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To Sam's friends everywhere,
who chose forgiveness and understanding
over bitterness and hatred.
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Prologue
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The Kawasaki four-wheeler whipped through knee-high Mississippi grass. Seated behind our guide, Vidal Davis, I dangled from the edge of the seat like a reluctant rodeo cowboy. As we scaled fallen trees and other obstacles it became evident that if we were to reach our destination it would only be by such a mode of travel.


Overgrown, barely passable paths yielded little evidence of a thriving plantation from 150 years past. Each avenue dead-ended in thicket; Vidal found it hard to conceal his growing doubts about finding the little cemetery somewhere in the surrounding wilderness. He had stumbled upon the ruins ten years earlier while hunting in these same woods, never expecting to take visitors there. But I had traveled more than a thousand miles hoping to find a brick-walled burial ground on the remnants of a plantation known as Mount Independence.


A foray of more than two miles into the woods had thus far yielded nothing more noteworthy than a terrified armadillo. Without a word Vidal suddenly cut the ATV's engine, dismounted, and began walking uncertainly into a particularly dense portion of forest. I followed a few paces behind. About thirty yards ahead the shape of a modest headstone emerged through the shadows and light. "There it is!" I cried to my wife, who had remained with the vehicle. Vidal smiled with relief as I, impressed, patted him on the back.


Mount Independence Cemetery was devastated. Ravaged by time, nature, and careless logging, every stone was toppled or broken; the remains of brick walls lay in heaps. Nevertheless, I was thrilled; I had found another key piece of a Civil War soldier's life story.


The stone tablet that was the object of our search lay broken in five sections. Gently repositioning the stone and coating it with a light layer of dirt, I deciphered this inscription:


This Monument Was Erected By
W D. Postlethwaite To The Memory Of His Beloved Wife,
SUSAN
Who Departed This Life On The
10th of Sept. A. D. 1835, Aged
21 Years, 4 Months & Four Days
The Loveliest In This World Of Sadness Are
Destined To Decay The First, And Those Whose
Fate Seems Woven Of Gladness Are Mournful
Victims Of The Worst.
So She Like Roses Rudely Torn
In Graceful Fragrance From Their Stem.
Bloomed Like Her, Emblems Of A Morn.
Then Crushed And Withered Like Them.


The young wife of William Dunbar Postlethwaite had died six days after giving birth to her second child, Susan. Little Susan's life was to span a gold rush in the West, a civil war, Reconstruction, and the advent of the automobile. Long after the days of King Cotton and the grandeur of plantation life had become distant memories, Susan would live her last days alone at the plantation her father had built for her mother. She was a true steel magnolia.


 






The elder Susan hadn't lived to spend a single day at Westmoreland plantation, but William would remarry and raise seven more children with his second wife, Sophia Carter, on its 1,800 acres. Only daughter Susan, refusing to leave, would reside on Westmoreland's remnants at the dawn of the twentieth century. By that time Westmoreland's scale had been diminished by the sale of much of its acreage and by sharecropping, which continued at what is now known as Westmoreland Farms as late as the 1970s.


Susan came into sole possession of Westmoreland upon the death of her only full sibling—a brother named Samuel. Two years her senior, Susan's brother died at forty-three years of age in the unlikeliest of places for a plantation owner: a thousand miles away in the quiet village of Riverpoint in the industrialized, seafaring state of Rhode Island.


Samuel Postlethwaite's grave had been marked by a simple stone bearing the inscription "S.P." This tiny monument did not survive the years, but in 1995, twelve decades after Sam Postlethwaite's death, one hundred people would convene at the mansion of Rhode Island's Civil War governor to honor him. A nearly forgotten soldier, a lost soul, sadly symbolic of so many soldiers whose deeds and sacrifices have been forgotten, was finally to have his dignity restored with a marked grave.


This is Sam's story and the story of the scores of people who put aside differences and came together as Americans to rally on his behalf




Three Generations
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In 1991, on a frozen Sunday afternoon, I began to contemplate where I might vacation ifsummer were kind enough to someday return. As a child, I had come to the age of awareness at the time of the murder of a young president and as America commemorated the centennial of a brutal civil war. Now, at thirty-seven years of age, it occurred to me that although I had explored Europe and the West Coast of the United States extensively, I had never ventured south of Washington, D.C.




My intention was to tour several battlefields of the American Civil War. Limited to two weeks, I decided to visit a local library to research the sites I wanted to see and plan the most efficient travel route. This casual visit to the library was the inadvertent first step in unraveling a complex and compelling story.


One book in the library's Civil War collection suited my needs perfectly. It was a detailed, state-by-state guide to the Civil War published in the early 1960s. I began by glancing through the Rhode Island section of the book and was struck by a particular reference that seemed completely out of place: "Greenwood Cemetery has the grave of a Confederate soldier, Samuel Postlethwaite. At present the grave site has an unmarked stone to the right of the William Rogers Greene stone."


