he quietly sent Duff Green, once a member of Andrew Jackson’s notorious “kitchen cabinet,” to speak with Lincoln in Springfield, Ill. Recognizing that compromise was impossible without the support of congressional Republicans, he hoped that Green could persuade the president-elect to join him in publicly advocating compromise.


Meanwhile, Buchanan declared (paraphrasing Job) that he would “come between the factions as a daysman, with one hand on the head of each, counseling peace.” In practical terms, this meant he would bend over backward not to goad secessionists even as he tried to maintain the Union. On the one hand, he sent an emissary to the South Carolina secession convention in a vain effort to counsel calm and reason, permitted Secretary Thompson to travel the Deep South (wrongly believing that he was discouraging disunion) and pronounced Jan. 4 a day of national fasting and prayer. On the other hand, he publicly rejected both the right and the wisdom of secession and refused (according to his own account, at least) to commit himself to a formal truce with South Carolina representatives.


The president also declined to reinforce the federal forts in the Deep South, fearing that doing so would ignite hostilities, and he replaced the garrison commander at the most dangerous of these, Fort Moultrie in Charleston Harbor, with a man whose Southern background, he believed, would help mollify the Carolinians: Maj. Robert Anderson of Kentucky. Buchanan wasn’t selling out to the South, though: He authorized Anderson to take whatever action he deemed necessary to defend his command, and he readied the warship Brooklyn to carry reinforcements to Charleston should Anderson need them.


But by late 1860, compromise was an increasingly unlikely outcome, and Buchanan’s efforts came across as naïve, weak and possibly traitorous, an image that has stuck ever since. Yet few of the men who have occupied the White House could have stood up to the challenge of the moment. Was Buchanan the strong, vigorous leader his contemporaries believed the times demanded? No. But neither was he the feeble, unprincipled caricature in which history has cast him.




Untrod Ground: Civil War History Today


By CLAY RISEN


Is there any better-trod topic in American history than the Civil War? In 2002 the Library of Congress estimated that 50,000 to 70,000 books and monographs about the conflict had appeared since its conclusion. In 2013, and nearly two years into the war’s sesquicentennial, that number is undoubtedly much higher. And then there are the dozens of Civil War journals and magazines, the hundreds of conferences, the thousands of lectures. It’s enough to make a book browser look upon the latest Ulysses S. Grant biography at Barnes & Noble and despair.


Yet the books keep coming, and somehow, they keep having something new to say. It is the nature of history, and history writing, and especially history writing about this seminal American story: if the war was what Robert Penn Warren called an “American oracle,” then its insights will by necessity change as America itself changes. The questions that a multiracial, globalized nation asks of its history in 2013 are very different from those asked by the same country fifty years prior, when it was a segregated superpower locked in a nuclear-tipped cold war.


During the 1950s, a time of often repressive national consensus, the questions revolved around proving that the war could have been avoided, the better to demonstrate that all was fine with America and always had been, save for the odd hiccup. A generation later, the country was reversed, and so were the questions: the war was inevitable, because conflict, not consensus, was endemic to the American political psyche—a view that came naturally to the ’60s generation. Traveling alongside were historians asking wholly new questions about slaves and gender and culture, things that their elders ignored but that the new, post-civil rights America made necessary to explore.


In asking different questions, historians not only get different answers; they come up with new evidence that feeds back on, and obliterates, received truths. Few historians in the 1950s cared to ask what women thought and did during the war; over the subsequent half century, new questions have led historians to examine previously overlooked sources, which in turn have shed new light on conventional wisdom about all facets of the war. Women, we now know, not only played important roles on the battlefront, but through their positions as informal political advisers and activists, they helped shape the course of the war on the homefront as well.


What sort of questions are historians asking today? If a consensus exists, it is that there is no consensus—if it’s not quite “anything goes,” it’s certainly a much more permissive, wide-ranging field of inquiry than before. The interest in culture, in women, and in the black experience remains, but they are less the ideological firestorms they were in the 1980s and ’90s. The radical, insurgent perspective has become the establishment.


At the same time, we do not yet see (at least in academia) a return to any sort of “great man” history; the war as seen by the average soldier remains more interesting to the latest generation of historians. Material culture and mass media are frequent subjects. In the New York Times’s Disunion series, we have published young scholars writing on Civil War music, Civil War humor, and Civil War literature, all of which points to further investigation in the coming years. Regional experiences are also of new interest—the war in the Appalachians, or the northern Ohio Valley, for example. That old chestnut about the Civil War pitting “brother against brother” is once again at the front of scholarly minds, as historians examine how communities along the north-south border navigated the violence of divided loyalties.


There is also a movement to put the Civil War in an international context. In part this involves a deeper investigation into the war’s diplomatic aspects, the view from London and Paris, as it were, embodied most recently in Amanda Foreman’s “A World on Fire: Britain’s Crucial Role in the American Civil War.” This is hardly new ground: Frank L. Owsley wrote “King Cotton Diplomacy: Foreign Relations of the Confederate States of America,” still often considered the standard text on Civil War foreign policy, in 1931. But the staying power of that book, written by an avowed, if erudite, racist, demonstrates why a book like Foreman’s—and, hopefully, others to follow—is so needed.


Most significantly, scholars have clarified how deeply the Haitian revolution resonated through antebellum Southern society. The fear that a slave population could rise up and defeat a white master class—a fear underscored by the occasional domestic slave revolt—made Southern whites increasingly paranoid through the first half of the nineteenth century, to the point that any possible challenge to their social structure became a life-or-death threat. At the same time, they pushed endlessly for any avenue for expansion of slave-owning territory: the annexation of Texas, the Mexican War, the invasion of Nicaragua by filibusteros. Indeed, it is impossible to understand the Southern fear of Republican power—culminating in Lincoln’s election—without understanding this international context.
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