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To Cameron and Eva





CAST OF CHARACTERS



Main Characters in Bold


UNION AGENTS


John Babcock. First hired by Allan Pinkerton, he became George Sharpe’s top spy.


Joseph Stannard Baker. A cousin who worked for Lafayette Baker as an agent.


Lafayette Baker. A special provost marshal under War Secretary Edwin Stanton, he ran a secret service operation in Washington.


Luther Byron Baker. A cousin who worked for Lafayette Baker as an agent.


George Bangs. Chief of staff in the Pinkerton detective agency.


Charles Carter. A member of Elizabeth Van Lew’s Union spy ring in Richmond.


Milton Cline. A spy in George Sharpe’s Bureau of Military Information.


Everton Conger. An agent of Lafayette Baker’s, who helped capture John Wilkes Booth.


Abby Green. An operative in Elizabeth Van Lew’s Richmond spy ring.


Hattie Lawton. A Pinkerton agency employee, she worked undercover with Timothy Webster posing as his wife.


Pryce Lewis. A Welshman who spied for Pinkerton in Virginia.


Frederick Lohmann. A pro-Union operative in Elizabeth Van Lew’s Richmond spy ring.


Joseph Maddox. A Union spy George Sharpe placed in Richmond.


John McEntee. Third-ranking spy in George Sharpe’s Bureau of Military Information.


Allan Pinkerton. Head of a Chicago detective agency, he served as General George McClellan’s intelligence chief.


Mary Richards (later Mary Bowser). One of Elizabeth Van Lew’s African American servants who spied for her.


William Rowley. A pro-Union operative in Elizabeth Van Lew’s Richmond spy ring.


Samuel Ruth. Superintendent of the Richmond, Fredericksburg and Potomac Railroad and spy for the Union.


John Scully. Pryce Lewis’s partner on his trip to Richmond to find Timothy Webster.


George Sharpe. As head of the Bureau of Military Information, he served as intelligence chief for Generals Hooker, Meade, and Grant.


Isaac Silver. A spy in George Sharpe’s Bureau of Military Information.


John Howard Skinker. A spy in George Sharpe’s Bureau of Military Information.


Eliza Van Lew. Elizabeth Van Lew’s mother.


Elizabeth Van Lew. The daughter of a wealthy merchant, she ran the Union spy ring in Richmond.


John Newton Van Lew. Elizabeth Van Lew’s brother.


Kate Warne. The first female detective to work for Pinkerton’s detective agency.


Timothy Webster. A detective from the Pinkerton agency, he was a top spy for Pinkerton when he served as McClellan’s intelligence chief.


UNION OFFICIALS AND MILITARY LEADERS


Montgomery Blair. Lincoln’s postmaster general.


Ambrose Burnside. Succeeded George McClellan as commander of the Army of the Potomac.


Benjamin Butler. The first Union general to receive intelligence from Elizabeth Van Lew.


Daniel Butterfield. Chief of staff for the Union’s Army of the Potomac.


Salmon P. Chase. Lincoln’s Treasury secretary.


Ulric Dahlgren. A Union cavalry officer killed in a raid on Richmond.


Edward Doherty. Led the cavalry detachment that helped capture John Wilkes Booth.


Ulysses S. Grant. A Union commander in the Western Theater who became general in chief of the Army.


Henry Halleck. First general in chief of the Union Army and later chief of staff under Ulysses S. Grant.


John Hay. A White House aide during the Lincoln administration.


Joseph “Fighting Joe” Hooker. Succeeded Ambrose Burnside as commander of the Union’s Army of the Potomac.


Andrew Johnson. Lincoln’s second vice president, who succeeded him after the assassination.


Abraham Lincoln. President of the United States.


Thaddeus Lowe. Head of the U.S. Army Balloon Corps.


George McClellan. The Union commander of the Army of the Potomac and general in chief.


Irvin McDowell. The general who commanded Union troops at the first Battle of Bull Run.


James McPhail. Union provost marshal in Baltimore.


George Meade. Succeeded Joseph Hooker as commander of the Union’s Army of the Potomac.


John Nicolay. A White House aide during the Lincoln administration.


Marsena Patrick. Provost marshal general of the Union’s Army of the Potomac.


Alfred Pleasonton. Union cavalry commander in the Army of the Potomac.


John Pope. The Union commander at the second Battle of Bull Run.


Winfield Scott. Commanding general of the Army when Lincoln became president.


William Seward. Lincoln’s secretary of state.


Edwin Stanton. Lincoln’s second war secretary.


Levi Turner. An Army major and special judge advocate.


Gideon Welles. Lincoln’s Navy secretary.


William Wood. Superintendent of Old Capitol Prison.


CONFEDERATE AGENTS AND CONSPIRATORS


John Wilkes Booth. Lincoln’s assassin.


Belle Boyd. Confederate spy supplying intelligence to Stonewall Jackson.


