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AS THE SECESSION CRISIS DEEPENED IN THE WINTER OF 1860–1861, William T. Sherman penned a letter warning Southerners of the consequences of a possible civil conflict brought on by their acts. In it, the former army officer stated: “You are rushing into a war with one of the most powerful, ingeniously mechanical and determined people on earth—right at your doors.… If your people would but stop and think, they must see that in the end you will surely fail.”


Sherman’s words and similar predictions went unheeded in the descent into the bloodbath of the Civil War. After the attack on Fort Sumter on April 12, 1861, both sections embraced the whirlwind. Northerners suddenly confronted a formidable challenge of conquering fellow Americans in the Confederate States of America, a vast region of 750,000 square miles. The preservation of the Union required a mobilization of manpower and resources on an unprecedented scale.


The Union military’s demands unleashed the agricultural and industrial might of the North, from New England west to Minnesota and beyond. The region had been undergoing a transportation and industrial transformation during the antebellum decades. Fort Sumter awakened an economic giant.


The federal government and private enterprises in the North created an organization that linked the resources of the home front to the conduct of military operations and campaigns. In the end, after four years of fighting, this combination achieved victory. Military power and a capitalistic economy waged the struggle against the redoubtable Confederates, which ended at Appomattox.


The administration in Washington, DC, depended on private business in mustering the region’s natural and man-made resources. Firms, large and small, produced the war materiel that made Union forces the best armed and best equipped, arguably, in the world at that time. American businessmen and workers met the challenges of an unparalleled undertaking.


This book chronicles the accomplishments of nineteen of these businessmen. Undoubtedly, this is an eclectic group, inclusion in which rests solely with me. They were administrators, inventors, dreamers, tinkers, organizers, entrepreneurs, investors, patriots, builders, improvisers, and a visionary. Their contributions to the Union war effort varied in size and importance. Some of them contributed directly, whereas others supplied materiel. All of them were remarkable individuals in their era and, most likely, would be in ours.


Some of these men are not familiar to most Americans today—Henry Burden, Jay Cooke, James B. Eads, Abram Hewitt, Collis P. Huntington, Gordon McKay, Robert P. Parrott, Thomas A. Scott, Christopher M. Spencer, and J. Edgar Thomson. Others, however, are well known to millions of contemporary Americans because of their creations or their wealth—Philip D. Armour, Gail Borden Jr., Andrew Carnegie, John Deere, Cyrus McCormick, Edward Squibb, the Studebaker brothers, Cornelius Vanderbilt, and Frederick Weyerhaeuser.


The common factor that links them was the Civil War. Unquestionably, each man was affected uniquely by the conflict, but each man has a fascinating story to be told. Some of them have been the subject of singular biographies, and others have received far less historical attention. My book is the first to combine their stories, set amid America’s greatest saga, into one account. Their individual achievements during the four-year struggle left a legacy that has endured even until today.


As always, my book has benefited from the gracious assistance of others. All errors of omission and commission are entirely mine.


The following individuals merit my particular gratitude and recognition:


Rachel Ornstein, Director of Administration, and her staff and volunteers, Putnam History Museum, Cold Spring, New York, for their assistance and graciousness in researching West Point Foundry.


Michelle Tom, Librarian/Archivist, Windsor Historical Society, Windsor, Connecticut, for her kindness and cooperation in providing me material on Christopher Spencer.


Gregory Gill of the New Jersey State Archives, Trenton, for assisting me in securing pertinent copies of the Ringwood Manor Papers.


Dr. Thomas Carroll of Troy, New York, for giving leads on sources related to Henry Burden.


Dr. Joseph Whitehorne, a fellow historian, for providing me with important contacts related to Henry Burden.


Dr. Clarence Geier, Emeritus Professor of Anthropology at James Madison University, Harrisonburg, Virginia, for the encouragement and for educating me about horseshoes.


Childs Burden of Middleburg, Virginia, great-grandson of Henry Burden and staunch Civil War preservationist, for his advice and contacts on his ancestor’s company.


Nicholas Picerno Sr. of New Market, Virginia, a dear family friend and devoted Civil War preservationist and collector, for his advice and assistance with research material.


Amber Morris, project editor, and Christina Palaia, copyeditor, for their excellent efforts on my behalf.


Don Fehr, my agent, for endorsing the idea of my book and for his counsel.


Bob Pigeon, my editor, for believing in my work.


Our family—our son, Jason Wert; our daughter-in-law, Kathy Wert; our grandchildren, Rachel and Gabriel Wert; our daughter, Natalie Wert Corman; our son-in-law, Grant Corman—for all that truly matters in life and for their love and support.


My wife, Gloria, who has been with me through all these years of research and writing and who has typed every page, found my mistakes, offered advice, and has been my best friend and cherished love. For all these reasons and for so much more, this book is dedicated.


Jeffry D. Wert


February 2018
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AUGUSTE LAUGEL ARRIVED IN NEW YORK IN SEPTEMBER 1864. A French professor and author, he had crossed the Atlantic Ocean to visit both the military front and the Northern home front. A perceptive observer, Laugel kept a diary during his eight months in the divided, war-torn country.1


At the time of Laugel’s arrival, the Civil War was nearing the end of its fourth summer of fighting. When the conflict had begun in April 1861, many, if not most, Americans, both in the North and in the South, felt as a volunteer soldier from Maine wrote to his mother: “It is generally believed that the contest will be a short and decisive one. It is thought that it will be a comparatively bloodless one.” At roughly the same time, a private from Wisconsin concluded otherwise, telling a friend, “in my opinion this war will not be brought to a close as a great many immagine [sic] I think we will have some hard and bloody fighting, and a great many Companies will lose some of their number from the muster Roll before they return.”2


The Wisconsin recruit had it right, but even he could not have foreseen how deep a descent into darkness the war would bring. Three years later hundreds of thousands had fallen across terrible landscapes, with the darkest and bloodiest of days—like an unrelenting nightmare—occurring during the spring and summer of 1864. By early September, however, the Federals’ capture of Atlanta, Georgia, appeared to ensure the reelection of Abraham Lincoln and ultimate Union victory.


