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Author’s Note



To grasp prices and values in Charleston, 1860, in today’s dollars, multiply by twenty-eight. A $5-a-night hotel room, back then, would cost $140 now. An annual subscription to the Mercury, at $10, would cost $280. A field hand sold at a slave mart for $900 would cost $25,200. Real estate valued at $25,000 would be worth about $700,000. The $360,000 in assets of a very wealthy man in Charleston—an oligarch—would be worth about $10 million. A year’s cotton production by a prosperous planter of, say, 150 bales, might fetch $36,000 on the market, worth just over $1 million today.


As for pronunciation, the family name of Robert Newman Gourdin and his brother, Henry, sounds like, in the French style, Geh-dine. The surname of Andrew Gordon Magrath is pronounced, in the Scottish style, Ma-graw. Fort Moultrie is pronounced Mool-tree.
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Charleston, 1860.


Adapted from Christopher Dickey, Our Man in Charleston, and the Colton Map of Charleston, courtesy of Special Collections at the College of Charleston. © Avalon Travel, Perseus Books.
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Charleston and Vicinity.


Courtesy of the Library of Congress.















TARGET



Charleston


The note arrived in Washington on the 14th of February 1862. The war between North and South was still less than a year old. The author was Brigadier General T. W. Sherman, not to be confused with the William Tecumseh Sherman of later, war-making legend. T. W. Sherman, based at Port Royal off the South Carolina seacoast, had a question for his commanding officer in Washington, George B. McClellan, general in chief of the Union Army.


With Confederate forces pressed upon the federal capital, McClellan had much to occupy his anxious mind. The Union had won no important victories, and legions of critics wondered just when he planned to go on attack. What T. W. Sherman wanted to know was this: Should a siege be put to Savannah, the port city some thirty miles to his immediate south in Georgia? Or should he instead train his sights on South Carolina’s port of Charleston, some fifty miles to his north?


A look at a map of supply routes and the concentrations of forces suggested no obvious answer. In truth, neither Savannah nor Charleston had much value in strict military terms at that time. The cities’ able-bodied men had gone off to battle, leaving behind the women, the children, the elderly, and the slaves. The fighting action in the war was in Northern Virginia and in forts strung along the rivers of Tennessee. But it was not for nothing that McClellan, a native of Pennsylvania and a star graduate of West Point, had acquired the nickname the “Young Napoleon.” He fancied himself a grand strategist with an interest in not only the military but also the political and psychological aspects of war. For T. W. Sherman in Port Royal, McClellan had a ready answer: leave Savannah undisturbed. Its capture was not worth “the sacrifices necessary.” But as for Charleston, “that is the problem I would be glad to have you study,” he told his subordinate. “The greatest moral effect would be produced by the reduction of Charleston.”


By “reduction,” McClellan meant the levelling, or, in still plainer words, the destruction of Charleston—a city of some forty thousand inhabitants. The city was densely packed with homes, from three-story mansions stuffed with fine European art to backyard slave cottages as well as dozens of churches and a handful of synagogues, schools for children and college students, hospitals, corner groceries, outdoor market stalls, scores of saloons, numerous gambling dens and brothels, a theater, and a few large meeting halls. In theory, the job could be accomplished without a single Union soldier even planting a boot on Charleston’s streets by means of the cast-iron Parrott gun, capable of firing ten-pound projectiles from a mile away. The aim might not be great from that distance, but accuracy was not particularly important when the goal was simply to hit something, anything, in the city. The blunt purpose was to induce terror through the indiscriminate nature of the assault. Perhaps a shell would hit the jail on Magazine Street, where the inmates shared quarters with the rats, or, then again, strike the Orphan House on Boundary, America’s first public orphanage, where the cornerstone had been laid by President George Washington himself.


As for “the greatest moral effect,” McClellan meant an object lesson—of an inspirational and gratifying message to the North and of a cold, brutal warning to the South to lay down its obstinate arms. Charleston, he believed, was fit for a singularly severe punishment—more deserving of payback than anywhere else in the traitorous South was. This, too, McClellan took pains to convey to T. W. Sherman. “There the unnatural hatred of our Government is most intense,” he said. “There the rebellion had its birth.”















Chapter One
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“STOMACH FOR THE FIGHT”


Monday, October 17, 1859: The news flash arrived out of Baltimore at Perry O’Bryan’s American Telegraph Office on Broad Street in downtown Charleston. As always, O’Bryan’s team hustled the dispatch, which they translated from Morse Code, over to the newsroom of the Mercury a few blocks away. The item ran in the paper’s Tuesday edition, at the top of page three, in the “Latest by Telegraph” feature, dateline Baltimore. “Rumors reached this city,” the report said, “of a serious insurrection at Harpers Ferry, Va. The trains were stopped, telegraph wires cut, and the town and all public works were in the possession of the insurgents.… All statements concur that the town is in complete possession of the insurgents, together with the Armory, the Arsenal, the Pay Offices and the bridges. The insurgents are composed of whites and blacks, supposed to be led on by abolitionists.”


Rumor hardened into fact. The ringleader of the assault on Harpers Ferry was John Brown, a Connecticut-born, militant opponent of slavery who had waged bloody attacks on proslavery settlers in Kansas several years earlier. Brown was quickly captured by US Marines, who killed many of his cohorts, and within thirty-six hours, the “insurgency” was put down. The Mercury saw the failed revolt as a signal. “As we anticipated,” the paper commented at week’s end, “the affair, in its magnitude, was quite exaggerated; but it fully establishes the fact that there are at the North men ready to engage in adventures upon the peace and security of the southern people, however heinously and recklessly, and capable of planning and keeping secret their infernal designs. It is a warning profoundly symptomatic of the future of the Union with our sectional enemies.”