Rose O’Neal Greenhow. Ran a Confederate spy ring in Washington.


David Herold. One of the conspirators in the Lincoln assassination plot.


Thomas Jordan. A Confederate officer who oversaw Rose O’Neal Greenhow’s spying in Washington.


CONFEDERATE OFFICIALS AND MILITARY LEADERS


Pierre G. T. Beauregard. Confederate general who commanded forces at Charleston for the attack on Fort Sumter, at the first Battle of Bull Run, and at Petersburg.


Jefferson Davis. President of the Confederate States of America.


Jubal Early. A Rebel division leader and then corps commander under Robert E. Lee.


Richard Ewell. One of Robert E. Lee’s corps commanders.


A. P. Hill. One of Robert E. Lee’s corps commanders.


Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson. One of Robert E. Lee’s corps commanders, who died from wounds suffered at the Battle of Chancellorsville.


Joseph Johnston. Rebel general who commanded troops at the first Battle of Bull Run and was replaced by Robert E. Lee after being wounded at the Battle of Seven Pines.


Robert E. Lee. Commander of the Confederate Army of Northern Virginia.


James Longstreet. A Confederate corps commander under Lee.


George Pickett. A Confederate division commander under Lee.


James Ewell Brown “Jeb” Stuart. Robert E. Lee’s cavalry commander.


John Winder. Confederate provost marshal general for Richmond.


THE WIVES


Jennie Baker. Lafayette Baker’s wife.


Varina Davis. Jefferson Davis’s wife.


Mary Lincoln. First lady.


Joan Pinkerton. Allan Pinkerton’s wife.


Caroline “Carrie” Sharpe. George Sharpe’s wife.


Mary Carter Van Lew. John Van Lew’s wife and Elizabeth Van Lew’s sister-in-law.





TIME LINE OF MAJOR EVENTS



February 23, 1861: Allan Pinkerton sneaks Abraham Lincoln through Baltimore


March 4, 1861: Lincoln’s inauguration


April 13, 1861: Union surrender of Fort Sumter


May 1861: Pinkerton becomes George McClellan’s spymaster


July 1861: Lafayette Baker begins spying for the Union and Elizabeth Van Lew begins helping Federal prisoners in Richmond


July 21, 1861: First Battle of Bull Run


July 26, 1861: McClellan arrives in Washington to take command of what became the Army of the Potomac


August 23, 1861: Pinkerton arrests Rebel spy Rose O’Neal Greenhow


October 1861: Timothy Webster begins spying in Richmond for Pinkerton


March–July, 1862: Peninsula campaign


April 29, 1862: Confederates execute Webster in Richmond for spying


July 11, 1862: Henry Halleck becomes general in chief of the Union Army


August 28–30, 1862: Second Battle of Bull Run


September 17, 1862: Battle of Antietam


November 1862: Ambrose Burnside replaces McClellan as commander of the Army of the Potomac and Pinkerton leaves with McClellan


December 11–15, 1862: Battle of Fredericksburg


January 26, 1863: Joseph Hooker replaces Burnside as commander of the Army of the Potomac


February 1863: George Sharpe becomes Hooker’s spymaster, leading the Bureau of Military Information


April 30–May 6, 1863: Battle of Chancellorsville


June 28, 1863: George Meade replaces Hooker as commander of the Army of the Potomac


July 1–3, 1863: Battle of Gettysburg


January 1864: Van Lew and her spy ring begin working for Union general Benjamin Butler


February 28–March 2, 1864: Union general Hugh Judson Kilpatrick’s failed raid on Richmond


March 9, 1864: Ulysses S. Grant given command of all the Union armies


May–June 1864: Overland Campaign


June 1864: Sharpe assumes oversight of Van Lew’s Richmond spy operation


June 1864–April 1865: Richmond-Petersburg Campaign


November 8, 1864: Lincoln reelected to a second term


March 4, 1865: Lincoln’s second inauguration


April 2, 1865: The Confederate government evacuates Richmond


April 3, 1865: Union troops occupy Richmond and Petersburg


April 9, 1865: Lee surrenders at Appomattox Court House


April 14, 1865: John Wilkes Booth assassinates Lincoln


April 26, 1865: Booth killed and his accomplice David Herold captured when Baker detectives and a cavalry detachment raid Garrett farm


July 3, 1868: Scorned in Washington, Baker dies in Philadelphia


July 1, 1884: Wealthy from his Chicago detective agency, Pinkerton dies


January 13, 1900: A prominent lawyer and public official postwar, Sharpe dies


September 25, 1900: Richmond’s postmaster for a time after the war, Van Lew dies destitute.
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NOTE TO READERS



Lincoln’s Spies is the story of Allan Pinkerton, Lafayette Baker, George Sharpe, and Elizabeth Van Lew—important Union agents who operated mainly in the Civil War’s Eastern Theater, which included Virginia, West Virginia, Maryland, Pennsylvania, and the District of Columbia. The U.S. government, of course, ran intelligence operations elsewhere—against Confederates in the Deep South and the western campaigns, for example, and to root out pro-Confederate subversives in the northeastern and northwestern states. To cover all the spying that went on in the Civil War would consume several volumes. This book focuses on the espionage and counterespionage of these four operatives in what became a crucial region for the war. The Eastern Theater, in which these agents fought in secret and the Union Army of the Potomac battled the Confederate Army of Northern Virginia in the open, included the capitals for the two belligerents, Washington and Richmond. On its fields and in its towns and cities were waged many of the largest, costliest, and most consequential battles, which helped determine the outcome of this tragic conflict and the fate of a nation.