The Frenchman had arrived, then, at a propitious time for a foreign visitor, as a witness to a presidential election and the conflict’s end. He traveled across the Northern states, from Maine to Missouri, visiting cities and towns, hearing the clang of machines in factories, and watching farmers at work in fields. All the while he filled the pages of his diary with his observations.3


“The American seems at first a tissue of contradictions,” he wrote. He possesses an “insatiable curiosity,” but his and fellow Americans’ “minds are not cast in uniform molds.” Laugel thought that the American “has looked at the realistic sharp side of things” since his childhood. “The American is not systematic; he always subordinates the means to the end; he can profit by circumstances, by men, even by chance.”4


This American pragmatism was coupled with confidence, nonconformity, and egalitarian principles. Even within the tragedy of the appalling struggle between the Union and the Confederacy, the region beyond Pennsylvania from Ohio to Wisconsin “is joyous, impatient, and intoxicated with chronic enthusiasm.”5


Perhaps it was the sense, if not the certainty, that federal armies would triumph, that the union of states would endure, and that the decisive issue of slavery would be settled which caused the optimism Laugel saw. Perhaps, too, it was the knowledge of folks living along the Ohio and Mississippi rivers and those residing in New England and the Mid-Atlantic of their home-front contributions to the defeat of the Confederacy. They had gathered the harvests on farms, forged the cannon, stitched together the shoes, and sewed the uniforms.


During his stay in the North, Laugel visited Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. “A heavy smoke hangs constantly over the innumerable workshops,” the Frenchman recorded in his diary. The sides of nearby hills “crop out the black layers of coal.” What Laugel saw in this vibrant, working city epitomized the foundation of the Union’s military prowess.6
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THE SIGNS HAD BEEN THERE FOR YEARS HAD ADVOCATES OF SECESSION chosen to see them in their quest to leave the Union and to risk a civil conflict. Since the establishment of the republic, the hallmark of the American economy had been growth. To be sure, from the early years of the century until the winter of 1861, cotton had dominated the economy and Southern politics. Following the War of 1812, the country underwent a revolution in transportation with the building of the Erie Canal and the construction of rail lines. With this revolution, the economy underwent a transformation.7


In two decades, from 1839 to 1859, the country’s gross national product more than doubled, spurred certainly by the expansion of the railroad industry. The rail companies required tens of thousands of machinists, toolmakers, engine builders, and repairmen. North of the Mason-Dixon Line and Ohio River, railroads dominated business growth. In the ten years before the war, railroad mileage tripled. By 1861, 31,500 miles of track crisscrossed the nation, with 22,000 miles in the North and 9,500 miles in the South.8


While rail lines lengthened, fundamental factors also shaped the nature and size of the economy—natural resources, a sixfold increase in population from natural births and a flood of immigrants, interchangeable parts, an array of new inventions, and public schools. “By 1860,” according to historian James McPherson, “the nascent outline of the modern American economy of mass consumption, mass production and capital-intensive agriculture was visible.”9


In a way, since its beginning, America’s story has rested on farms. Blessed with deep, rich soils and a moderate climate, agriculture formed the bedrock of the nation’s economy for more than two centuries. Whereas “King Cotton” reigned for most of the 1800s, by 1860 grain farmers in the Mid-Atlantic and in the states of the old Northwest Territory were challenging cotton’s dominance. At that time, the Free States boasted more than 1.3 million farms. Railroads had opened up new markets for crops, and John Deere’s steel plow and Cyrus McCormick’s reaper, among other inventions, expanded harvests. Chicago was shipping, for instance, nearly ten million bushels of wheat and oats each year, and Cincinnati had earned the nickname “the metropolis of Pig” for its meatpacking industry.10


Deere and McCormick epitomized a certain breed of fellow countrymen. Necessity had bred pragmatism; pragmatism had bred inventiveness. Between 1830 and 1860, the number of patents submitted to the Patent Office increased fivefold. The vast majority of the new ideas came from the North. Writing about the ironmaking industry, a newspaper bragged: “There is no lack of genius or skill among us. The world has admitted that Americans can undoubtedly rival their neighbors in this art as well as the rest.”11


American ingenuity, combined with vast forests, deposits of iron ore and coal, and skilled workers, created a rapidly expanding industrial base. In this the Free States dominated. By 1860, more than 128,000 manufacturing firms existed in the United States and, of these, only about 18,000 were located in the eleven states that would form the Confederacy. For example, private gunmakers in just one Connecticut county produced more firearms than gunsmiths in the entire slaveholding South.12


The North’s industrial ascendancy was staggering in comparison to the South’s development of manufacturers whose products were vital to a country at war. Iron rolling mills and foundries, cotton and wool mills, ready-made clothing firms, boot and shoemakers, and meat packers numbered in the thousands from New England to Wisconsin. Other small firms built wagons, tanned leather, cast cannon, stamped out horseshoes, canned foodstuff, and crafted guns. Large businesses increased in number, but the typical American company was owned by a man or a family.13


As historian Jay Winik notes, the antebellum years witnessed “the stunning emergence of industrial capitalism.” The center of this “emergence” lay in Massachusetts west through Connecticut, New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania to Ohio. The North’s investment in manufacturing rose during the 1850s from slightly more than $500 million to $1 billion, or by nearly 90 percent. The new technologies helped to energize the economy, and the United States military’s need for interchangeable parts increased further and faster the rise of mechanized mass production.14


Persistent difficulties plagued the economy during the antebellum years, however. Periodic “panics” or recessions caused disruptions that led to bank failures, factory closures, and personal and business bankruptcies. Corruption affected every level of government, with politicians accepting bribes and granting favors, notably to railroad companies and larger firms. The lack of a standard national currency exacerbated the fluctuations in the amount of available specie, which roiled financial markets. Speculation in land and commercial enterprises seemed to be a mania.15


Although railroads and telegraph lines widened markets and linked towns and cities as never before, the nation’s economy remained largely decentralized. It might have been so, in part, because of the independent-minded character of Americans. In his travels, Laugel noticed this trait, writing, “In the United States there is a horror of all trammels, systems, and uniformity.”16


The Founding Fathers had their doubts about whether a republic of America’s size could endure. Their reading of the past had convinced them of its fragility. In his first inaugural, President George Washington had cautioned his fellow citizens that the new nation was an “experiment.” That it had survived the tumults for six decades likely would have surprised them.17