After John Brown was on trial for treason and expecting execution, the Mercury also turned the episode into a political rallying cry against the North. “The great source of the evil is, that we are under one government with these people,” it declared at the start of November. “If we had a separate government of our own, the post office, all the avenues of intercourse, the police and military of the country, would be under our executive control. Abolitionism would die out at the North, or its adherents would have to operate in the South as foreign emissaries, in a country armed and prepared to exclude their intercourse or arrest their designs, and punish their intervention.… The South must control her own destinies or perish.”
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The Mercury was the instrument of a Charleston family—a father and his eldest son. The father, Robert Barnwell Rhett—known as Barnwell Rhett, or Rhett, Sr.—put up the money to buy the paper in 1857 with cash raised by mortgaging slaves on a plantation he owned. The son, Rhett, Jr.—or Barny—was the editor in charge of the newsroom. His name was the only one to appear on the paper’s masthead, at the top of page four: THE MERCURY, BY R. B. RHETT, JR.


For the Rhetts, a newspaper was a uniquely valuable tool. Despite widespread illiteracy among whites in the South, those who could not read were bound to have their views shaped and influenced by those who could. Although books, magazines, and pamphlets all mattered, nothing was as powerful as a daily newspaper (published every day except Sunday in the case of the Mercury) for manufacturing what the Rhetts saw as that most pliable and precious component of democracy: public opinion. “The press—the mightiest instrument of revolution in all enlightened and civilized nations,” in Barnwell’s estimation, was a kind of god to the Rhetts. Secession—the profound separation of the South from the North—was their message.


For admirers and detractors alike, the paper was impossible to ignore. Radical secessionists like Alabama’s William Lowndes Yancey and Virginia’s Edmund Ruffin found sustenance in the Mercury—and often enough their own speeches and articles were printed therein (“my channel of communication,” Ruffin called the paper). Horace Greeley’s abolitionist vessel, the New York Tribune, America’s largest paper by circulation, had great fun ridiculing the Mercury’s lofty sermons. Newspapers in towns large and small across the South reprinted Mercury articles. Members of Congress in Washington quoted from its “authority” in floor debate. In Charleston, the political and business classes debated the paper’s arguably reckless zeal, and the British consul clipped pieces to send on to London. The Mercury had a devoted reader in Springfield, Illinois, as well, at the law offices of Lincoln & Herndon, which took a subscription at $10 per year. The senior partner, Abraham Lincoln, a former Congressman and failed candidate for the US Senate, was a ravenous consumer of newspapers. Even though he tended to believe that “all this talk about the dissolution of the Union is humbug,” he kept a watchful eye on the secession movement through publications like the Mercury.


Many newspaper barons of the age sincerely believed the Rhetts’ idea that public opinion could be crafted—however cynical that was. For the Rhetts, the great problem was that Charleston, along with the rest of the South, tended toward an alternating cycle of indignation and inertia. A collapse into torpor all too speedily followed its quick-to-rise outrage whenever the North offended Southern sensibilities. One visiting New Yorker noted that Charlestonians, “red pepperish in head,” may be “radical in politics” but “seem conservative in almost everything else.” A city like Charleston had innumerable pleasures high and low to distract from politics: the theater, banquets, and waltzes; outdoor concerts, sailboat regattas, and fire-engine parades; horse races, saloons, and bordellos. The Rhetts, in this unhappy state of affairs, saw their role as beaters of the drum to rouse public anger that would build and build and at last prove sustaining.


Not long after John Brown dangled at the end of a rope for his deed at Harpers Ferry, Rhett, Jr., complained to William Porcher Miles, Charleston’s representative in Congress, of the reluctance of all too many leaders of the South to follow the Mercury’s lead toward secession. “My belief is that the weakness is with the public men of the South, who themselves ‘have no stomach for the fight,’” Rhett, Jr., told Miles. “Are they men who dare attempt to make public opinion? Such men are statesmen,” he declared. The assertion was altogether characteristic of Rhett, Jr.—belligerent and categorical, brooking no dissent. Truly, he was his father’s son.















Chapter Two
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“MEN, WOMEN, AND RHETTS”


For Robert Barnwell Rhett, 1860 appeared to be a last hurrah—if it was to be a hurrah at all. He would be turning sixty years old in December and had spent the balance of his adult life fighting, with no success and at times bitter defeat, for the cause of secession. Yet at the outset of the year, he felt characteristically optimistic. His spirit was buoyed by the approach of a presidential election in November. The Republican Party, an antislavery party founded in 1854, had a genuine opportunity for victory. Here was a welcome opportunity to sharpen the conflict between the sections—and the sharper the better. His election-year message was readymade: if America elects a Republican president, the South must leave the Union.


But it was never only about the cause for the senior Rhett. It also was about the power and the glory he could reap as the leader—the dominant leader, as he aspired to be—of the secession movement. If everything worked out as he dreamed, he would end his long trail of hard labors as the president of a Southern republic.


He was brought up as a country boy, born Robert Barnwell Smith in 1800 in the district of Beaufort, a rural stretch of South Carolina on the Atlantic seacoast well south of Charleston. Robert, who preferred to be called by his middle name, Barnwell, was the eighth child of an often absent and ultimately failed planter, James Smith, and his early education consisted mostly of homeschooling by his grandmother. As a young man, he attended Beaufort College, read law in the office of a private attorney in Charleston, and, with his admission to the bar, launched a law practice with a cousin. He later went on to succeed where his father had failed and established himself as a planter. There was no higher status in Charleston society. Barnwell owned several plantations in lush stretches of the Charleston hinterlands, and by 1850, his holdings had climbed to more than three hundred slaves.


Barnwell’s views on race could have been taken from any standard-issue pamphlet of the time. “The history of the Negro Race is simply a page of natural history,” he once wrote. “From the Great Desert to the Cape of Good Hope, the true land of the Negro, not a vestige of civilization [is] to be found.” He persuaded himself that the slave was not merely “property” of the master but a kind of childlike ward or dependent with “temporal and spiritual” needs only the master could furnish. His militant views on states’ rights were inspired by his hero John C. Calhoun, South Carolina’s towering politician-philosopher. But his abiding belief in Southern nationalism, in unbridgeable differences between the Northern and Southern ways of life, came viscerally to him. “We are two peoples, essentially different in all that makes a people,” was his credo.