Spies are a most important element in war.


—SUN TZU, THE ART OF WAR


Many intelligence reports in war are contradictory; even more are false, and most are uncertain. . . . In short, most intelligence is false.


—CARL VON CLAUSEWITZ, ON WAR





1861






One


ALLAN PINKERTON


Though they were still traveling through territory infested with secession sympathizers, the ride from Baltimore to Washington early the morning of February 23, 1861, proved uneventful. Allan Pinkerton finally relaxed. He joined Ward Hill Lamon in sipping from a liquor bottle. Pinkerton had not been particularly thrilled with Abraham Lincoln’s hard-drinking Illinois law crony tagging along—the fewer people involved in this operation the better, he believed—but Mary Lincoln had insisted that the burly bodyguard accompany them as the detective escorted her husband on the dangerous trip to the nation’s capital. The blustery Lamon, who sported a uniform he designed for himself, brought along two pistols, a large bowie knife, a pair of brass knuckles, and a thick hickory stick. Though Pinkerton usually abstained from alcohol (he told his son it made him grumpy), the detective could become a cigar-smoking whisky drinker if he needed to play one working a case.


Friends and associates believed Allan Pinkerton was gifted with courage and unusual powers of observation. As a young man he had been a labor agitator, falling under the spell of Scottish revolutionaries. He now hated slavery and had become a fanatical abolitionist. He thought his parents had been atheists and he considered himself one as well. He had honed a sixth sense to anticipate criminal activity before it happened. He was stubbornly persistent, refusing to be worn down by adversity. Yet he could be a tiresome prig, who harangued employees, friends, and relatives about the virtues of honesty, integrity, and courage. He was a tyrant at home, completely dominating his wife and children. He had dark, brooding eyes set deeply under a wide brow with a heavy beard that covered his face, save for his upper lip that he occasionally shaved. He was usually dour and humorless, only occasionally showing a sense of humor. He was a master publicist, skilled at promoting his business and shameless about air brushing his image. He was a disciple of phrenology, the pseudo-medicine that determines a person’s character and intellect from measurements of the head’s size and shape. A phrenologist examined him, writing that the detective’s brain measured twenty-three inches (“very large,” the professor reported) and concluding that he was blessed with “earnestness, enthusiasm, heartiness, whole-souledness, impetuosity and excitability.”


The head of Pinkerton’s National Detective Agency had reason to feel satisfied with himself that Saturday morning, February 23. His covert mission had begun a little more than a month earlier when Samuel Morse Felton, a kindly-looking Massachusetts man, hired him to investigate threats to Felton’s Philadelphia, Wilmington and Baltimore Railroad from prosecessionist saboteurs. The line was a vital rail link from the North to Washington, over which Federal troops and supplies would travel if war broke out with the South. Pinkerton, whose Chicago agency specialized in tracking and capturing train robbers, arrived in Baltimore on February 1 with a squad of his best detectives. Quickly his undercover operatives infiltrated Baltimore’s secret societies and paramilitary organizations that supported southern secession from the Union. Each agent was identified on intelligence reports they delivered to him by code names or simply with their initials. Using the pseudonym John H. Hutchinson, Pinkerton posed as a chatty stockbroker from Charleston, South Carolina.


It soon became clear to him that the danger was far more serious than railroad vandalism. Practically from the day they arrived, Pinkerton and his detectives began picking up the stories swirling around Baltimore of plots to assassinate the president-elect when he passed through the city. Lincoln, who by tradition remained secluded during his successful 1860 presidential campaign while others stumped for him, had departed Springfield, Illinois, on February 11 for a twelve-day, 1,904-mile, roundabout trip to Washington, D.C., with frequent halts in key states he had won to greet the public and introduce himself to the country before his inauguration the next month as the sixteenth president of the United States. He was scheduled to arrive in Baltimore shortly after noon on February 23.