During those six decades, the “experiment” had been increasingly tested as the issue of slavery tore open a broader, if not unbridgeable, divide between North and South. A civil war was not inevitable, however, because the Americans in the two sections were not that much different from each other socially and culturally. Arguably, the fundamental basis for the division between them rested in the emerging and contrasting free-labor industrial North and the slave-labor agricultural South.18


Although the capitalistic North grew more vibrant with each successive decade, the slaveholding states dominated the American economy from 1800 to 1860. The American South supplied three-fourths of the world’s supply of cotton, grown primarily in a swath of states from South Carolina through Georgia and Alabama to Mississippi. Cotton fed the textile mills of New England and filled the hulls of ships on their passage to Europe. “King Cotton” had earned its preeminence in the country’s economic life. In 1853 a planter boasted: “Our Cotton is the most wonderful talisman in the world. By its power we are transmitting whatever we choose into whatever we want.”19


The planter’s observation might have been true then, but for the previous decade or more his region had been confronting a rising section to the north, both industrially and demographically. Immigrants from Europe arrived by shiploads, with seven out of eight of them settling north of the Mason-Dixon Line and the Ohio River. Birth rates in the North exceeded those in the South. By 1860, more than twice as many men, women, and children lived in the Free States and territories than in the fifteen slave states and District of Columbia, including the indentured population.20


The impact of the disparity in population had resulted already in the Free States’ majority in the House of Representatives. The implications of further admission of Free States into the Union were not lost on Southern political leaders. The Constitution protected slavery legally without naming it specifically, but it did not guarantee its continued existence. If opposition to the “peculiar institution” garnered a majority of votes in both houses of Congress, bondsmen could be given their freedom by law.21


A myriad of political issues and crises, all inexorably linked to slavery, had plagued the country for forty years. Each decade came worse, it seemed, than the one before, eroding the viability of Washington’s “experiment.” Each one seemed to be accompanied by a louder sound of a tocsin in the night—Missouri Compromise of 1820, nullification crisis of 1832, rise of the abolitionist movement, Compromise of 1850, Kansas-Nebraska Act, “Bleeding Kansas,” Dred Scott Supreme Court decision, John Brown’s raid on Harpers Ferry.22


Unhealed, the divisive wounds festered until it was too late, climaxing in the 1860 presidential election. During the campaign, Southern voices warned of the consequences if Republican candidate Abraham Lincoln won the office. Although Lincoln assured Southerners that he had no intention of trying to abolish slavery, the region’s political leaders did not heed his words. Just days before the election in Louisiana, broadsides appeared on streets predicting: “The slavery agitation will soon make the North and South two separate nations, unless it can cease, of which we have little hope. We can never submit to Lincoln’s inauguration.”23


Finally, after decades of vitriolic speeches, political and constitutional crises, and bloodshed, the division between Free States and slave states could not be resolved. As the Louisiana posters forewarned, the election of President Lincoln resulted in the secession of seven states and the formation of the Confederate States of America. When Confederate gun crews fired on Fort Sumter in the harbor of Charleston, South Carolina, the internecine struggle began. A day after the garrison formally surrendered, on April 15, Lincoln called for seventy-five thousand state militia to suppress the rebellion. The attack and the president’s act galvanized both sections, as tens of thousands of men rushed to enlist and four more states seceded.


Though illusions of a brief conflict persisted for weeks, there was no turning back. Each section confronted formidable obstacles in conducting a war, but the greatest burden rested, arguably, with the Northern states. Time soon brought the realization that to save the Union, federal armies and navies, backed by the economic might of the citizenry, would have to conquer the vast Confederacy.


Referring to the North, historian Allan Nevins describes the section as “the shambling, uncertain American giant of 1861.” Ahead of it and its government was an unprecedented struggle, whose breadth and depth could hardly be perceived. If the Union was to be restored, the giant, in all its might, had to stir.24


Weeks before the attack on Fort Sumter, a former army officer, William T. Sherman, warned Southerners of what lay across the Mason-Dixon Line. “The North can make a steam engine, locomotive, or railway car,” he declared, “hardly a yard of cloth or shoes can you make. You are rushing into a war with one of the most powerful, ingeniously mechanical and determined people on earth—right at your doors.… If your people would but stop and think, they must see that in the end you will surely fail.”25


But, as the French visitor Auguste Laugel witnessed during the war’s final year, Southerners had not stopped. Instead, they had summoned forth a slumbering American giant in the North.















Chapter One



STIRRINGS
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ESTIMATES PLACED THE CROWD AT 250,000 FOLKS IN NEW YORK City on April 20, 1861. They covered city blocks from Fourteenth Street to Seventeenth Street and from Broadway to Fourth Avenue. Several stands for orators rose above the throngs. When Major Robert Anderson, the “hero” of Fort Sumter, appeared, the people cheered even louder. A prominent city attorney, George Templeton Strong, called the entire scene “an event,” adding, “Few assemblages had equaled it in numbers and unanimity.” A week later he reported, “Here the flag is on every public building, every store, every house almost.” Historian George Bancroft exclaimed, “I witnessed the sublimest spectacle I ever saw.”1


New Yorkers were not alone in their reaction to the outbreak of civil war and the threat to the Union. Across the entire North, in villages and cities, similar rallies occurred. Husbands, fathers, and sons hurried to enlist in volunteer units. In New York, more than 13,000 men joined the ranks of seventeen regiments, and nearly 21,000 Pennsylvanians signed up in twenty-five regiments. Without legal authority, on May 3, President Abraham Lincoln requested 42,034 volunteers to serve for three years. An angry wind had been embraced.2


In Massachusetts, Ralph Waldo Emerson remarked on the “whirlwind of patriotism, not believed to exist, but now magnetizing all discordant masses under its terrific unity.” Brigadier General Jacob D. Cox recalled, “The wonderful outburst of national feeling in the North in the spring of 1861 has always been a thrilling and almost supernatural thing to those who participated in it.” It was that “national feeling” that brought Cox and his fellow Northerners into the ranks, or, as a private put it, Southerners had “insulted our flag and we must insult theirs” and “stand by the Union and constitution of the states.”3