Barnwell stood six feet tall and was equipped with a temperament his daughter Elise described as “nervous and mercurial.” He was “quick in movement and quick-tempered,” she allowed, although insisting, no doubt mindful that others might contest the point, that he was “entirely self-controlled.” Politics, then, was his natural vocation. In 1826, at the age of twenty-six, he was elected to represent St. Bartholomew’s Parish, a rural district outside of Charleston, in the state House of Representatives in Columbia. In no little time, he attracted attention for a strident address on an issue roiling South Carolina politics: the “Tariff of Abominations.” Enacted in 1828 and nicknamed that by Southerners, the tariff further deepened the divide between the North and South. With prodding from the North, Washington had implemented a tariff on imports of manufactured wares from Europe and other foreign sources. The tax on such goods served to protect and nourish America’s nascent manufacturing sector, concentrated in New England and the surrounding areas. At the same time, it enabled domestic manufacturers to charge higher prices for their goods. For the South, with an economy built not on manufactured goods but on plantations producing raw agricultural goods like cotton, the tariff was oppressive. Europe had less money to spend on Southern cotton, and Southerners were forced to pay high prices for everyday items like shoes and boots made in the North. As they saw it, they were simply lining the pockets of grasping factory owners in Massachusetts.


Barnwell, true to form, presented the tariff not as a matter of national economic policy possibly amenable to compromise but as a wedge dividing North and South and, even more, as an affront to the Constitution. After all, by what authority granted by the founders could Washington install a tax designed not simply to raise revenue for the Treasury but to favor one section of the country over another? The tariff represented “masked oppression,” he told his constituents in 1828. “The day of open opposition to the pretended powers of the Constitution cannot be far off; and it is that it may not go down in blood that we now call upon you to resist.”


In Charleston, the junior state representative from the countryside attracted the scorn of sophisticates who mocked his zeal and suggested he might be deranged. In a pamphlet written in a faux biblical style and published anonymously in 1832, he was lampooned as “Robert, the Disunionist,” possessed by a demon: “And when Robert had said the word ‘Disunion’… his brain became dizzy, for he had thereby invoked the evil spirit, and he was given over to the power of its enchantments… and he gnashed his teeth, and shouted aloud: ‘Tremble not, yet men of the South; Tremble not at the word Disunion.’”


It was no secret that the pamphlet author was a young attorney in town, Christopher Gustavus Memminger, a political moderate. Barnwell took sharp exception, never forgetting and certainly not forgiving the insult. Other detractors branded him a “fire-eater”—their sneering label for orators who used incendiary rhetoric to convince Southerners to break away from the Union. Critics also focused on personal qualities that tainted their opinion of his character. He had “a vast quantity of cranks and a small proportion of common sense,” an associate once said. Another described him as “vain, self-conceited, impracticable and selfish in the extreme,” with “his ridiculous ambition to lead and dictate in everything.” That was harsh, but it was true enough: if there was a high horse available to him in a conversation, he was apt to climb on top of it. Those who only read his brash pronouncements might have thought he was apt to fortify himself with alcohol, a common vice in Charleston, but Barnwell was abstemious—completely sober in even his most outlandish utterances.


Despite the disparagements, Barnwell continued to insist on his vision. At a political convention in 1833, he asked, “Sir, if a Confederacy of the Southern States could now be obtained, should we not deem it a happy termination?” By 1837, he had ascended to the US House of Representatives, and he took his seat under the more aristocratic-sounding name of Robert Barnwell Rhett. The surname came from a distant ancestor, and his brothers also adopted the change. In Congress, his radicalism intensified. By then, he had lost most of his hair, and what remained was a scruff at the back and sides of his head, a fitting garnish to his unruly views.


A growing number of Southern politicians also believed in the need to establish an independent Southern nation, and the prevailing opinion was that slaveholding states should join together and secede as a bloc. Barnwell Rhett saw that position as a formula for endless delay and dithering because some Southern states, notably Virginia—by far the most populous state in the South and more than twice as big as South Carolina—seemed hopelessly divided on the question of secession. He argued that South Carolina should prepare to leave the Union on its own, unilaterally, with the aim of sparking a chain reaction, an infectious enthusiasm that would compel all the other Southern states to follow.


But even in South Carolina, with radical ideas in wide circulation, Barnwell Rhett was outnumbered by the so-called Cooperationists, the believers in joint action who viewed unilateral secession as an enormous and unacceptable gamble for the state. Rhett, Sr., derided the Cooperationists as “submissionists” to a Yankee-controlled Union, and in 1849 he resigned his seat in Congress. The following year, the South Carolina legislature elected him a US senator, but the people of South Carolina still were not persuaded to risk all for “separate” secession. In 1851, the Cooperationists triumphed in a hard-fought statewide election for delegates to a South Carolina convention to take up secession. Of the 42,755 votes cast, Rhett, Sr.’s, side won just over 40 percent of them.


In a letter to “My Dear Husband,” Elizabeth Barnwell Rhett lashed out at all of those deemed culpable for her spouse’s setback. “Has God indeed, forsaken our land?” she wrote. “After all your noble exertions, your generous self-sacrificing devotion to this ungrateful, cowardly, stupid State,” she declared, the Cooperationists have “thus disregarded… all your warnings & entreaties that they should act like men.… My heart actually sickens at the prospect before us—what abject humiliation, what deep degradation is ours.… I think death preferable to dishonor.”


Barnwell Rhett gave up his Senate seat in May of 1852. His time in Washington was over for good. Seven months later, Elizabeth died after giving birth to the couple’s twelfth child. Barnwell Rhett had lost his soulmate, his vision of Southern independence remained unfulfilled, and his rivals abounded. He stopped giving speeches and withdrew from the public eye.