One of four loyal slave states, Maryland had 90,000 blacks in bondage and a determined minority that favored seceding from the Union. The state, which bordered Washington on three sides, had to be kept open to Union resupply for the nation’s capital to survive. But Maryland was unstable. A tinderbox rife for assassination plotting, Baltimore, the South’s largest and northernmost city, was a logical site to spring the trap. Visitors could reach Washington by train, steamship up the Potomac, or on one of six highways that ran through Virginia or Maryland. The Old Dominion state was far too dangerous to transit through for this president-elect. To reach Washington for his swearing-in, Lincoln had to pass through Maryland and more particularly Baltimore, the key center for railroads that were the most efficient means of moving northern troops in the future to the nation’s capital. The best way for secessionists to nullify the election, perhaps to seize Confederate independence quickly, was to kill Lincoln in Baltimore. Pinkerton and his agents infiltrated the city’s wealthy class, who they suspected would fund such an assassination plot, as well as its lower-class gangs likely to carry out the murder. They discovered what they believed was compelling evidence that when Lincoln changed trains in the city for the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad line that would take him to Washington, a dense and hostile crowd would surround him from which assassins would emerge to shoot or stab him. As near as Pinkerton could determine, the local police planned no escort or if they did have one it would be with disloyal officers sympathetic to the killers.


Pinkerton intercepted Lincoln at Philadelphia’s luxurious Continental Hotel the night of February 21 and briefed him on the assassination threat he believed he had uncovered. Lincoln knew the detective and thought highly of his agency. Outwardly the president-elect refused to appear alarmed by personal threats. But there was evidence he was taking them more seriously than he let on. Lincoln began receiving death threats as early as October 1860, when his election victory seemed certain. After the vote, hate mail from all over the country piled up in Springfield. Warnings came that he would be poisoned. Several packages of tainted fruit arrived from the South. Newspapers were filled with stories of sinister forces that would prevent Lincoln from taking office. Washington was alive with rumors of assassination plots and conspiracies to burn down the city. One report out of New Orleans had a $40,000 bounty placed on his head. Lincoln’s stepmother worried he never would return home alive from his presidency. So did Springfield friends.


It had been a logistical nightmare arranging the president-elect’s travel. There was no direct rail line from Springfield to Washington. Instead, he had to chug along at thirty miles per hour over a hodgepodge of fifteen different lines, some of which were run by powerful railroad executives who sympathized with the South. His protection during the trip was woefully inadequate. There was no federal secret service to guard him. Lincoln refused to have an Army escort, believing it made him look like a warlord. No one traveling with him was even officially designated to be responsible for his security, so protection was handled by a makeshift detail of friends and military men aboard the train. In Baltimore, against a large angry crowd and hostile cops, the puny security detail would be easily overpowered.


Lincoln agreed to Pinkerton’s complex plan to sneak him into Washington ahead of his announced travel schedule while his would-be Baltimore assassins slept. The evening of February 22, the president-elect, with only Lamon to guard him, quietly slipped away from his traveling party of more than a dozen in Harrisburg, where he had delivered an address to the state legislature, and boarded a special Pennsylvania Railroad train that Pinkerton had arranged to take him 110 miles east to Philadelphia. Pinkerton joined the pair in Philadelphia and took them in a carriage shortly after 10 p.m. to the station for Felton’s Philadelphia, Wilmington and Baltimore Railroad on the south side of town, where they boarded the rear of a sleeping car. Kate Warne, one of Pinkerton’s female operatives, had reserved four double berths partitioned off from other passengers, which she told the conductor was for her sick brother.


At 3:30 a.m. on February 23, Lincoln, Pinkerton, and Lamon arrived in Baltimore, where the sleeping car was unhitched and pulled by a team of horses to the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad’s Camden Street Station a mile away. As dawn was about to break, the B&O’s Washington-bound train finally arrived, much to the relief of Pinkerton, who dreaded the thought of the president-elect stranded in a wide-awake Baltimore with just him and Lamon for protection. Lincoln’s sleeper car was hooked up to it for the final thirty-eight-mile leg to Washington.


After his shot of whisky with Lamon, Pinkerton stretched out on the sleeping car’s back platform. The cold wind buffeting his face, he watched as their southbound train sped by quiet hamlets and dingy farmhouses. Pinkerton was not a man given to deep introspection. But it was remarkable, if he ever stopped to think about it, that he had risen from roots as humble as Lincoln’s to reach the point where he was now rescuing a future president.





Pinkerton could trace his line to seventeenth-century Gorbals, a Scottish burgh on the south bank of the River Clyde, annexed by Glasgow in 1661, which by the nineteenth century had become a bustling factory and workshop center for more than 35,000 people living in squalid thatched houses and multistory tenements along narrow streets.


William Pinkerton was a grim-faced muscular man, with a gloomy personality and a modest amount of schooling, who stood about six feet tall and was “straight built,” according to his son Allan. He likely supplemented his falling income as a home handloom weaver by serving as a Glasgow city jail trustee, which gave him some standing in the community. Allan Pinkerton, who was prone to fabricating parts of his biography, claimed that his father died as a police sergeant battling rioters, but that story appears to have no basis in fact. William’s first marriage was to Isabella Stevenson, who bore him seven children (five of whom lived beyond childhood) and who, according to family legend, died after delivering the last one in 1807. In his mid-forties, William married a thirty-three-year-old cotton mill worker named Isabella McQueen, who had Allan and another son, Robert, who survived to adulthood. Allan was born in 1819 in the couple’s third-floor tenement apartment on Muirhead Street. The exact day is in dispute. Biographers have it variously as July 21, August 21, and August 25.