A Confederate? Was he a Rhode Islander? Why was his grave marked in such an undignified manner? Out of simple curiosity, I decided to visit the cemetery and see the humble grave for myself The cemetery was much larger than I had expected, and finding the stone of William Rogers Greene seemed hopeless in the gathering darkness. The only other visitors turned out to be the cemetery owner and his wife, who took a moment with me to point out the graves of several Union soldiers. The gentleman had no knowledge of a Confederate soldier buried there. His wife agreed to check their records for me, but she was unable to find any documents dated earlier than 1920.


I didn't know that I was embarking on a research project that would consume several years and require at least a dozen trips to the South. A story would slowly emerge, and I would speak with and explore sources throughout the United States. I would walk the battlefields on which this soldier had fought and the fields he had plowed. Gradually, "Sam," as I began to call him, would come to life for me, a fascinatingfigure who by accident offate became part of one of Rhode Island's most famous families and whose story became entwined with mine.






In Rhode Island, the first three weeks of August 1876 were very hot and dry. The drought was so severe that many mills were forced to shut down by low water levels. The weather was a preoccupation, and Rhode Islanders were still abuzz over the demise of General George Custer and his men somewhere in the West.


But Sunday, 20 August, was a day for recreation and enjoying the company of friends and family. The day was cool and breezy, much more like October than mid-summer. There were picnics and baseball games and several family outings at a bayside park, known as Rocky Point. Many Rhode Islanders were enjoying Narragansett Bay, digging clams, or setting out to vacation at Block Island, a new resort spot. At half past four that afternoon, on the estate of his half-sister Mary and her husband, William Rogers Greene, Samuel Postlethwaite died. The official cause of death was consumption, which Samuel had developed after being wounded in the lungs during the Civil War. He was forty-three years old. 






The next day, Samuel's body was taken from Mr. Greene's estate, Corotoman Farm, and buried in Greenwood Cemetery across the street. A small stone with the inscription "S.P." marked the grave. Father Cocroft of St. Andrews Episcopal Church performed the funeral service. In one sense, the saga of the only Confederate soldier known to be buried in Rhode Island had begun.


As late as 1876, many Rhode Island men were still suffering and dying from the wounds they had received a decade and more earlier. What makes Sam's story unique is that he had been a Confederate soldier. Like most Southern soldiers, Sam had fought in what he believed was the "Second War of Independence;" it would become known as the Lost Cause. And like most Southern soldiers, Sam had been drawn into the conflict simply to defend his state. Although this is his story, it is also the story of two families whose sons fought on opposing sides through our greatest national tragedy.


Three Generations:
The Greenes and the Posdethwaites


In the early 1700s, the Greene family was already a force in Rhode Island business and politics; it would play a prominent role in the coming war for independence, The Greenes had produced two of the colony's governors and one of the state's founding fathers.


Many of the Postlethwaite clan had emigrated from England in short order, attaining significant stature in Virginia and Pennsylvania. During the Revolutionary War, men of the Postlethwaite family served in the Carlisle Pennsylvania Militia. Captain John Postlethwaite was married to the daughter of Charles Scott—one of George Washington's generals.


Several of the Greenes saw military service during the revolution. Few soldiers experienced such a remarkable ascent in rank as did Nathaniel Greene. In civilian life, Nathaniel Greene had managed his father's successful iron foundry. He walked with a noticeable limp, but his physical limitations did not prevent him from joining the Rhode Island State Militia. His natural gift for military strategy was soon appreciated, and in a single promotion he was transformed from a private to commander of the state militia.


At the outset of the American Revolution, Greene was made responsible for the defense of Long Island. Later, he would command the Continental Army in the Carolinas, where to this day he is regarded as highly as he is in his native state. His coolness and ability to make and justify unpopular decisions won George Washington's respect and trust. On several occasions, he persuaded Washington not to attack the British or suggested retreat to the dismay of Washington's battle-seasoned generals. History has shown that these engagements would have been disastrous for the Continental Army and could have led to total defeat.


Nathaniel Greene was rumored to have been Washington's successor in the event of the unthinkable. He retired at the rank of general, remembered best for his long marches and his ability to divide his army and confuse the enemy. Nathaniel died at the age of forty-four in 1786, sunstroke cheating the war hero of a promising political career. He twice declined the position of secretary of war; one can only conjecture as to what his political aspirations may have been.


At the end of the eighteenth century, Nathaniel Greene's widow joined struggling Virginia plantation owners in commissioning an inventor to produce a device that would make the harvesting of cotton more efficient. It took Eli Whitney only a matter of weeks to develop a machine that enabled one slave to do the work of several by separating the lint from the seed mechanically. Cotton production increased dramatically as did the slave population. The cotton plantations' dependence on slavery was cemented by the advent of the cotton gin.