Defense of the Union seemed to be the common motivation behind enlistments. One volunteer told his brother, “If I fall, I die in defence of the Flag I was born under and which I will die under.” A Wisconsin recruit asserted to his parents, “With thousands of others I was so much excited at the thought of treason breaking out in our Old Union that I thought nothing but to be if possible the first to enroll my name amongst those of her defenders.”4


A member of the 38th New York Infantry invoked Revolutionary War patriots in explaining to his parents why he had volunteered: “Don’t feel sorry that one of your sons enlisted in this struggle for our rights and the rights of our forefathers who died for their country and made it free and now we are duty bound to protect it and keep it free, for without Union there cannot be Peace so down with Secession.”5


One of Lincoln’s secretaries, twenty-two-year-old John Hay, visited the camp of the 1st Rhode Island Infantry and declared afterward, “When men like these leave their houses, their women, their wine, harden their hands, eat crackers for dinner, wear a shirt for a week and never black their shoes—all for a principle, it is hard to set any bounds to the possibilities of such an army.”6


The volunteers gathered at training camps, generally located in state capitals. The War Department in Washington, DC, ordered regiments to the capital in concern for the security of the city. By early June, thousands of troops had arrived in the national capital, and any immediate threat had disappeared. A New Jersey soldier asserted at the time, “Things look very mutch like war here but there is so mutch military that it cant look other ways.”7


President Lincoln soon became a familiar figure to many of the arriving troops. Whenever the opportunity beckoned, Lincoln escaped from his second-story office above the East Room in the Executive Mansion and visited with the officers and men in their camps. An acquaintance of the president described him as “eminently human,” and the soldiers came to see this in him. When he went among their tents—he had a “forward-bending form” when he walked—Lincoln greeted all that he could with some words.8


An officer recounted an incident during one of Lincoln’s visits when “a boy came by with a pail of water for us, and the President took a great swig from it as it passed.” Another officer said of the commander in chief: “It is easy to see why he is so popular with all who come in contact with him. He gives you the impression of being a gentleman.” It was this common touch of his that impressed the rank and file.9


The president’s reported homeliness drew inevitable remarks. A lieutenant decided that “he is ten times a homlier man than I expected he was.” A fellow officer contended otherwise, “It is really too bad to call him one of the ugliest men in the country for I have seldom seen a pleasanter or more kind-hearted looking one and he has certainly a very striking face.” With each visit, with the speaking of words or shaking of hands, Lincoln established a bond that he would need in the fearful days ahead.10


Before the floodtide of soldiers, slightly more than sixty-one thousand folks resided in Washington City, as it was termed at the time. Nearly fourteen thousand persons lived in Georgetown or in the district’s rural areas. Free blacks and slaves comprised one-fifth of the population. The Capitol, Executive Mansion, General Post Office, Patent Office, Treasury, and Smithsonian Institution were the city’s impressive structures. A pair of small brick buildings housed the State and War departments.11


A politician or visitor described the capital as a “city of magnificent distances.” When he came to Washington before the war, British novelist Anthony Trollope believed the streets were a baffling maze. Pennsylvania Avenue, “the avenue” to locals, had earned a distinction as “‘the worst’ street in the country.” A journalist thought that it had been called that “with justice,” for “in dry weather [it was] a highway of choking dust, in the rainy season a quagmire of yellow mud and many pitfalls.” Older residents remembered that a large billy goat had charged Senator Henry Clay on “the avenue.”12


Albert Gallatin Riddle, a congressman from Ohio, described the nation’s capital in the spring of 1861 “as [an] unattractive, straggling, sodden town.” He noted also, “The Washington Monument, the Capitol, and the Treasury building were melancholy specimens of arrested development.” Both the monument and the Capitol dome remained unfinished at the time.13


A visitor shared Riddle’s sentiments, writing: “Everything worth looking at seemed unfinished. Everything finished looked as if it should have been destroyed generations before.” Inside the Capitol, however, both houses of Congress had flowered carpets, ornate mirrors, and chairs of morocco leather. Along Fourteenth Street stood the Willard Hotel, an impressive private building.14


Washington City struck Dr. George William Bagby, a physician-turned-reporter from Virginia, as “a paradise of paradoxes—a great, little, splendid, mean, extravagant, poverty-stricken barrack.… The one and only absolutely certain thing is the absence of everything that is at all permanent.” Bagby went on, claiming it “has the reputation of Sodom… a monument that will never be finished; a capitol that is to have a dome, a Scientific Institute [the Smithsonian] which does nothing but report the rise and fall of the thermometer.”15


Most of the soldiers, if not nearly all of them, had never been to the capital. When the opportunity arose, they roamed the streets as sight-seers, visiting the public buildings. “Washington is the prettiest place in the World,” thought one of them. A chaplain contended, “The Capitol is beyond the possibility of description.”16


Some of the officers and enlisted men expressed different impressions to folks back home. A volunteer used a common expression at the time, calling the city “just no place at all.” A lieutenant believed that it resembled “a half grown tree withered by the premature extraction of sap.” Another soldier grumbled to his parents, “Hogs run around the street just like dogs.”17


Whether the city impressed them or not, their presence, in numbers unprecedented, spoke to a grim reality ahead of them and the Northern home front. The government that they had come to defend was woefully unprepared and undermanned for the approaching struggle. Americans had seemingly always possessed a deep ambivalence to war and, ironically, Congressman Abraham Lincoln had described military glory in the Mexican War as a “rainbow that rises in showers of blood.” When the conflict began, the Regular Army consisted of approximately sixteen thousand officers and men strewn in forts and outposts across the frontier and along the coasts. Barely more than thirty-six thousand civilian employees worked for the government and, of this force, 85 percent worked for the post office.18


John Hay recalled the days before the president-elect’s inauguration: “The picture was as confused and bewildering as a dissolving view. The old time was passing away, and all things had not become new.” Then came Fort Sumter and, with it, war and a shattered past. New was afoot everywhere. Writing after the conflict’s beginning, Hay understood the stakes: “The North will not have mercy, for mercy would be cruelty now. The Government must die or crush its assailants.”19
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THE FOUR-STORY BRICK WAR DEPARTMENT SQUATTED ON SEVENTEENTH Street due west of the Executive Mansion, or the White House. District residents called it “the lunatic asylum.” The building housed the offices of Secretary of War Simon Cameron and Secretary of the Navy Gideon Welles. Across the street stood a more imposing structure, Winder’s Building, where Commanding General Winfield Scott and the quartermaster and ordnance bureaus were located. As the war progressed and the demands increased, War Department employees eventually occupied eleven buildings.20