He was hardly, though, a beaten man. He remarried and started a new family with his second wife, Catherine, in a three-story clapboard house in a leafy part of Charleston near the Ashley River. In the front yard were cape jasmines, white flowers prized for their sweet scent, and in the backyard freestanding cottages for the house slaves. The neighborhood, typical for Charleston, mixed rich and poor alike. Chickens squawked and goats bleated in small backyard plots. Workmen toiled at grimy rice- and sawmills, and Bennett’s Pond, one block from the Rhetts’ home, stank of entrails dumped into the waters by butcher shops nearby. His political duties aside, Rhett, Sr., had something else to worry about: his son Barny had come home from Harvard a few years before and was still in need of a job.
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Barny was born in Charleston in 1828, just as his father was emerging as a prominent Southern nationalist. It could not have been easy to be raised by an exacting father like Barnwell Rhett, prone to dispensing advice in the form of bromides, such as “Too much pleasure makes boys Stupid,” apropos of Barny’s unexceptional fondness for riding horses and shooting rabbits. His was the experience of a son always to have it “better” than the father—so of course he would be shipped off to Harvard, in the tradition of Charleston planters and merchants sending their sons to the finest colleges of the North. While in Massachusetts, Barny’s politics still tracked closely with his father’s. To the faculty’s dismay but to the senior Rhett’s approval, he had refused to attend services at a campus chapel where slavery was condemned, and he was prepared to leave college altogether should a black student ever be enrolled.


Indeed Barny did not outwardly rebel against his domineering father, but he did take his time deciding what to do with his life. At his father’s urging, Barny read law and gained admission to the bar, but a law practice was not in the cards. After a brief stint as a military aide to the governor of South Carolina, he got married, finally, to a lady from Alabama and took on the life of a Charleston planter, studying tracts on “agricultural chemistry” and overseeing his own slaves as well as his father’s. In this line of work, too, he had his troubles. He joked to his younger brother that he could surmount his financial problems if “one of you loafers marries a rich girl quick and lends me some money.” At last, he received one more piece of advice from his father: “Write for the papers.” “It will improve your style and habituate you to think on public affairs.”


Ultimately the editorship of the Mercury unexpectedly fell to Robert, Jr., as the by-product of a duel. The irony was that dueling was one subject, maybe the only subject, on which father and son had a profound disagreement: the son refused to accept Rhett, Sr.’s, expressed belief in dueling as sinful—and although he would never say such a thing, it is possible he felt inwardly ashamed of his father for refusing to stand by fighting words with a brandished pistol. Dueling was part of the male honor code of the South.


In this case, a duel was fought in 1856 not by Barny but by his cousin, William Robinson Taber, Jr., at that time the Mercury’s editor. Taber faced off a Charleston federal judge’s brother who sought revenge for personal attacks on the judge in the pages of the Mercury. The judge’s true offense was being a Cooperationist with an excellent chance of being elected to Congress. As a result of the column, Barny chortled, the judge was a “gone chicken—beyond hope—dead politically.” The combatants met at the horse racetrack on the edge of town. The pistols were fired three times, and on the third shot Taber lay dead.


Taber had been a co-owner of the paper. Upon his death, Rhett, Sr., stepped to purchase the paper and install his son Robert as the new editor. Yet the lesson the junior Rhett drew from this grisly episode, which garnered national headlines, assuredly was not that newspaper editors should desist from fighting words. Many years later, while involved in a libel lawsuit that threated to tar his reputation, he engaged in verbal combat with the judge assigned to the case. On being branded by the judge “a thoroughpaced blackguard” and “a deliberate and willful falsifier,” Barny issued a challenge to a duel. The weapons of choice were double-barreled shotguns. The first barrel was loaded with buckshot, the other with a large ball. On the second round of firing, from a distance of forty yards, he shot the judge through the heart, fatally.


Anger, then, and a taste—perhaps even a relish—for violence were defining qualities of character in Barny. At times, he could seem angry at everyone: at bloodthirsty John Brown and the fanatic’s defenders in the North; at spineless, two-faced, sugar-lipped Northern politicians who vowed to protect slavery in the Union to the letter of the Constitution but did not seem to mean it; and at fellow Charlestonians in his own backyard who seemed maddeningly obtuse, unable or unwilling to grasp the dire political stakes and urgent imperative for action. His great worry in the weeks and months after Harpers Ferry was that the alarm aroused by the raid would be wasted in pointless gestures. Early in December his Mercury begged the citizenry to leave the job of guarding against the threat of a slave uprising to the professional police. The focus needed to be on revolution.


As this episode showed, Barny’s ire did not prevent him from having a clear-eyed grasp of the strategy and tactics of advancing the secession cause. This aspect of his nature could be seen not so much in the Mercury, which he generally wielded as a bludgeon, but in his nuanced private correspondence with savvy men of politics like his friend William Porcher Miles, also a radical on the secession question. Barny did not possess his father’s gift for theatrical speechmaking, but, unlike the senior Rhett, he was adept at building alliances with like-minded men in Charleston and across the South.


And he was capable of a laugh at his expense. When the editor of a Florida paper wrote up a caricature of him as a sort of monster bestride a commercial thoroughfare of Charleston, he good-naturedly reprinted the sketch for the Mercury’s readers to savor: “We doubt not that many persons South, as well as North, have formed an idea that the editor of the Mercury is a sort of Captain Kidd, or Blue Beard, or gigantic Ogre, whose supreme delight consists in treason, stratagem and spoils.… According to some people’s ideas—particularly the Union-saving portion, we suppose Mr. Rhett must stand at least 7 feet 11½ in his shoes, with a head the size of a Georgia pumpkin… blood-shot eyes… claws, of course, adorn his digits, and that tail of his, as he stalks along King Street, belching forth sulphurous flames.”


The Mercury’s editor in real life stood five feet, nine inches tall, ceding three inches to his father. He was slight of build, at 140 pounds, and he had a cocksure look about him, with a luxuriant handlebar mustache, bushy muttonchops running the length of his cheeks, and a full head of slicked-down, neatly parted hair. Business attire was a full-frock coat and a white-collar shirt with a cravat of black silk tied in a flat horizontal bow. A small cross dangled from a chain fastened to his vest. Such was the Ogre.
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The Mercury came out first thing in the morning, with a deadline that could run past midnight for important breaking news and a press run that typically started at 3:30 a.m. At just about any time of the day or evening, Rhett, Jr., could be found at the paper’s offices at 4 Broad Street in the heart of downtown Charleston—just one block south of the slave-trading district centered on Chalmers Street. The trade was conducted largely out of walk-in parlors like Ryan’s Mart, named for the city councilman who had founded the establishment. Ryan’s included a holding pen for slaves pending sale and a morgue for those who had died from disease or exhaustion before making it to auction. The Mercury made money on classified advertisements for the slave trade.