 






At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the territory that would eventually become Mississippi, was under the control of Spain. The governor of what was known as the Natchez District was Gayoso de Lemos. The town of Natchez sits high above the Mississippi River and its massive bluffs hover above its port, which is simply known as "under the hill."The river provided for limitless commerce between the Louisiana territories and the United States.


The area was rich in raw materials, such as cotton. Natchez was very attractive to entrepreneurs in the North, who began to settle in the area in hopes of building fortunes. One of the earliest settlers was Sam's grandfather, Samuel Postlethwaite, who descended the Ohio and Mississippi rivers from Pittsburgh on a flatboat. Upon arriving in Natchez, he sold the flatboat and began a career as a merchant. He became so successful that by his early thirties he was advising other settlers on financial matters and, some believe, developing a close relationship with Gayoso.


Gayoso sought Postlethwaite's opinion on a wide range of issues and often mediated between the settlers and the Spanish regime. The people of Natchez, who believed him to be a fair and reasonable governor, respected Gayoso. In 1792, he was able to avert a war between Choctaw Indians and Northern settlers who were encroaching on the tribe's hunting grounds. The Treaty of Natchez guaranteed the Choctaws a protected area for their tribal needs. Gayoso also protected the rights of farmers and cattlemen by enacting strict trading regulations. A man ahead of his time, Gayoso even implemented one of the first anti-pollution laws in North America.


Through his business success and ties with the Spanish governor, Samuel Postlethwaite soon stood at the highest rung of the local social and economic ladder. In 1805, he married Anne Dunbar, the daughter of wealthy settler William Dunbar. (The ruins of Dunbar's massive plantation, The Forest, are visible on Highway 61 North, six miles south of Natchez.)


Two years later, a child, Matilda Rose, was born, and on 24


 






September 1810, William Dunbar Postlethwaite came into the world.


When France took the vast territory of Louisiana from Spain, the emperor Napoleon promptly sold the land, which stretched as far north as Canada, to the United States. According to Postlethwaite family lore, as Gayoso and the Spanish left the territory in 1803, Samuel Postlethwaite's successful career continued. He was named captain of the Natchez Artillery and served as an executor of several plantations, each of which was turning a profit. Samuel capped his remarkable success by becoming president of the Mississippi Bank.


Upon Matilda's marriage, Samuel presented her with the gift of an estate called Manse, complete with 70 slaves. But Samuel didn't limit use of his wealth to his family; he gave freely to the poor, becoming a true friend to the needy people of Natchez.


A yellow fever epidemic struck Natchez in the mid-1820s, taking a vicious toll. On 25 October 1824, the newspaper Ariel reported:


That we have a morbid or infected atmosphere there can be no doubt. The news from Natchez respecting the disease is truly melancholy. Numbered among those who have died since the last Arielwas... Samuel Postlethwaite, (52), President of the bank.


Samuel Postlethwaite is entombed in Natchez Cemetery.


Simon Henry Greene was born on 31 March 1799, in Centreville, Rhode Island, the youngest of Job and Abigail Greene's four children. job Greene was the eldest son of Nathaniel Greene's cousin, the late Colonel Christopher Greene, who had died a hero in the American Revolution. While Colonel Greene was distinguishing himself in the war, the duties of managing the massive mill estate of the Greene family had been placed in the hands of young Job.


The family had inherited the mills and several farms from Christopher's father in 1761, when Philip Greene decided to divide much of his wealth among his children. This property extended from Coventry to the forks of the Pawtuxet River and included a section ofa manufacturing village known as Riverpoint. Philip presented Christopher with a mansion that stood on almost five hundred acres. Much of the remaining Riverpoint property was bequeathed to grandsons Job and Jeremiah.


Barely twenty-five, Job Greene quickly exhibited a natural


[image: _Pic14]


Simon Henry Greene moved from Providence to Clyde, Warwick, Rhode Island
where he built a house for his family. Pictured is the home as it stands today.


talent for management and administration. His abilities were akin to those of a much more experienced businessman. As with many of the Greenes, Job's success in business went hand in hand with civic responsibilities. A commander of the Kentish Artillery, he also served as a lieutenant in the 2nd Regiment of the Rhode Island State Brigade. Job held a seat on the Warwick Council and served in the Rhode Island House of Representatives and, later, the state Senate.


Simon Henry Greene was nine years old when his father, Job, died in 1808. Along with a brother, Christopher, and two sisters, Susannah and Mary Ann, Simon grew up in an environment of wealth and privilege tempered by devotion to the state and nation. The four children were given the finest educations and were well-traveled. The oldest child, Christopher, had all the attributes for carrying on the Greene legacy, and by his early twenties he was an accomplished writer and orator. At the age of twenty-six, Christopher became one of the first of the Greene family to seek adventure and fortune in the South, becoming a successful merchant in Charleston, South Carolina. He married Mary Ann Lehre of Charleston and fathered one child, who survived only a few days. Soon after, Christopher contracted Scarlet Fever, and he died on 6 November 1825. He was thirty-nine. Mary Ann would join him in death three years later. Simon lived to tell his own children about the brother who dared to go south, never to return.