Little can be confirmed about Allan’s childhood. Pinkerton’s later accounts of it are riddled with inaccuracies. He claimed the household was “completely filled with the tensions of two families existing in a few rooms,” but that may not have been the case. William was a stern father, but by the time Allan was five, the children of the first marriage had all left home and only Allan and his brother Robert remained in the apartment. Allan attended elementary school until age nine or ten, when his father died. With a firm grounding by then in reading, writing, and arithmetic he was considered adequately educated for that time. He later regretted not having any more formal schooling and thought he suffered because of it.


After several years of odd jobs for pennies a day, Pinkerton at age twelve decided to apprentice with William McCauley, a Gorbals barrel maker, to learn how to be a cooper. Six years later he had earned a journeyman’s card. By then, he was five feet eight inches tall with powerful shoulders and arms from hours spent each day pounding iron barrel hoops with a ten-pound hammer. But he described himself as a “tramp cooper,” roaming Scotland and northern England the next four years finding short-term work that ended each time with layoffs.


Industrial unrest swept Glasgow by the end of the 1830s, fueled by a downturn in the British economy, with cotton mill owners cutting wages, thousands of their workers striking, and union leaders being marched off to jail. In 1838, Pinkerton became a Chartist, named for a popular working-class movement whose six-point People’s Charter called for democratic reforms and broader suffrage for men. Pinkerton, who became the Glasgow coopers’ representative to the Chartist Convention in Birmingham, joined the grassroots revolt because “I was free in name, but a slave in fact,” he recalled. He came to worship the frail yet charismatic George Julian Harney, a London communist among the Chartist leaders, and became Harney’s strongman as he traveled through Scotland delivering fiery speeches. On November 4, 1839, Pinkerton joined 5,000 men armed with mostly spears and clubs in the Newport, Wales, uprising to free Henry Vincent, an imprisoned Chartist orator. He escaped being among the twenty-two Chartists whom soldiers killed and the sixty-two whom police arrested after scattering the mob with a volley of musket fire.


In April 1841, while organizing a concert at O’Neil’s Public House to raise money for striking spinners in Glasgow, Pinkerton couldn’t take his eyes off fourteen-year-old Joan Carfrae, a bookbinder’s apprentice who was singing soprano in the event. An Edinburgh orphan, Joan had been reared by her aunt, who educated her. She was a kind young girl, who sang in Glasgow’s Unitarian Church on Center Street and was as committed as Pinkerton was to workers’ rights. Allan courted her for almost a year before they married on March 13, 1842, when Joan was fifteen. She may have misled Pinkerton into believing she was eighteen. He was twenty-two.


The next month, Joan shared a filthy cabin with other women and Allan wedged into the crew’s quarters aboard the merchant ship Kent, sailing for America and what the young couple hoped would be a better life. Pinkerton paid for their passage by working as the ship’s cooper. Their first stop was to be Montreal, but storms blew the Kent far off course and she foundered 250 miles south on ice and reefs at Sable Island, southeast of Halifax, Nova Scotia. A lifeboat carried them to shore, where Indian raiders promptly robbed them of the few possessions they carried, including Joan’s wedding ring. In May, they finally reached Montreal with only twenty-five pennies in Pinkerton’s pocket. Allan and Joan found a room in a boardinghouse and Allan scratched out a living in Montreal making beef barrels until he was laid off several months later. Giving up on Canada, the couple planned to book a steamer south to Chicago, but they changed their minds and moved instead to the village of Warsaw, in western Illinois. Calamity struck once more—they were robbed of everything but the clothes on their back—so they decided to return to their original plan and move to Chicago.


Chicago in 1842 was a growing frontier town of 1,200 hardy people and some two dozen businesses, packed along muddy rutted streets with cattle herded on them to slaughterhouses and reeking gutters filled with garbage. Robbie Fergus, an old Glasgow friend who had settled there, let the couple stay in one of his rooms and helped Pinkerton find a job at Lill’s Brewery, at the corner of Pine Street and Chicago Avenue, working for fifty cents a day making beer barrels as a cooper.


Fed up with how little money he took home after a year of slaving away at Lill’s, Pinkerton moved thirty-eight miles northwest to Dundee, a settlement of some three hundred Scots and their dairy farms on the scenic Fox River in Kane County, Illinois. Dundee had a few country stores, a post office, several blacksmith shops, a mill, and two small taverns. Pinkerton built a one-story frame cabin at the edge of the village on a grassy knoll near a wooden bridge spanning the river and became the town’s only cooper. Waking each morning at four thirty and laboring seven days a week, he built the business up with eight apprentices on his payroll by 1847, offering quality work at a lower cost for area farmers fed up with Chicago’s high prices for barrels and churns. In 1846, Joan delivered their first child, William. Five would follow. Pinkerton named them all without consulting her.