From his command post, Rhett, Jr., presided over an operation that included correspondents in New Orleans, Washington, New York, London, Key West, and Havana. The Mercury was not only about sectional politics and the Southern resistance movement. It supplied readers the time and place for the day’s meetings of charitable societies and militias; the prices of watermelon, shrimp, and sweet potatoes in the local market and cotton bales on the exchanges; the crime report; steamer shipping schedules; and dispatches on the fashion scene in New York. Its doors were open to townspeople eager to display their achievements—like the giant cauliflower, a spectacular twenty-three inches across the head, shown off by a proud visitor to the office. Barny often placed a poem on page four, just below his name—as often a piece on politics as a sentimental ode to nature. Charlestonians were urged to read newly published novels like Adam Bede, the first offering of George Eliot, adept at “picturesque development and fine characterization,” for pleasure and moral uplift.


This sort of fare also could be found in the Courier, Charleston’s other daily. The Courier, though, was of a mild disposition on national and Southern politics. It was without a discernable agenda to press, absent the spark that could be found in virtually every edition of the Mercury. In a sense, the Mercury was a pamphlet disguised as a newspaper. Like the most effective of pamphlets, the Mercury had a register, a variation of tone that could range from high dungeon to withering sarcasm. The point, always, was to keep the reader emotionally engaged. This was how “public opinion” was made, and Rhett, Jr., just shy of thirty years old when he took the helm, proved to have an adept feel for how to excite his audience. He was akin to the conductor of an orchestra, the junior editors and the reporters and typesetters assembled below faithful to his direction—or so he believed.


One of his most effective tactics was to bait readers with material reprinted from the New York Tribune that he knew they would find outrageous. The Tribune’s usual dig was to spoof Charleston as “all talk, no action” on secession. So it was when a Tribune scribe, at the end of 1859, reported on the annual dinner of the New England Society of Charleston, a benevolent association for “gentlemen” of the city who were natives of that region. The Tribune man found that “the gloom of Destiny hung over the banquet,” made evident by toasts to the South as “the foundation of a great and self-sustaining empire.” And, “The Union, we need not say, was the piece de resistance, a chief dish, of the occasion. It was carved like a dish fit for the gods. Everybody stuck his knife into it. It was made minced meat of. It may be regarded as slaughtered, roasted, hashed, devoured, and forever dispatched.” Rhett, Jr., printed the item on page four, under his name. “This editorial is from the pen of a brilliant writer, whose special department in the Tribune is to satirize and ridicule the South in every shape and form,” he wrote, just in case anyone missed the point.


However his Mercury would lecture readers, the South was in some ways deserving of this ridicule. A staple theme was the humiliating dependence of the South on Northern manufacturers of all types. Even a church built in Charleston was apt to have its doors, windows, and even pulpit made to order in the North, the Mercury claimed. “We thus starve our own artisan-laborers and send our money away to strengthen, enrich and fatten those who are ready to draw the sword of extermination on us.” Worrisome national population trends were another Mercury staple. In 1850, there were some 13.5 million Northerners to 9.6 million Southerners, and the gap was steadily widening, with the North growing at nearly twice the rate of the South. Cities like New York, Boston, and bustling Cincinnati were several times larger than Charleston and still rapidly expanding, whereas the population of Charleston, at 40,522 in 1860 (23,376 whites, 13,909 slaves, and 3,237 free persons of color) had plateaued. Indeed, the South Carolina city now had considerably fewer people than both Baltimore and New Orleans. Charleston, a visitor from Maine snorted, was a “little, antique commercial metropolis.” Barny printed that comment on his front page. Because of the population disparities, he pointed out, the slave states were expected to have eighty-two fewer representatives in the U.S. Congress than the free states. Thus overwhelmed, the Mercury cried, how could the South sit still? “So long as the Union lasts,” a predecessor of Barny once said, “Charleston and Savannah will be mere suburbs of New York and Boston.” The South and Charleston could be conquered not by force of arms but by demography. That stark fact was all the more reason to get on with secession.
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Short of leaving Charleston altogether, Barny could not escape his father’s large and imposing shadow. So much in his life—his Harvard education, the editorship of the Mercury—had come to him through his formidable, omnipresent parent. In 1860, Rhett, Sr., would indeed return to the public stage to make his first speech in eight years. There he warned of the Republican threat to the Southern way of life and bade the citizenry to prepare for secession. Even in his old age, he was energetic and fit—ready to lead them to independence. His only stubborn ailment was a highly unattractive pimple on the right side of his nose. On a trip to Paris, he had consulted a doctor who told him it was an ordinary lesion, nothing to worry about.


In 1860, his son would be turning thirty-two years old. Even if Barny was something of a late starter in life, unsure of how he could make his mark, the revolution he hoped to enact afforded an opportunity for anyone of talent and drive. In a time of turbulence—uncongenial to cautious temperaments—Barny’s recklessness of spirit could be his most valuable asset. Even to a female relative, the Rhett clan could seem like a law unto themselves: “The world, you know, is composed of men, women, and Rhetts.”