As the only surviving son, Simon became the heir to the Riverpoint mills. By 1838 he had moved from Providence with his wife and family to Clyde, Warwick, where he built a house. Clyde is a village in part of the city of Warwick, which is now the town of West Warwick. Adjacent to Riverpoint, it was here that Simon would establish a new mill.


Simon had married Caroline Abom, a granddaughter of Roger Williams, the founding father of Rhode Island, in 1822. As Simon's business, the S. H. Greene Company, grew, so did his family. Twenty years after the move to Warwick, Simon and Caroline had seven surviving children, all sons. The oldest was Edward, followed by Henry, Christopher (Kit), William Rogers, John, George, and baby Francis. Simon adored his children, and a close friend observed that the home on Main Street had an atmosphere of "peace and harmony" with much "pleasantry and humor." Caroline Greene enjoyed the daily transformation of her husband when he returned from the mill and became "one with his boys."




2
The National Fuse
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Smitten by curiosity, I returned to Greenwood Cemetery the next weekend and this time found the grave of William Rogers Greene with relative ease. But to its right, where the Confederate soldier was supposed to be buried, there was no sign of a marker. I decided to call the author of the guidebook that had led me to the cemetery.


Speaking from her home in Chicago, the author explained that she had lost many of her records and had forgotten how she had heard of the grave. Not long after our conversation another Rhode Islander, at my request, wrote to the author inquiring about the grave. I was quite surprised when the author referred the person to me. Sadly, the reference to the grave has been deleted from subsequent editions of the book. I couldn't help but feel that Samuel Postlethwaite had somehow been cheated, and in a sense I felt responsible for him. His very existence had suddenly been denied, and it was partly my fault. My curiosity had begun to evolve into a sense of purpose; to me, Sam became symbolic offorgotten soldiers of all wars—a lost soul.


As time allowed, I began checking with local historical societies; none of them knew of any Confederate soldier buried in Rhode Island. Considering the beautifully-marked Union graves throughout our state, the plight of this lone, lost veteran was to me be both sad and a gnawing mystery. Who was he? What did he see in the war? Why was he buried with Mr. Greene? Was he really buried there at all?


 






Determined to learn of Sam's military experiences and civilian life, I spent the late winter of 1991 grasping at academic straws. Which former Confederate state had he come from? With no other options available, I compiled the names and addresses of more than 100 newspapers, universities, and historical societies throughout the South.


I had a name and knew that it belonged to a Confederate soldier; that was all. I sent a brief form letter seeking information on "Confederate soldier Sam Postlethwaite" to each institution. During the ensuing weeks, replies to my query filled my mailbox, and I grew accustomed to negative responses. I became convinced that my needlein-a-haystack method of research would be fruitless; it seemed that Sam would remain a mystery. But the last week of March brought a surprise and a major breakthrough. John Ferguson, state historian of Arkansas, contacted me and related that "Samuel Postlethwaite was a private in Company D, 21st Mississippi Infantry. "The state of Mississippi would now be my prime focus.
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 The empty space next to the grave of William Rogers Greene at Greenwood
Cemetery, Rhode Island, provoked the search for information about Sam's identity.


 






At the beginning of the 1830s, Andrew Jackson was president of the United States. Noah Webster had published his American Dictionary, the first passenger train service in America had begun operating, and Samuel Morse invented the telegraph.


Over the next few years, Texas would declare itself independent of Mexico, and the slaughter of a garrison of Texans at a little-known place called the Alamo would follow. Native Americans would be brutally pushed off their land by settlers moving west. The push to the West and the attendant conflict with Mexico took center stage in American politics while a steady undercurrent of divisiveness rolled just beneath the surface.


Unabated expansion in the Western territories had soured the United States' relationship with Mexico. Although the importation of slaves had been outlawed since 1808, thousands of slaves entered the United States each year, helping both the plantations in the South and the mills in the North to flourish. South Carolina, whose slave population exceeded its white population, had declared its right to ignore Federal law. In Virginia, a slave rebellion led by Nat Turner had taken the lives of more than fifty whites. Turner was captured, tried, and executed.


The argument over the abolition or expansion of slavery and the debate over states' rights were the worst of the young nation's many growing pains. The Southern states saw slavery as the key to their economic survival. They feared that as new states were brought into the Union, the power of individual states would be diminished and superseded by Federal law, endangering both states' rights and slavery. Slavery existed on a much smaller scale in the North, and Northern abolitionists were determined to make certain that there would not be an expansion of slavery in the West.