A life-changing event occurred in June 1846. Always looking for ways to save money, Pinkerton poled his raft to a small island on Fox River a few miles above Dundee to cut wood for his barrel staves instead of buying them. He discovered hidden in the island’s forest later that night what would turn out to be a band of counterfeiters hammering out coins around a roaring fire. Pinkerton hurried back to Dundee and told Luther Dearborn, Kane County’s sheriff, who together with Pinkerton staked out the campsite for a night. Dearborn eventually brought in a posse and arrested the counterfeiters with their bag of bogus dimes.


Pinkerton became a local celebrity after the bust. Dearborn began dropping by to solicit his advice on cases. The next month, two Dundee merchants, Henry Hunt and Increase C. Bosworth, talked Pinkerton into trying to catch another counterfeiter. Wildcat bank currency was a problem in the rural Midwest. Laws regulating the national currency did not cover the growing number of states and independent institutions that issued banknotes backed by their gold reserves. Unreliable currency flooded the region and counterfeiters made the problem worse by printing phony versions of the bills these institutions issued. Little money circulated in Dundee—a barter system covered most transactions—but one institution that did issue high-quality currency in Kane County was George Smith’s Wisconsin Marine and Fire Insurance Company, which had secured banking privileges in that state and had a branch in Chicago. His bills were nicknamed “George Smith’s money.” The Dundee merchants wanted Pinkerton to catch the scoundrel who had passed at least two phony ten-dollar bills of George Smith’s money in Dundee. Pinkerton, who had never seen a bill as high as ten dollars, met and began ingratiating himself with the man the merchants suspected was the counterfeiter—John Craig, a tall, well-heeled, and swarthy-looking newcomer in his sixties who said he was from Vermont.


For a barefoot cooper in overalls, Pinkerton hatched an elaborate sting to try to catch Craig, eventually showing up with $125 of the merchants’ silver as bait to buy fifty of Craig’s bogus $10 bills. But the trap Pinkerton set ended up failing. The wily Craig, who always had surrogates do the dirty work so he could not be directly linked to the counterfeit money, eventually was arrested but he managed to escape from jail after bribing an officer. When Pinkerton visited the irascible George Smith in Milwaukee to be reimbursed at least for the time he spent running off Craig, the bank president griped but paid, warning that if the upstart cooper ever played detective again without his authorization, he wouldn’t get a dime from George Smith. Pinkerton learned a hard lesson: always have a written contract before you take a case.


Pinkerton moved back to Chicago in 1848. He had become restless and Dundee had grown too conservative for his tastes. After chasing John Craig, he had taken a job on top of his cooper’s business as a part-time Kane County deputy sheriff, but when he ran for sheriff on an abolitionist ticket in spring 1847 and the next year ran as a candidate on the Liberty Party ticket for the state’s constitutional convention, Dundee’s Baptist Church minister fiercely campaigned against him, accusing him of being a drunkard and an atheist. Pinkerton was not a drunkard but he was an atheist. He lost both elections.


In the five years Pinkerton had been away, Chicago had exploded to nearly 30,000 people, with new residential homes, business houses, hotels, and theaters being built, rail connections arriving, and ships lining up at the shores of Lake Michigan. Pinkerton, whose Dundee policing had made him well known around the state, became a deputy sheriff in Cook County, whose seat is Chicago. He built a two-room, clapboard frame house, painted white, on Adams Street near the lakeshore for his family. Pinkerton became the law enforcement agency’s first detective, earning a reputation as a tough, fearless, and honest lawman, which in Chicago could be dangerous. While he walked up Clark Street one night to his home, a pistol-wielding thug he had likely once rousted shot him in the left arm.


Pinkerton remained on the force for about five years. He claimed he resigned because of “political interference,” which may have been the case since the city’s Democratic mayor did not take kindly to officers like Pinkerton who advocated the abolition of slavery. Pinkerton also may have left the Cook County position to pursue more lucrative detective work. The U.S. Post Office gave him a job as a mail agent to probe a rash of mail thefts plaguing the city. He posed as a mail clerk and found that the nephew of the Chicago postmaster, who had been given a sorter’s job with the service, was stealing bank drafts and money orders from envelopes.


Needing more money for his growing family, Pinkerton around 1855, or perhaps earlier, formed with a lawyer named Edward Rucker the North-West Detective Agency and set up a tiny office at 89 Washington Street. Rucker, always a silent partner in the venture, dropped out of the arrangement the next year. Before resigning from official police work, Pinkerton had polled railroad executives on whether he should form a private detective firm. They thought it was an excellent idea. Crime plagued the region and no state or federal law enforcement agency existed. Local police forces often were filled with incompetent or corrupt officers their citizens considered no better than accomplices for the criminal class. Businessmen, who distrusted local cops even more, needed some type of protection and crime detection organization to guard their companies. The agency Pinkerton was forming would be the closest thing to a national investigative organization—his trademark soon becoming “We Never Sleep,” under a drawing of an eye. He adopted the expression “private eye,” which eventually became the nickname for detectives.