Chapter Three
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“I MISTRUST OUR OWN PEOPLE”


For the best view of Charleston, a newcomer was advised to climb the steeple of St. Michael’s Episcopal Church at the southeast corner of the intersection of Broad and Meeting Streets. From this vantage point, the city showed itself to be a smallish-size, blue-water-bound, densely built up, flat peninsula of land. Or, as occurred to a traveler from Massachusetts, Charleston spread out like a fan, bordered on the west by the Ashley River and on the east by the Cooper. The two wide rivers met at the base of the fan, the southernmost part of the city, known as the Battery, and spilled into the harbor. The open Atlantic Ocean was in the distance. The Battery, named for earthworks constructed there during the Revolutionary War, was Charleston’s place to be seen and admired. Ladies dressed in the latest fashions from New York or Paris might be spied strolling along the promenade with their gentlemen or ambling by in horse-drawn carriages steered by liveried drivers. A visitor would be apt to notice that many of Charleston’s houses were set at right angles to the street—perpendicular—allowing the porches to get a seaside breeze from the south. In springtime, the view from the steeple was a riot of color: the deep purple, golden yellow, creamy white, and flaming red of high-walled, private-home gardens, blossoming with jessamine, wisteria, Cherokee rose, and azalea and alive with hummingbirds. A blue sky, sunlight glinting off the waters, sailboats in the harbor—all of this allowed Charleston to claim to be the most beautiful city of the South and perhaps in America. Many visitors, including those from the North, were disposed to agree.


From this lofty perch, with the aid of a spyglass, nearly everything that mattered to the political geography of Charleston, 1860, could be seen. On St. Michael’s Alley just behind the church was the law office of James Louis Petigru. His home was several blocks down Broad toward the Ashley. Petigru, a vestryman at St. Michael’s, was an esteemed town elder and Charleston’s liveliest wit, possessed of the gift of an unblinking eye. The city not infrequently exasperated him, but this was a lover’s quarrel, as he cared deeply for Charleston and its people. He was the boyhood tutor of Rhett, Sr., and one of the man’s few defenders in town, but their political views could not have been more different. Petigru was an outspoken Unionist with a caustic disregard for the secessionist cause, which he viewed as overheated and captive to a “narrow patriotism.” Cool reason, he believed, was needed to subdue zeal. As the radicals rightly feared, there remained a reservoir of tender feelings for the Union in Charleston—and Petigru was the sharpest, most visible exponent of the sentiment.


A brisk ten minutes’ walk west from St. Michael’s was the home of Christopher Memminger, the archrival of Barnwell Rhett. He no longer outright ridiculed “Robert, the Disunionist” as he did decades earlier, but as a leading member of the South Carolina House of Representatives, he was among the most powerful of the state’s camp of Cooperationists. Less bold than his rival but far superior in intellect, he thought deeply and constantly on what it took to preserve civic order in Charleston. He had unwavering support for free blacks as a stabilizing buffer class and an opposition to breaking up families in slave auctions. For mid-January he was planning a trip to Richmond to try to persuade Virginia’s political elite to agree to a conference of Southern states to consider “measures for united action.” Barny and his father, convinced as ever that “cooperation” was a barren path, prayed for his failure.


A short block up from the church, on cobblestoned Chalmers Street, in the heart of the slave-trading district and a block north of the Mercury’s offices, was the federal courthouse. There presided a man of large but thwarted ambition, Judge Andrew Gordon Magrath. There was bad blood between the Rhetts and the Magraths, one of Charleston’s great feuds: Magrath had been the target of the vicious Mercury column four years earlier that had prompted the former editor’s duel with his brother. The event obliterated his hope to fill the seat representing Charleston in the US Congress. Underneath his black robe was a heart that beat with passion for the South. He had a reputation for taking politically charged cases and deciding them with obvious favor to his native section and its “rights.” He was well versed in the case against slavery from his studies at Harvard Law School and rejected every part of it. But he was still a Cooperationist. He had not joined hands with the radicals in the camp of the Rhetts, and to do so, as a federally appointed magistrate, surely would have been seen as treason in Washington.


As the son of an Irish immigrant, Magrath had a base of political support in the outer neighborhood of Charleston known as the Neck. This section of town, well north of St. Michael’s, contained factories and railroad yards, mansions of rich gentry, and slums teeming with white workingmen and their families, many fresh from Ireland. Few of these men owned slaves, and their great issue was not the Union’s oppression of the South but the need for a decent-paying job. Their resentment focused on free blacks performing work the workmen thought belonged exclusively to them. They wanted slaves to remain slaves.


The same could be said of the pastors of Charleston’s dozens of churches. The men of the cloth habitually railed against lust and drunkenness, greed and sloth, but virtually never against the brutal ownership of captive human beings. Indeed, some were slave owners themselves. At the same time, they were reluctant to get directly involved in politics. The delicate balance between religion and politics could be seen in the dean of the Charleston clergy, the Reverend John Bachman of St. John’s Lutheran Church on Archdale Street, a few minutes’ walk from St. Michael’s. Born into a German family in upstate New York, Rev. Bachman enjoyed great standing with Charleston’s large community of immigrants from lands like Saxony and Bavaria. He was a renowned naturalist, a collaborator with John Jay Audubon, but his adamant defense of slavery strained ties with his Northern comrades in science. Excitable by nature, he violently loathed the abolitionists, many of whom were ministers, but had managed to keep his feelings confined to private exchanges with like-minded friends.


Several blocks to the rear of St. Michael’s, at the foot of Meeting, by the Battery, was the home of the Gourdin brothers. Both lifelong bachelors, they were among Charleston’s most prominent merchants. Robert, the younger of the two, was an ardent secessionist who had craved Southern independence just about all of his adult life yet doubted his dream ever would be fulfilled. His brother did not share his enthusiasm. But Robert had a far-flung network of sympathetic friends, men like Representative Miles and D. H. Hamilton, the US marshal in Charleston and a secret secessionist. Hamilton believed that faced with the option of “abolition or war,” ordinary Southerners were apt to quail at war: “I mistrust our own people more than I fear all of the efforts of the Abolitionists,” he said. Robert was not quite so pessimistic, and the question he often asked himself in his seemingly perpetual angst was what he could do, personally, to realize his vision.


He understood how hard that task would be, for even his planter friends tended to be skeptical of the cause. Few among them were radicals; most still believed secession had to be done collectively by the slave states. Their plantations ran to the north and south of Charleston, most too far away to be glimpsed from St. Michael’s. The masters of these estates typically had second homes in Charleston, and they were intimately involved in the city’s and state’s politics.