By the 1850s, a war with impoverished Mexico had come to a glorious conclusion, producing a slew of heroes and the coronation of the United States as the only major power in the Americas. But the United States paid a high price—the loss of its innocence. In his memoirs, President Ulysses S. Grant would note that the Mexican War was a classic example of a rich, powerful nation shamelessly crushing a smaller, weaker one. And while the war had produced a groundswell of patriotism, the victory was tempered by the possibility of one or more of the Southern states declaring itself independent of the Union. Many believed that as the country expanded, it would inevitably disintegrate into separate nations.


The differences between the Northern and Southern states were physically recognizable. Northern skylines were becoming crowded with smokestacks, while the Southern cities were unchanged from the era of George Washington and the American Revolution. The ports of the North and South were crammed with merchant ships from around the world; the ships departed daily loaded with strikingly different cargos. The docks of New York, Philadelphia, and Providence bustled with activity as products from mills and foundries filled the hulls of foreign ships. In contrast, the Southern ports of Charleston, Savannah, and New Orleans were crammed with tobacco, sugar and, of course, cotton. While the North embraced the Industrial Revolution, "King Cotton" had brought Southern prosperity to heights unimaginable just a few decades before.


The success of Northern industry and Southern agriculture was built on the back of the poor mill worker and the slave. The average mill worker in the North fared far better than the Southern slave, but his or her life was abysmal nonetheless. Low wages, long hours, dangerous machinery, and no opportunity for advancement were accepted realities. Workers, many of them children, were provided with few rest breaks and often no sanitary facilities. Wages barely covered the cost of housing, food, and clothing, and these were often owned and controlled by the mill owner. Those who were fortunate enough to develop a marketable skill, such as blacksmithing or carpentry, and those gifted in the arts, escaped the drudgery of the mills. Others had little chance of breaking out of a cycle that passed through generations.


 






The California Gold Rush of the late 1840s brought the issue of states' rights to center stage. Statehood for California was the only means of protecting her riches from the rest of the world. But the debate over slavery had reached an emotional peak. The South insisted that if slavery were outlawed in a state of California, it would become increasingly difficult to argue for it in other territories, such as Utah and New Mexico. Abolitionists based their argument on the same theory.


Two senators, a Northerner and a Southerner, proposed a compromise that wouldn't please either side but would preserve the Union. President Fillmore signed into law Daniel Webster and Henry Clay's bill, which prohibited slavery in California but took a hands-off approach to the issue in the new territories of Utah and New Mexico. The Great Compromise also called for stricter enforcement of the Fugitive Slave Law, which had been mostly ignored in the North; Federal troops would be used, if necessary, to capture and return runaway slaves to their owners. Many Americans were relieved, but statehood was inevitable for territories in the Midwest and the Southwest. The debate over slavery would not go away.


Harriet Beecher Stowe's popular novel about slave life, Uncle Tom's Cabin, caused Northern empathy for the slaves to soar. Her book provided the average American with a rare glimpse into plantation life, and suddenly everyone had an opinion on slavery.


In 1854, the not-so-united United States tried once again to sidestep the issue of states' rights. With the creators of the Great Compromise gone, the mood in the Senate chamber was foul; the new Senate replaced reason with anger and confrontation. This time the battleground was Kansas. One of the most powerful figures in the Senate was Stephen Douglas of Illinois, a Northern Democrat and owner of nearly 150 slaves. Aware that a strong decision on slavery in Kansas might have a negative impact on Illinois and possibly hinder the railroad he hoped to build there, Douglas pushed for a new "compromise" that left the decision of slavery in Kansas and Nebraska up to their settlers.


The shortsightedness of this agreement was immediately evident. Many Kansans believed they could settle the question for the entire nation. Pro-slavery men from Missouri began pouring over the border into Kansas and attacking anti-slavery settlements. Fanatical abolitionist John Brown organized a militia in Kansas and led an attack against an encampment of Missourians. The seeds of the American Civil War had been planted.


The violence in mid-America even reached the Senate floor when Senator Charles Sumner of Massachusetts was nearly beaten to death by a colleague from South Carolina, Preston Brooks.Two days earlier, during a passionate discourse on the evils of slavery, Sumner had insulted a senator from South Carolina who wasn't present. Brooks bludgeoned Sumner with his cane, and several witnesses claimed that the burly, intimidating figure of William Barksdale of Mississippi prevented anyone from intervening. Others claimed that Barksdale had played no part in the incident—but he would play a role in the events that followed.


The next year, the United States Supreme Court ruled in the Dred Scott case that a slave was not free simply because he had lived on free soil in Missouri for several years, and that any slave traveling through a free territory was still the property of his master and could not seek protection from the Federal government. Chief Justice Roger Taney further declared that the Federal government could not ban slavery from any territory and that, due to the black person's "inferior order," blacks could not become citizens.