Scott served as the president’s military adviser. The brevet lieutenant general had been a soldier for nearly four decades and was a hero of the Mexican War. He was now, however, seventy-four years old, his physical stature—he stood six feet five inches tall—wracked by time and obesity. He could neither work long hours nor mount a horse without assistance. Proud and vain, Scott still possessed a brilliant intellect.21


The commanding general had no illusions about the daunting task that awaited Union forces. A native Virginian, Scott regarded the Confederacy as a formidable opponent. Geographically, the Rebel states covered an area of more than 750,000 square miles. The Appalachian Mountains ran nearly the length of the Confederacy in the east and would be a towering barrier to military operations. Numerous rivers scarred the Southern landscape, offering natural defensive lines. The conflict’s outcome would depend on the Union army’s and navy’s ability to conquer the Confederacy.22


Scott informed Lincoln that it would require three years and incalculable men and resources to defeat the Rebels. The army commander proposed a three-prong plan—a naval blockade, capture and control of the Mississippi River, and offensive invasions into the Confederate heartland. When Scott’s plan was made public, Northern newspapers derisively dubbed it the “Anaconda Plan.” The press demanded an immediate advance against the enemy, clamoring for “On to Richmond,” the Confederate capital.23


The Federals went forth from Washington in mid-July, marching toward a Confederate force near Manassas, Virginia. The clash came on Sunday, July 21, and, before the Battle of First Manassas, or Bull Run, had ended, the Yankees were fleeing back toward the capital in a demoralizing rout. Concern for the security of Washington mounted. Officials earlier had sandbagged and stocked with food and ammunition the Treasury as a final stronghold for the president and cabinet members if the enemy entered the city.24
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MUCH MORE THAN MEN DIED ON THE PLAINS OF MANASSAS ON THAT July Sabbath. Gone were the illusions of a brief and bloodless conflict and of a weak opponent. In turn came the realization of a prolonged struggle, as Scott had predicted, and, with it, the further realization that a war effort required a mobilization of the entire Northern society. As never before in America, on an unprecedented scale, the fortunes of the Union military were linked to the production of the home front.25


That linkage between the civilian producers and the Union’s army and navy required a mobilization never before undertaken in the country. It became necessary to convert industrial capacity into military might. The North’s advantages in a conflict—manpower, natural resources, factories and farms, railroads, and taxable wealth—had to undergird the war effort. Union military strategy had to be predicated on the ability of the government and the home front to muster, arm, supply, and transport ultimately more than two million men. Invading Union armies and the navy had to rely on an economy whose industrial foundation had materialized only within the past two decades.26


Responsibility for this mobilization of an entire society rested with a federal government woefully unprepared for it in the spring of 1861. Henry Adams wrote: “The government had an air of social instability and incompleteness that went far to support the right of secession in theory as in fact, but right or wrong, secession was likely to be easy where there was so little to secede from. The Union was a sentiment, but not much more.”27


Secretary of War Simon Cameron put in stark terms what the administration faced after the attack on Fort Sumter: “I found the nation without an army; and I found scarcely a man throughout the War Department in whom I could put my trust.” The adjutant general and quartermaster had joined the Confederacy, and “more than half the clerks were disloyal.” Even President Lincoln confessed, “I hardly knew who to trust any more.”28


Congressman Riddle asserted that the civil service was “in a bad condition.” To the Ohio Republican, work in all of the government’s departments appeared to be “sadly in arrears.” He continued, “The public offices were apparently used chiefly as lounging-places, where men gathered to read Democratic papers, smoke, chew tobacco, and damn Lincoln and his myrmidons.”29


No matter how inadequate the government was to the onslaught of volunteers, it and state governments endeavored to fill the supply needs of the soldiery during the war’s initial weeks. Responsibility for the efforts remained uncertain, causing much confusion. Legislatures in the state capitals issued bonds or borrowed from banks or wealthy individuals to raise money for supplies. The national government owned armories and some factories, and several states operated clothing factories. None of the facilities could fill the escalating demands.30


When Lincoln called for the volunteers on May 3, supply needs doubled seemingly overnight. Behind the regiments arriving in the capital came hordes of civilian suppliers in search of contracts. The granting of contracts fell initially to agents of the War Department appointed by Secretary Cameron.31


A powerful Pennsylvania politician, Cameron had sought the Republican nomination for the presidency in 1860. But the odor of corruption clung to him because he combined elective office with personal financial gain. Along with William H. Seward, Salmon P. Chase, and Edward Bates, Cameron owed his cabinet seat to machinations at the 1860 Republican convention.32


Cameron’s appointment surprised Congressman Riddle, who said later of the secretary, “I did not then know so well that intellectual ability was a small factor in selecting a Cabinet Minister.” Riddle thought that Cameron “was not at home” at the department.33


Lincoln’s secretaries, John Nicolay and John Hay, offered contrasting opinions of the Pennsylvania politician. In a memorandum, Nicolay declared, “Cameron [is] utterly ignorant and regardless of the course of things, and the probable result.” He described the secretary as “selfish and openly discourteous to the President” and “obnoxious to the Country,” adding that he was “incapable either of organizing details or conceiving and advising general plans.”34


Hay contended otherwise, arguing that much of the opposition to Cameron rested outside of the administration. The secretary “never is vindictive,” wrote Hay. “There has never been the slightest unkindness or distrust between him and the President.” It appears that Hay had it right because Lincoln and Cameron got along personally, and the president granted his cabinet members rather wide latitude in the conduct of their departments.35


Unfortunately for Lincoln and his administration, Cameron appointed political friends and supporters as purchasing agents. It took some time before it was revealed that contracts had been given to spurious businesses that sold poorly fabricated uniforms and shoes, in particular, to the War Department and the states. “Shoddy” became a household word throughout the North. It referred to fabric made of cuttings and waste gathered from the floors of clothing factories and then glued together to resemble a sturdy fabric. In foul weather and heavy use, shoddy uniforms fell apart.36