By 1860 the question of secession was also talked about endlessly over glasses of madeira in the parlors of Charleston’s finest homes. It tended to be a conversation both earnest and abstract, unmindful of realities like the US Army garrison stationed at Fort Moultrie by the harbor and armed with cannon. In the end the issue stood to be settled by “the people” so distrusted by D. H. Hamilton—the throngs that filled the churches; paraded through the streets in militia regiments and brass bands; manned the firehouses; tended the bakeries and pubs, the clothing shops and cigar stores; and gathered at fairgrounds, assembly halls, and the theater for Shakespeare and magic and minstrel shows. Nowhere could their voices be heard in greater volume than at Institute Hall, two-and-a-half blocks up from St. Michael’s on Meeting. It was one of the largest indoor public gathering places in the South, capable of jamming together some three thousand souls.


In April Charleston would be hosting the Democratic National Convention. Delegates from every state in the Union, including the entire party establishment, would be assembling at Institute Hall to pick the party’s nominee to go up against the Republican candidate in November. Familiar with the town’s reputation for belligerence, some Northern Democrats worried of the threat of “personal violence” at the proceedings. They were right to be concerned. Even though the Democratic Party was generally committed to the protection of slavery, the radicals on secession thought their cause might be advanced with the ascension of a Republican to the White House. They believed the upcoming convention might be an opportunity to keep Democrats from uniting and force the people of the South to choose, finally, between the promise of an independent, slavery-upholding republic and the continued pain of existence in a Union on the march to abolition. It was a formula that depended on wreaking havoc in Charleston.


Charleston would be in the national spotlight in 1860, and for impatient secessionists across the South, from Virginia to Mississippi, the city was the great hope. No town better embodied the combative and combustible spirit of the region—not Richmond or Savannah, not Montgomery or New Orleans. But for Charleston to fulfill its promise to make history by lighting the fuse that at last blew up the Union, the town had to come together to find the transcendent unity of purpose and determination that had always eluded it.
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If he could look past this picturesque and seemingly placid panorama from St. Michael’s steeple—the flower gardens and the sailboats and the oddly aligned homes—a discerning viewer might notice a less charming aspect of the city, which would be unmistakable once his feet were back on ground. There were constant patrols of dark-blue uniformed police armed with swords and pistols, some mounted on horseback, everywhere, at all hours of the day and night, as if trouble might be expected at any moment. And indeed that was the case. City authorities might be inattentive to the foul refuse of Bennett’s Pond or to the horse manure that piled up on the streets, but they were ever alive to the whiff of unrest. A drumbeat began at ten minutes to nine every night, the signal by the police force for every person of color to get off the streets and get home by the stroke of the hour. Invariably, cheeky young boys baited the patrolmen with a favorite game. “Buzzard!” they would shout in the face of their would-be captors before retreating to Charleston’s warren of backstreets, alleys, and footways. It was their fun to liken the police to the city’s most famous bird, especially abundant at the market district a few blocks up from the Mercury. The boys danced, they turned somersaults, and they usually eluded the slower-footed patrolmen, sometimes with a leg up and over a garden wall, perhaps snatching from a tree a peach or an apricot, a fig or a pomegranate, as they scampered away. But the police would always nab some people too tired or perhaps too tipsy to make curfew, and these folks would be taken to the Guard House at Broad and Meeting, across the street from St. Michael’s, to be detained until morning. The punishment for violation of the curfew was a flogging—which accounted for the “cries and shrieks” that might be heard in the still night air of Charleston. A visitor from Britain once asked a city guard the reason for security measures that seemed suited for wartime. For “keeping down the niggers,” came the reply.















Chapter Four
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“PROWLING ABOUT US”




Bitter cold and an icy rain greeted the New Year of 1860. Charlestonians shivered awake to find the milk congealed and the water frozen in pantry jugs. Carriages skidded along rutted roads, and steamships shuddered across the harbor. On January 3, male citizens of St. John’s Berkley, a wealthy planters’ district just north of Charleston along the Cooper, trudged into Black Oak Church for a public meeting. Black Oak, an Episcopalian church, was the most prominent house of worship in St. John’s Berkley and was attended not only by English but also French Huguenot and Scottish old-line families of the district. This was a group that prided itself on its learning and cultural refinement. Among those present on this occasion was Henry William Ravenel, a planter and a botanist of some repute, known for his devoted study of mushrooms.


The meeting began with a declaration of its purpose: “concert of action and strict vigilance for the protection of our property and our institutions against the increasing encroachments of our northern enemies, who are prowling about us in every imaginable device and garb.” With that, the assembly moved to break into committees to craft a response. The result was a set of resolutions denouncing the current security forces in the area with a preamble that read, “Whereas… we deem the present police system of our Parishes insufficient for the exigencies of the times…” It was a slap not only to the police but to civic leaders like Rhett, Jr., who pled for the citizenry to leave law enforcement in the hands of professionals. By deeming the police “insufficient,” members of the planter class announced that they were not so easily instructed as that.


John Brown’s raid at Harpers Ferry—indicated by the oblique reference to “the exigencies of the times”—was nearly three months past, but still such fear abided that, as a letter writer to the Mercury wrote, “our negroes are constantly tempted to cut our throats.” And the fear of the slave owner was not only for his family’s skin but for his wallet as well. Insurance policies on his chattel, such as written by the Charleston Southern Mutual Life Insurance Company, typically would not pay out “in the consequence of… an insurrection.”


The preamble went on to call particular attention to “emissaries” of the “Abolition party” of the North, meaning the Republicans, who “come among us in various disguises and under manifold pretexts. They combine the subtlety with the wickedness of the serpent.” So it might be that “the school-master, warmly welcomed to the family hearth, and the book or map agent, hospitably entertained, may leave the germ of insubordination and insurrection among the domestics.” As for a specific example of a schoolmaster or book or map agent found out to be a secret agent of abolitionism, none was offered.