To much of the nation, Stephen Douglas represented a serious threat to the cause of abolition. His power in the Senate was beyond the control of the anti-slavery North, and he appeared to be unbeatable for re-election. But the upstart Republican Party would provide Douglas with noble, if not threatening, opposition in 1858 in the person of Abraham Lincoln, a successful lawyer who had dabbled in politics with only middling success.


Opposing the Mexican War and the expansion of slavery into new territories, Lincoln had lost a bid for the Senate in 1855 and resolved to retire from politics. But in 1856 the Republican candidate for president was John Fremont, an explorer of California and the Rocky Mountains who had earned the nickname, the Pathfinder. Lincoln campaigned enthusiastically for Fremont and was once again bitten by the political bug. He decided to end his short-lived political retirement and run for the Senate again. Although he seemingly had little chance of defeating Douglas, the lively debates between the two men served to air the nagging problem of slavery. During the debates Lincoln gained national recognition.


As a lame-duck president, James Buchanan seemed to wish simply to survive the events of the late 1850s rather than to shape them. His approach to avoiding the dissolution of the Union was to surround himself with Southerners and to support many pro-slavery causes. This position angered Republicans and many other Americans, who believed that the slavery question needed to be addressed before the violence seen in Kansas engulfed the country. With every new crisis, each more dangerous than the last, Buchanan did virtually nothing. He seemed determined not to let anything prevent him from enjoying the remainder of his presidency.


The name John Brown, which became synonymous with the anti-slavery movement three years earlier when Brown and his sons murdered five pro-slavery men, captured the national spotlight once again in October 1859. Outraged by the Supreme Court's fugitive slave ruling, Brown believed that slaves could only escape their bondage through violent uprisings against their owners. To set an example, Brown led a small contingent of men (including five blacks) to Harpers Ferry, Virginia, where they seized a Federal arsenal and planned to distribute arms to the local slave population.


 






Fearing retribution from their owners and for the most part unaware of what was taking place, the slaves of Harpers Ferry failed to respond. But the local white population did respond, and in great numbers. In the ensuing battle, two of Brown's sons were killed and a black man was mutilated by the angry mob. This time Buchanan did act; he ordered a unit of marines commanded by Colonel Robert E. Lee to Harpers Ferry. Lee and his men overpowered Brown, who had lost half of his force, and delivered him to Virginia authorities. He was swiftly tried and convicted and, six weeks after the raid, hanged. The execution was a spectacle, and the newly formed Virginia 1st Militia was present as a show of the state's strength. (A man named John Wilkes Booth joined the unit, ensuring that he would get a view of the event.) Before his death, Brown predicted that the sins of the nation could only be "purged with blood."


Talk of secession was heating up in some of the Southern states. In addition to the issues of slavery and states' rights, there were many cultural differences gnawing at the South's bonds to the North. Although many Southern men vehemently opposed secession, their first loyalty remained with their states, regardless of the state's status in the Union.


As early as 1851, Mississippi had rivaled South Carolina as the leader of the states' rights movement. Nevertheless, Union loyalty prevailed when Jefferson Davis was defeated by pro-Unionist Henry Foote in the race for governor that year. Relations with the North became further strained, however, when Northern leaders insisted that the right of secession was prohibited by the Constitution. A line had been drawn.


Despite the Federal government's hard line on secession, the policy was essentially toothless. Most states had a militia of some sort, but the United States Army barely existed, totaling a mere twenty thousand men. The Southern states had no army at all. This peculiar military situation made it easy for each side to bluster and threaten as though it had a massive army behind it. Few could foresee these imaginary armies becoming reality.


 






In command of the United States Army was Lieutenant General Winfield Scott. Scott had been a national hero in the Mexican War, but by the late 1850s he was a shell of his former self. Obese, in his seventies, and suffering from chronic diarrhea, he was a vision of "ruined magnificence." In a crisis, he might need to be replaced, despite his experience.


President Buchanan sought Scott's counsel, but Buchanan preferred to let the next election decide policy. In 1860, the road to the White House was unlike any election before or since. The Democratic Party was paralyzed over the slavery issue, while the Republicans stood united against slavery but stopped short of calling for its abolition.


The Democrats fielded two candidates: pro-slavery John Breckinridge of Kentucky and Stephen Douglas, whose platform promised self-determination for the new territories. So split were the Democrats that they held two separate conventions, each claiming to spawn the real nominee. Both conventions were so heated that the survival of the party itself was in doubt. Still, the Democrats hoped that even as a divided party they could defeat any Republican challenger, who would have no chance of carrying the South.


The scene became even murkier when a fourth party, the Know-Nothings, entered the race offering a conservative alternative, John Bell of Tennessee. The Republicans held their convention in Chicago; Rhode Island delegate Simon Greene voted for Salmon Chase on the first ballot and later cast a vote for Abraham Lincoln.