Lincoln endeavored, however, to bring organization to the purchase and transport of supplies as early as June 1861 with the appointment of Montgomery C. Meigs as quartermaster general. Meigs had led a secret expedition to reinforce Fort Pickens in the harbor of Pensacola, Florida, during the crisis before the firing on Fort Sumter. When the president was considering Meigs for the post, he wrote about the officer to Winfield Scott, “I do not know one who combines the qualities of masculine intellect, learning and experience of the right sort, and physical of labor and endurance so well as he.” This proved to be one of Lincoln’s finest personnel choices.37


Meigs was forty-five years old, an 1836 graduate of West Point, and a career engineer officer. His mother said of him as a six-year-old that he was “high-tempered, unyielding, tyrannical toward his brothers, and very persevering in pursuit of anything he wishes.” He could be arrogant and demanding with others, but his talent was unquestioned. Gideon Welles described him as “prudent, cautious.”38


Meigs’s major antebellum feats remained unfinished at the war’s outset. He had designed and overseen the construction of the capital’s main aqueduct a dozen miles up the Potomac River at Great Falls. He worked on the building of the Post Office and served as a designer and primary engineer of the Capitol dome. The aqueduct and the dome remain as legacies of Meigs’s brilliance as an engineer.39


The new quartermaster general found his department and the supply system in disarray. States continued to purchase arms and equipment. Three days after the Union defeat at Bull Run, Meigs claimed: “The nation is in extremity. Troops, thousands, wait for clothes to take the field. Regiments have been ordered here [to Washington] without clothes. Men go on guard in drawers.”40


With his experience and administrative abilities, Meigs brought order to the mobilization undertaking. In the fall, he directed state governments to cease the purchases of supplies, leaving his bureau primarily responsible for the massive procurement of uniforms, boots and shoes, blankets, and other equipment. He established large clothing depots in New York City, Philadelphia, Cincinnati, and Saint Louis under the direction of army officers. Small depots branched out from the principal installations.41


Congress had passed a law that required open bidding for government contracts, and Meigs demanded compliance. Although he wisely dispersed orders throughout the states to satisfy senators, representatives, and governors, his department retained relative independence from the politicians and their supporters in the patronage business. Meigs established new guidelines for manufacturers, including standard measurements, or sizes, for uniforms.42


By the beginning of 1862, a military bureaucracy managed the North’s supply system. In addition to Meigs’s department, the Subsistence Department oversaw the acquisition of food supplies, and the Ordnance Department purchased or manufactured cannon, firearms, and ammunition. In time, however, the Quartermaster Department consumed nearly one-half of the Northern industrial output and spent more money than any agency or bureau of the federal government. Within another year, Meigs employed a hundred thousand civilian workers.43


“Meigs’s role in managing the expansion of the Quartermaster Department and supervising officers in the field cannot be overestimated,” in the judgment of historian Earl J. Hess, “He and his officers were responsible for Union logistical success in the Civil War.” He submitted budgets for his department to Congress, scrupulously oversaw disbursement of funds, ensured that paperwork was handled properly, and kept the War Department current on the conflict’s mounting demands.44


A chief quartermaster of the Third Corps of the Army of the Potomac grumbled after the war that Meigs’s department was “the most abused and the least understood of any in the army, though the most important by far of all the staff departments.” This ultimately vast bureaucracy linked the North’s private enterprises to its military forces. The department and its officers, enlisted men, and clerks procured and then distributed mountains of war materiel to Union armies and the navy.45


The result, unprecedented in the nation’s past, was “a mixed military economy,” according to historian Mark R. Wilson. A “decentralized national network of depots and officers” stood between the needs of the War Department and the thousands of private suppliers in the North. A biographer of Meigs, Robert O’Harrow Jr., has argued that the Quartermaster Department “provided momentum to the nation’s economy for years to come.”46


No one could have foreseen during the war’s initial months that vital and enlarging role of Meigs and his department. New York attorney George Templeton Strong met the quartermaster general in August 1861 and recorded in his diary: “He is an exceptional and refreshing specimen of sense and promptitude, unlike most of our high military officials. There’s not a fibre of red tape in his constitution.”47


Four years later at the war’s end, the accomplishments of Meigs “should be given a place near that of Seward and Stanton, Chase and Gideon Welles,” historian Allan Nevins argues. Historian James McPherson believes the ranking quartermaster to be “the unsung hero of northern victory,” and fellow historians Herman Hattaway and Archer Jones claim, “Meigs performed tasks monumental in the annals of military history.”48
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IN 1861, JOHN HAY PENNED—ANONYMOUSLY—AN ARTICLE FOR A pro-administration Saint Louis, Missouri, newspaper near year’s end. “The whole inventive genius of the American people is now centered upon a single object,” the president’s secretary contended, “and if they do not work out some miracles in the use of iron, lead and ‘villainous salt petre,’ they will belie their past history and all the idiosyncrasies of the universal Yankee nation.”49


Hay decried the fact that American “genius” was devoted almost entirely to “the great work of human slaughter.” New cannon were being forged; new firearms were being designed and tested. But the “Yankee nation” was at work in quantities of products far greater than “death-dealing instruments.”50


The transition from America’s economic past to a yet-to-be-determined future was ongoing. The improvisation of the conflict’s early days slowly gave way to expansion and organization, from the antebellum local, state, and regional economies to a national organization of resources and production. The federal government and business enterprises, large and small, became partners in the struggle to save the Union.51


Most critical to the undertaking, private enterprise in the North “believed in its obligation to preserve the nation.” The administration and the home front had to engineer victory by combining the output of farms and factories with the advance of Union forces into the Confederacy. “As the first two years of the struggle might be called the improvised war,” Nevins states, “the last two could be termed the organized war. The transition from one to the other was a transition from the old America to the new, and not in material terms alone, but in psychological terms also.”52


At the foundation of the monumental undertaking lay the “Yankee nation”—the farms and factories from Maine to Minnesota—and “the whole inventive genius of the American people.” The entrepreneurial talent of businessmen and the ingenuity and skill of Northern workers—men and women—resulted in, according to McPherson, “war production on a scale that would make the Union army the best fed, most lavishly supplied army that had ever existed.”53
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WHILE TRAVELING EAST, SOLDIERS FROM WISCONSIN DETRAINED BRIEFLY in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. “You can smell smoke,” one of them asserted in a letter, “feel smoke & I will go so far as to say you can taste it.” The volunteer from the West believed that newsboys looked “as if they had [been] suspended over the funnel of some blacksmith’s shop.”54