The recommended resolutions called for the citizens of St. John’s Berkley to organize into a Vigilance Association to be divided into five beats. Each of the standing beat committees would be “vested with power to enforce whatever Police regulations may, in their opinion, be deemed advisable or necessary.” As for the possibility that innocent people might get caught by this dragnet, “if indiscretions or unnecessary violence has been, or should be committed against a few unoffending Northerners, they had to look to their homes for the cause, the South acting on one of the first laws of nature—self-protection.” The resolutions were debated and adopted with nearly unanimous support.
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In Charleston proper, the popular demand for vigilance likewise took the form of a new, citizen-run Committee of Safety, with branches in the city wards and a mandate to “ferret out and hand over all guilty and suspected persons to the proper authorities for examination and punishment.” Notwithstanding the protest of Mayor Charles Macbeth that the committee intruded on the proper procedure of law or the Mercury’s worry that “irresponsible and disorganized bodies” could do injustice to innocents, the committee assumed a wide-ranging set of investigative tasks, from keeping an eye on Northern salesmen in town to reviewing possibly subversive books and newspapers read by blacks. The committee was to look into Negroes congregating illegally in grog shops serving alcohol and was even to ask “as to whether strangers ought not to be prevented from publicly expressing their peculiar opinions.” In a note sent to London, the British consul in Charleston—a secret admirer of John Brown—likened the Committee of Safety to the Comite de Salut Publique, the tribunal of the French Revolution that had near dictatorial powers during the Reign of Terror.


That was not quite right: Charleston’s Committee of Safety had more limited powers. Still, a full-blown panic unquestionably was under way. The enemy was a specter: there was no large-scale abolitionist invasion of Charleston or neighboring districts after Harpers Ferry. Still, even the irrational tends to follow a kind of logic. A familiar pattern was reasserting itself: a perceived threat to the established slave order, a frantic counter-reaction, and the prospect of mob “justice.”
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“Negroes are to this country what raw materials are to another country,” the Charleston planter Charles Cotesworth Pinckney—an aide to George Washington during the Revolutionary War who served as a delegate to the Constitutional Convention at Philadelphia in 1787—once said. To protect their investment, Charleston’s representatives at that conclave had insisted “some provision should be included in favor of property in slaves.” The result was the fugitive-slave clause in Article IV, Section 2: “No person held to Service or Labour in one State… escaping into another… but shall be delivered up on Claim of the Party to whom such Service or Labour may be due.” The provision meant that a Charleston slave in flight to Boston had to be sent back to his or her owner in Charleston. With slavery as old as Charleston, founded in 1670, this clause was sacred writ. South Carolina ratified the Constitution at a convention of elected delegates gathered at the newly built Customs House, at the end of Broad Street by the Cooper River, in the spring of 1788.


Charleston had so many slaves that a visiting Scotsman said the town might be mistaken for “solely a black settlement.” The fear of a slave uprising, ever present in the city’s psychology, had a rational grounding. In 1860, many men and women of the Charleston gentry were old enough to remember the Vesey rebellion of thirty-eight years earlier—the most comprehensive attempt at revolt in the city’s history. Denmark Vesey was a former slave who had won his freedom in a lottery and worked as a carpenter. He could read and paid close attention to the creation of the Republic of Haiti by slaves in a bloody uprising against their French colonial masters. He took to heart his bible and especially its tale of how the Jews, as slaves in Egypt, fought for their deliverance and obtained it with God’s own hand. Why not in Charleston? And so he began plotting.


The scheme, though, was betrayed by a household slave who confessed to his master. Vesey was captured, tried, and sentenced to death. In the end, thirty-five people were convicted of conspiracy and executed, twenty-two of them in a mass hanging and several by pistol when the noose failed to work. White Charleston was inflamed, imaginations feverishly at work. With the last of the executions performed, the chief prosecutor noted, “There can be no harm in the salutary inculcation of one lesson, among a certain portion of our population, that there is nothing they are bad enough to do, that we are not powerful enough to punish.” The state then established near the center of Charleston an academy known as the Citadel to train and equip a specialized cadre of teenage boys, mostly from the countryside, to guard against and, if need be, put down a future slave uprising.


Three days after the hangings, a Charleston widow wrote to her sister in Philadelphia, “Ah! Slavery is a hard business, and I am afraid that in this country we shall know it to our bitter cost some day or other.”
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Panic, then, was familiar to white Charleston, and there seemed to be no brake in the civic mechanism to stop it. Harpers Ferry seemed to unmoor the Reverend John Bachman of St. John’s Lutheran, who was entering his seventieth year with a full head of white hair. The abolitionists will “rob and plunder and bully us in the Union until they [have] their feet on our necks and their daggers in our throats,” Rev. Bachman wrote shortly after the start of the New Year to his friend from Virginia, the secessionist Edmund Ruffin. That sounded like an endorsement for secession—but still, this was not a subject on which Bachman expressed himself at the pulpit. “My religion bids me forgive,” Rev. Bachman confided to Ruffin on the matter of abolitionists, but “God help me I would rather have them hanged first and forgive them afterwards.” So spoke this native of New York who had once met Charles Darwin and accompanied Audubon on outings to the Lowcountry in pursuit of South Carolina’s native birds.


For the radicals, the hopeful news was that Harpers Ferry was stirring not just a familiar panic but renewed thoughts of secession. “You are aware that I have always been a great lover of the Union, and have clung to it, with a sincere devotion,” James McCarter, a Charleston bookseller, wrote to Rep. Miles in mid-January. “And even now,” McCarter continued, “I do not give up any hope that some fortunate person may find out some way of escape from the evils of dissolution! But my fears are now greatly in advance of my hopes.”
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We, the People of the State of South Carolina, in Convention assembled, do declare and ordain, and it is
hereby declared and ordained,

That the ordinance adopted by us in convention on the twenty-third day of May, in the year of our Lord
one thousand seven hundred and eighty-eight, whereby the Constitution of the United States of America was
ratified, and also all acts and parts of acts of the General Assembly of this State, ral[[ying amendments of

-the said Constitution, are hereby rztp/(-ulc(l; and that the union now subsisting between South Carolina and

other States, under the name of the “United States of America,” is hereby dissolved.
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