From his Chartist background, Pinkerton showed a genius for organizing and attention to detail—but often becoming an ironfisted micromanager and not delegating. He perfected policing and detection techniques sophisticated for the time, such as employing undercover disguises, exploiting the latest technology like the telegraph and photography, and compiling a vast picture gallery of criminals (Pinkerton’s became the largest in the world). He paid his detectives $3 a day, a supervisor cost a client $8 a day, and Pinkerton charged $12 a day for his services. For the comfortable salaries they received, Pinkerton expected his operatives to abide by high ethical standards—an innovation at the time when the public considered most private detectives little different from the criminals they hunted. Pinkerton did not allow his employees to drink, smoke, play cards, or frequent “low dives.” They had to wear “somber dress,” could not cash in on their exploits with newspaper or magazine stories, and were forbidden from accepting rewards for the criminals they caught. That last prohibition helped Pinkerton maintain good relations with police forces throughout the Midwest.


The first man Pinkerton hired for his agency was the talented and patrician George Bangs, who had started out as a reporter and then drifted into police work before Pinkerton spotted him. A tall and handsome man with a commanding presence, Bangs was an efficient business manager as well as a skilled detective and quickly became Pinkerton’s general superintendent. Other men were recruited, like Adam Roche (a pipe-smoking German who had worked on a lumber barge), John White (whom Pinkerton thought adept at catching con men because he looked like one), and John Fox (a talkative New Englander who had been a watchmaker).


Kate Warne, slender, brown-haired, and a widow at twenty-three, barged into Pinkerton’s office one day and announced she wanted to be a detective, arguing that a woman could worm her way into situations males couldn’t and glean valuable information. A startled Pinkerton had never considered a female for detective work, but after mulling it over for a day he decided to hire this graceful and self-assured woman. Warne proved to be a courageous and trusted operative. Men found her fascinating. She became expert at playing roles to entice suspects to divulge their secrets, posing once as a clairvoyant with costume and makeup to convince a superstitious woman to admit to poisoning her brother. Soon Warne headed Pinkerton’s “Female Department,” composed of several women. Some family members suspected that in later years Pinkerton and Warne had an affair.


He took all kinds of cases at the outset—except for divorce and infidelity investigations. He considered them undignified. But Pinkerton was not shy about unconventional methods, such as braying into the night like an angry ghost near the bed of a suspect to scare him into confessing. A Chicago newspaper questioned a $700 bill Pinkerton submitted to the city, which included $139 the paper considered a staggering amount for arresting what must have been a “multitude” of pickpockets. Within a short time Pinkerton had branch offices in neighboring states with agents investigating murders, counterfeiters, and mail thieves. He also started a uniformed guard service to protect Chicago meatpackers. As his reputation spread he began taking on more complicated interstate cases, infiltrating spies to protect companies from their enemies: robbers, thieving employees, and organized labor (he set aside the idealism of his Chartist days to become a well-paid tool of business interests).


A large part of his agency’s income soon came from protecting railroads and the express companies that shipped freight, packages, and money on the trains. The vast railroad expansion of the mid-nineteenth century quickly exposed a serious security weakness for the industry; police could not protect the trains as they traveled from one jurisdiction to another. Six Midwest railroads paid Pinkerton $10,000 annually by 1855 to protect their lines. He signed security contracts with Wells Fargo, American Express Company, and Adams Express Company. His retainer for security work for one company, the Illinois Central Railroad, was drafted by its attorney, Abraham Lincoln, who was impressed with the work Pinkerton did for the company. Pinkerton never said anything about what he thought of the Illinois Central’s lawyer. He became much closer to its vice president, George McClellan, whom he admired greatly.


Pinkerton’s agency soon began attracting nationwide and even international attention. He chased train robbers and spied on conductors suspected of pocketing fares they collected from passengers. For Adams Express, his undercover agents set up an elaborate sting—which included Kate Warne posing as the wife of a shady businessman and John White pretending to be a big-city forger—to catch the Montgomery, Alabama, branch manager, who had stolen $40,000. Pinkerton changed the business’s name to Pinkerton’s National Detective Agency to reflect the fact that his Midwest company was evolving into a national one.


Pinkerton’s aggressive tactics and incorruptibility made him hated by the criminal underworld. But it never cowed him. He found crooks, whom he studied intensely, generally to be an unimaginative lot with predictable patterns, who could not keep their mouths shut about the crimes they committed and who could easily be defeated, he said, by anyone with “a moderate amount of intelligence.”