It was the autumn of 1861, and the smoke from the city’s factories heralded an awakening, a stirring of the giant. Three and a half years later, at war’s end in April 1865, the federal government had spent more than $3 billion on the victory. Two-thirds of that amount had gone for the purchase of materiel. On some items, the numbers were staggering: 1 billion rounds of small arms ammunition, 1 million horses and mules, 1.5 million barrels of pork, 100 million pounds of coffee, 6 million woolen blankets, and 10 million pairs of shoes. The War and Navy departments also bought or manufactured hundreds of heavy ordnance, more than a million firearms, hundreds of naval vessels, and millions of accoutrements.55


This level of mobilization could not have been possible without an American business culture, natural and man-made resources, a skilled and trainable workforce, and leaders in private industry. The North’s economy had been moving increasingly toward industrialization during the two prior decades. These changes needed and created individuals who developed skills of finance, organization, and innovation. The administration in Washington relied on them to marshal the region’s economic capacity.56


The Civil War brought forth their talents as they also strived to preserve the Union. They were tinkers, inventors, improvisers, builders, organizers, entrepreneurs, and even dreamers. They created their own companies or expanded other enterprises. They were instrumental as private individuals in forging victory and recasting the past and heralding the future. They were among those who stood astride the transformation of a nation.57
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THOSE WHO SAW IT AND EVEN THOSE WHO READ ABOUT IT REGARDED it as the engineering marvel of its day. A nearly two-mile-long semicircle, the Horseshoe Curve, as it became known, lay outside of Altoona, Pennsylvania, carrying the tracks of the Pennsylvania Railroad. It had been created by constructing a huge fill, a man-made embankment, over one ravine and slicing off the face of a mountain to fill in another.1


When completed in February 1854, Horseshoe Curve reduced travel time by rail between Philadelphia and Pittsburgh to fifteen hours. It solved the decades-old problem of getting a direct line across the Allegheny Mountains. Horseshoe Curve owed its construction to the labor of several hundred mostly Irish immigrants and to the engineering brilliance of one man, John Edgar Thomson.2


J. Edgar Thomson was born on February 10, 1808, to John and Sarah Lewis Thomson on the family farm ten miles south of Philadelphia in Delaware County, Pennsylvania. The Thomsons were Quakers, and John Thomson was a noted surveyor and civil engineer in the region. He surveyed the route for the “historic” Thomas Leiper Railroad, the first line in the state and the second in the country where horse-drawn cars ran on the tracks. This line eventually became a spur of the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad. Perhaps as early as 1809, he built a three-quarter-mile-long line from a quarry.3


The elder Thomson was a “strict, exacting father,” but he and his son were “unusually close.” By the time he was a youth, J. Edgar accompanied his father on surveying and engineering projects, learning the rudiments of both trades. What formal schooling the son received is uncertain, but he became well educated. He expressed to his parents at one point a desire to attend the military academy at West Point, but the family’s pacifist beliefs likely precluded an effort to receive an appointment.4


The younger Thomson worked briefly on a canal before serving as engineer on the Philadelphia & Columbia Railroad at age nineteen. He hired on later as engineer with the Camden & Amboy Railroad in New Jersey. In 1830, he left the job and visited Europe to examine public works. Four years later, he was hired as chief engineer for the Georgia Railroad, which was under construction from Augusta to Marthasville. The Georgia legislature, meanwhile, had approved another railroad, the Western Atlantic, from Marthasville to Chattanooga, Tennessee. When the board of directors of the Western Atlantic sought to rename Marthasville, Thomson suggested Atlanta as an alteration of Atlantic.5


Thomson spent nearly thirteen years in Georgia before returning to his native state and accepting the position of chief engineer at the recently incorporated Pennsylvania Railroad. The charter for the new rail company had been pushed through the legislature and signed by the governor to prevent the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad from building a line from Cumberland, Maryland, to Pittsburgh. The Pennsylvania Railroad was organized by lawyers, bankers, speculators, and politicians.6


Earlier governors and legislatures in the Keystone State had endeavored to duplicate the economic success of the Erie Canal. In the 1820s, the politicians authorized the Main Line of Public Works, which consisted of canals and railroads from Philadelphia to Pittsburgh. The first leg of the Main Line was the eighty-two-mile-long Philadelphia & Columbia Railroad, which Thomson had worked on as the company’s principal assistant engineer. In the line’s early years, passengers rode in horse-drawn cars and it took nine hours to complete a one-way trip. From Columbia on the east bank of the Susquehanna River, canal boats carried passengers and goods to the foot of the Allegheny Mountains, where the thirty-six-mile Allegheny Portage Railroad used an incline plane system to cross the barrier. More canal boats on the western slopes completed the tedious journey.7


When the Main Line of Public Works opened in 1834, it extended more than 390 miles between Pennsylvania’s two major cities, requiring three trans-shipments of cargo and passengers along the route. Winter weather closed the canals three or four months each year. In the end, the Public (or State) Works proved to be a failure and incurred financial losses. On April 13, 1846, the state legislature granted a charter to the Pennsylvania Railroad. The body also authorized three possible routes around the Allegheny Mountains portage to decrease the time required to cross the state.8


After conducting surveys of the proposed routes, the railroad’s chief engineer, Thomson, chose the middle one at a site known as Kittanning Point outside of Altoona. The construction of Horseshoe Curve consumed six years. Thomson designed it so that the track would rise gradually from the valley below at a grade of 1.8 feet in 100 feet. His ingenious plan reduced the danger of a train wreck on a steep mountainside. A newspaper stated years later that Horseshoe Curve helped to establish Thomson’s “reputation of being a veritable railroad genius.”9


While at work on the massive undertaking near Altoona, Thomson clashed with the company’s president, Samuel Merrick. They disagreed, apparently, on nearly all aspects of the project, with Thomson threatening to resign. He wrote, “The old president and me cannot get along cordially.” Merrick was not an engineer and likely opposed the cost of the enterprise near Altoona. Eventually, the difficulties between the two men resulted in a vote of the stockholders, who elected Thomson president on February 3, 1852, two years before Horseshoe Curve opened for traffic. Ironically, the chief engineer had told Merrick years earlier, “I am naturally indisposed to seek authority.”10