When the general election ballots were in, Abraham Lincoln could claim only forty percent of the popular vote, but he had won a clear majority of the electoral vote. He had carried every free state except New Jersey. The North had given Lincoln a mandate on slavery; the South determined that the new president was undoubtedly its nemesis. As his running mate, Lincoln had selected Hannibal Hamlin of Maine. Hamlin's dark complexion led many to suspect that he was a mulatto, which only added fuel to the already broiling slavery debate.


Lincoln's election terrified many in the South. South Carolina began preparing for secession from the Union. In Sunflower County, Mississippi, successful businessman Benjamin Humphreys' concern for his state caused him to begin organizing local militia companies. Humphreys' military experience was limited to having been expelled from West Point after a Christmas Day prank backfired and the entire academy rioted. For several years Humphreys had proclaimed his anti-secessionist views to the citizens of Mississippi. In his view, secession would only end in economic disaster for Mississippi and could involve it in a war that could not be won.


In Woodville, Mississippi, planter Carnot Posey and retired army general William Lindsay Brandon took Humphreys'cue and prepared for the worst. Like Humphreys, though, the sixty year old Brandon was less than happy with the idea of secession.


As South Carolina inched perilously closer to the fateful step, all eyes, particularly Mississippi's, were fixed on her. If South Carolina seceded, the fate of Mississippi would be sealed; to maintain its stature as a preeminent Southern state, Mississippi would have to secede as well. The idea of secession angered many Southern men who owned neither property nor slaves.


Many of them were hardworking farmers who didn't believe in slavery or found its costs prohibitive. (The cost of a prime field hand had risen to two thousand dollars.) The resentment that these poor farmers felt toward the wealthy plantation owners was widespread, and the prospect of going to war to preserve the right of the wealthy to own slaves didn't sit well with the have-nots. However, most of the non-slaveholding farmers realized that if the United States Army marched into the Natchez District, it wouldn't bother to distinguish one farmer from the next; all would feel the wrath of the Federal government.


The Natchez District encompassed three Louisiana parishes and five Mississippi counties from Vicksburg to Woodville. It produced about one-tenth (400,000 bales per year) of all the cotton grown in the United States. Even an armchair general could see that if the growing crisis deteriorated into war, the Federal government would attempt to destroy King Cotton.


Throughout the South, the scene was much the same. Men who had not joined the militias were arming themselves and making arrangements to hide their livestock and valuables in case of an invasion. Rumors circulated and allegiances were challenged as the tension increased. To blame for all this anxiety was, of course, Lincoln. But Lincoln had his own troubles. He and his wife, Mary, were Southerners by birth, and her half-brothers made it clear that if war came they would take up arms against the United States.


Though national events were careening wildly, daily life in Mississippi and Rhode Island went on fairly normally. Few thought that the country would actually go to war within itself. There would be name-calling and threats and possibly even a skirmish or two, but cooler heads certainly would prevail.


Rhode Island's dashing young governor, William Sprague, had a different view of things. He was ready for the big show, offering the services of a regiment of Rhode Island Militia to President Buchanan. Struggling to defuse the situation,B uchanan declined. Sprague felt that war was unavoidable, and he stepped up the manufacturing of war-related materials; should war break out, not only would his diminutive state be ready but it would have a surplus of ordnance.


The Greenes watched national events with keen interest, but no one in the family watched as closely as seventeen year old Francis (known as Frank). His older brothers were not likely to enter the military, and John wasn't fit for service. The responsibility of carrying on the Greene military legacy was left to Frank.


Caught in the middle of the crisis were Frank's brothers William and twenty-two year old George. They had spent five years in the South establishing a successful business, and they were determined that the W. R. Greene Company would weather the coming storm.


At Westmoreland, the story was much the same. Twenty-six year old Sam was indispensable to the overseeing of the plantation. Brother Will, a mere fifteen, was neither old enough for the military nor mature enough to assume Sam's duties should he be called away. Their father, William, at fifty, was hardly in a position to join the army; he had a wife and seven daughters to look out for. But in spite of the hardship it meant for the family, both brothers were willing to serve if necessary.


Even as late as November, before Lincoln's inauguration, there seemed plenty of time for a diplomatic solution. Although patriotism suffused men North and South, the prospect of actual war was more a romantic notion than a reality. The prevailing belief in the South was that the North certainly wasn't willing to sacrifice her sons to preserve the Union; conversely, Northerners were convinced that the South wouldn't dare stand up to Northern industry as it turned out weapons of war. Sam, Will, and Frank pondered their futures; but like millions of other Americans, the events of the next three months would go well beyond anything they could imagine.






The Spark


Like Jefferson Davis and Abraham Lincoln, Major Robert Anderson of the United States Army was a Kentuckian by birth. But unlike Davis and Lincoln, Anderson had never left his native state. Although Anderson owned slaves and loved the South, his loyalty to the United States was above question. Ironically, his father had been a military man who had commanded Fort Moultrie, Charleston Harbor, South Carolina, and unsuccessfully defended the Fort against the British in 1779 —becoming a prisoner of war.