According to a biographer of Thomson’s, “He rose to power on the Pennsylvania by reason of his professional skills and wide experience, which combined to serve his company well.” His brilliance as an engineer and his talent as an administrator contributed undoubtedly to the stockholders’ confidence in him. His personality made him, however, an unlikely choice for such an important position.11


“I found Thomson so taciturn that I could get nothing out of him,” Herman Haupt, a business associate, told a colleague. “He was noncommittal in everything.” The fellow worker, assistant engineer Samuel Mifflin, replied: “I know Thomson intimately. He is a queer fish.” In time, a joke circulated among office employees that the company president spoke only twice a day.12


He possessed an intense shyness, which combined with professional caution. Mifflin might have believed that he knew Thomson intimately, but, even so, few others in the company or railroad business did. In public, particularly, Thomson could be icily aloof and brusque. His conservatism resulted in his thorough examination of ideas. He had that pragmatic businessman’s attitude and was a stickler for facts. Once he had settled on a course of action, nothing seemed to stop him in its implementation.13


Thomson’s outward reticence belied internal passions. Although he was an unimposing man physically at five feet nine inches tall, he burned with a devotion to the company. He married, and he and his wife adopted a daughter, but his existence revolved around the railroad’s headquarters in Philadelphia. In a biographer’s estimation, the firm became “the center of Thomson’s life.”14


Thomson worked tirelessly on behalf of the company during the 1850s, with a goal of expanding the firm into a rail system. They double-tracked 136 miles of the line at a cost of more than $18 million. In 1857, he purchased the assets of the Main Line of Public Works at auction for $7.5 million. He consolidated three rail lines into the Pittsburgh, Fort Wayne and Chicago Railway, completing the passage from Pittsburgh to Chicago. He also bought stock in other companies and in May 1861 secured a 999-year lease on the unfinished Philadelphia & Erie Railroad.15


The railroad company’s investments and purchases required the sale of new shares of stock to raise funds. The state legislature, however, had to approve such stock issuances. Newspaper publisher Horace Greeley contended that Pennsylvania’s legislature was “then one of the rottenest and the surrounding lobby the most rapacious and shameless on earth.” Unquestionably, Thomson pressured members and did favors for them. Samuel Mifflin confided that Thomson “is in a tight place with that location,” meaning the state capital.16


Thomson did not trust the politicians and the lobbyists and described them as “the land sharks at Harrisburg.” In most business matters with the legislature, he seemed to be guided by a particular strategy, as he stated to a United States congressman: “It has been my policy to say as little as possible.” It was the legislators who, in turn, pressured him to bid on and buy the Public Works.17


The company’s major battle with the politicians during the 1850s involved the tonnage tax. The legislature had levied a tax on the number of tons hauled and the miles traveled by railroad firms. Thomson hated the tax, but it was a complex issue. Voters opposed a repeal of the tax, and newspapers conveyed that viewpoint across the state. The company’s vice president, Thomas A. Scott, managed to get a repeal through the legislature in 1860.18


Scott typified the talented associates that Thomson either hired or promoted, including Herman Haupt, Samuel Mifflin, and Andrew Carnegie. The president valued loyalty and rewarded accomplishments. If a man could be of help to Thomson, said Mifflin, “he will not be ungrateful.” He and his closest colleagues invested in real estate and coal and timber companies along the railroad’s line. Haupt’s investments were worth $473,160, for instance, by 1856.19


During the 1850s, Thomson colluded with the presidents of the New York Central, New York & Erie, and Baltimore & Ohio railroads to fix rates and ensure profits for each company. In 1859, the four men met privately in Washington, DC, endeavoring to agree further on “a uniformity of action” among them. The effort failed, yet two years later the demands on their lines and others rapidly accelerated.20
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OHIO CONGRESSMAN ALBERT GALLATIN RIDDLE MET THE VICE PRESIDENT of the Pennsylvania Railroad, Thomas A. Scott, in Washington, DC, after the Civil War had begun. “Slight but symmetrical,” Riddle remembered the Pennsylvanian, “with a face as sharply and beautifully cut as a cameo, he was the embodiment of energy, intellect, and wise unerring judgment. Whenever he was to be found in the office [at the War Department], what a relief to deal with him, with his electric brain and cool, quiet manner.”21


Scott had been summoned to the capital by a fellow Pennsylvanian, Secretary of War Simon Cameron, “to take charge” of railways and telegraph between Washington and Annapolis, Maryland. Pro-secessionists in Maryland had disrupted the passage of troops, arms, and supplies through Baltimore, and the situation demanded resolution. A close friend of Cameron’s, the thirty-seven-year-old Scott had a well-deserved reputation for fixing problems and removing obstacles.22


Scott was born on December 28, 1828, in Loudon, Franklin County, a village consisting of “a few straggling houses” at the time. His father owned an inn along a well-traveled road. Scott attended a local common school until his father died in 1835. For the next two years he lived with an older sister and then an older brother. Scott clerked in various country stores for nearly a decade until he secured a job with a commission house as a collector of tolls on the Main Line. It was in this position that he came to the notice of Herman Haupt, who recommended him to J. Edgar Thomson, president of the Pennsylvania Railroad.23


Scott’s ascendancy in the company paralleled the railroad’s growth and increasing economic and political power in the state during the 1850s. He served as agent of the firm’s Eastern Division and then its Western Division. While in the latter post, he oversaw the consolidation of the Pittsburgh, Fort Wayne and Chicago Railway. When the company’s general superintendent died, Scott filled the office, and, in 1859, upon the death of its vice president and on Thomson’s urging, the board of stockholders picked him for the vacancy. His reputation in the company was nothing short of “phenomenal.”24


It was Scott, not Thomson, who directed the campaign for the repeal of the tonnage tax. He possessed the requisite personal attributes that the taciturn president did not. Scott was “a clever political creature,” according to a biographer of Thomson’s. The repeal of the tax faced fierce political and public opposition. The levy on tonnage had been imposed on the company’s original charter to protect Public Works.25
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