Major Anderson embodied the nation's frustration as it wrestled with its loyalties. Fate would have it that he would inherit the same command as his father; he, too, would not relinquish it without a fight. Until the recent turmoil, Fort Moultrie had been a wonderful assignment. The locals were friendly, and Charleston had the best the South could offer. Restaurants, theaters, and parties provided plenty of social life for Anderson's seventy officers and men. The atmosphere was so pleasant, in fact, that many of the men had brought their families to Charleston.


The men of Fort Moultrie could peer over its walls toward the harbor and the open ocean in search of a hostile navy that didn't exist. The most important of Anderson's duties was to inspect and report on the construction work under way on an abandoned fort in the center of the harbor. Once an imposing presence, Fort Sumter had never been completed; it endured years of neglect because Fort Moultrie could efficiently defend Charleston from a naval attack. If Moultrie were attacked by land, however, the situation would be different altogether; several structures provided high ground for sharpshooters to pick off the men defending inside. Anderson knew that Fort Moultrie could not be held if an attack came from Charleston itself


Until Lincoln's election, the fort's vulnerability hadn't been a major concern to Anderson. But during the early part of December, Anderson's relationship with the people of Charleston began to deteriorate. Anderson's second-in-command, Captain Abner Doubleday, experienced the change in attitude when he was treated rudely on a visit to the Charleston Hotel, where he frequently dined. It was decided that the Federal troops should remain within the relatively safe confines of the fort until the political climate settled.


Federal soldiers throughout the South faced similar hostility. Soldiers who had enlisted from Southern states were considering resignation and the defense of their home states. With Christmas of 1860 less than a week away, Anderson continued to gaze at Sumter.


It wasn't until late afternoon or evening of 20 December that most people received the news being telegraphed around the country. Governor Pickens and the people of South Carolina had declared themselves an independent nation and ordered all United States forces to withdraw or surrender to the government in South Carolina. Like a death following a prolonged illness, the news was not entirely unexpected; yet it was a shock to most of the country.


Of particular annoyance to South Carolina was the presence of Anderson's men in Charleston. A United States military presence there made secession something of a farce. Anderson and his men would be requested to leave or face forceful eviction. Either way, they would have to go.


America prepared for the holiday anxiously. For the first time, the possibility of war seemed real. Although it was presumed that any conflict would be brief, if war came there would be casualties, and for many families the Christmas of 1861 might be very different.


The prospect of South Carolina's standing alone against the United States was unlikely. Should a number of states secede, they would have to form a coalition government, at least temporarily, to facilitate a common defense. In Vicksburg, Mississippi, United States Senator Jefferson Davis had much on his mind. Davis was a hero of the Mexican War and a statesman who was universally respected. The possibility loomed that the unenviable task of presiding over a "nation of necessity" would fall to him.


William Barksdale had been busy. An outspoken advocate of secession and publisher of a pro-slavery newspaper prior to his service in the Mexican War, Barksdale was representing Mississippi in the United States House of Representatives as a Democrat. A war of rebellion seemed inevitable to him, and the only question was when or where it would start. Barksdale was convinced that Mississippi and the South would be victorious if they were willing to sacrifice everything.


Major Anderson and his men prepared for a siege, though it was obvious that they could put up little more than token resistance from Fort Moultrie. Anderson awaited instructions from Washington; Buchanan, hoping to ride out the last few weeks of his presidency, remained passive, though it was clear that the nation was coming apart at its seams.


Journalists around the world wrote about Anderson and his men with morbid fascination. Some portrayed Anderson as a tragic hero of Shakespearean proportions. With only a couple of days remaining before Christmas, the men of Moultrie were living a fishbowl-like existence. Although not everyone in Charleston was an enemy (some, in fact, were friends and feared for the garrison's safety), most agreed that Anderson and his men should simply go home.


On Christmas night, while Charlestonians celebrated and partook of their holiday feasts, a collection of boats assembled at Fort Moultrie's pier. Under the cover of darkness, Anderson's men and their families boarded. When all had been accounted for, the boats began a silent journey to Fort Sumter in the center of Charleston Harbor.


At Sumter the men and their families prayed and celebrated as the flag of the United States was run up the flagpole. At dawn, the people of Charleston were shocked and horrified at Anderson's perceived treachery. Although Sumter was surrounded by water and there were no means to provision it without exposing supply ships to crippling, even fatal, fire from the shore, South Carolina viewed Anderson's move as an act of aggression. Even President Buchanan was outraged by Anderson's move; he felt that his hand was being forced. The South Carolina Militia swiftly seized Moultrie and its arsenal of twenty thousand rifles. Louisiana, Texas, Georgia, Alabama, Florida, and Mississippi made preparations for secession and war: Frank Greene and Sam and Will Postlethwaite followed events through their local newspapers, the Providence Journal and the Woodville Republican.
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