The champion lawman, however, was a lawbreaker in one respect. Pinkerton routinely aided runaway slaves, a violation of the Fugitive Slave Act that could have landed him in jail if he was caught. He allowed the attic and cellar of his house to be a way station for runaways coming up the Mississippi or Ohio Rivers to reach Canada, he became an emissary for John Brown, who visited his home with runaways, he met Frederick Douglass, and he raised money for the Underground Railroad. He found America’s slaveholding class as repulsive as the “one against which I had rebelled across the ocean,” he wrote. After Brown was captured in the abortive 1859 raid on the federal arsenal at Harpers Ferry, Pinkerton raised money for his legal defense fund.





As the sun rose on February 23, 1861, Pinkerton gave no thought to how Lincoln would be protected once he arrived in Washington. He should have. Remnants of prosecession paramilitary groups that had been openly drilling in Washington remained in the city. At 6 a.m. the B&O train pulled in to the dirty and cheerless Washington Depot with its tower and clock, which stood at New Jersey Avenue and C Street within sight of the Capitol. Buses and hacks lined up at the station’s entrance, their drivers yelling at the top of their lungs to attract the attention of early-morning arrivals who needed rides. Lincoln stood up in the sleeper car, stretched his tall frame, gave a weary smile, and said to no one in particular: “Well boys, thank God this prayer meeting is over.”


No one had slept during the nightlong train ride. It would have been difficult for Lincoln even if he had wanted to. The wooden beds in the rustic sleeping car, partitioned by curtains, were too small for his six-foot-four-inch frame. Most of the time he had sat on a padded bench and whispered an occasional joke to Pinkerton and Lamon to break the silence. He routinely spun stories not only because he thought they were funny or to impart a broader message, but also as a defense mechanism to deflect criticism or questions he did not want to answer. That night the stories may have helped turn his mind off to the strategic catastrophe unfolding before him. As Lincoln’s train headed to Washington, seven southern states had already seceded from the Union and four more would eventually follow. Jefferson Davis had been inaugurated president of the Confederacy and had begun establishing his government in Montgomery, Alabama, ahead of Lincoln forming his in Washington. Lincoln would face 750,000 square miles of his country cleaved away to form a rebel nation controlling most of the federal government’s military assets in that territory. The president-elect was left with aging generals like Army commander Winfield Scott leading a pitifully small force of 1,108 officers (one-third of them from the South) and 15,259 soldiers mostly scattered around the country in outposts watching Indians.


Lincoln was beginning his presidency with a sophisticated clandestine operation—ironic, perhaps, considering he was one of the least experienced men to enter that high office. The son of a poor Kentucky family who was distant from his father, he had only the briefest of formal schooling, which he never was proud of. He was largely a self-taught lawyer, who had served only four terms in the Illinois state legislature and one term in Congress, had failed twice in bids for the U.S. Senate, and had no administrative experience in a senior government position. He cultivated for political purposes the image of a simple frontier “rail splitter,” but disliked the nickname “Honest Abe” (preferring to be addressed as Mr. Lincoln); he was ambitious, and he would assume the presidency not totally unfamiliar with the dark arts of subterfuge and intrigue that Pinkerton practiced.


Lincoln had a slight brush with military service in the 1832 Black Hawk War—no combat but it did give him a taste of leading men. (At one point during that conflict he also spent three weeks in a unit called the Independent Spy Company, which carried out reconnaissance operations.) Often writing political columns under aliases, in 1842 he used one of them to attack an Illinois state auditor in a newspaper. When the angry auditor learned it was Lincoln and challenged him to a duel, Lincoln found a way to back out and came away with a valuable lesson that black propaganda and publishing under a pseudonym could have unintended consequences. He paid close attention to the messaging and mechanics of his few political campaigns. He secretly bought a German-language weekly newspaper to print puff pieces on him for that important voting bloc in Illinois, and during the 1860 campaign for the presidency he had favorable stories about him planted in the press. At the Republican Party’s nominating convention in Chicago, Lincoln’s political team printed duplicate tickets to pack the Wigwam hall with his supporters in order to create the appearance of a groundswell for him. And during the race afterward he was a careful reader and evaluator of political intelligence.


Congressman Elihu Washburne, who had been alerted that Lincoln might arrive early, stood by a pillar on the platform, craning his neck to see if he was among the passengers climbing off the train. The Illinois Republican had funneled back-channel letters from Lincoln to Scott and had organized an informal “Public Safety Committee” to investigate threats to the future president. Washburne finally spotted Lincoln emerging from the rear sleeper car accompanied by two other men. He was wearing an old overcoat with a traveling shawl over his shoulders. To make himself less recognizable during the clandestine trip, Lincoln had left his signature stovepipe hat in Pennsylvania and wore instead a soft felt “Kossuth” hat a New York hatter had given him, which was popular then and looked like a flattened bowler with a wide brim. No one else around the station seemed to recognize the president-elect.


Washburne ran up waving his arm. “How are you, Lincoln!” he shouted. Pinkerton, thinking he was an attacker, jumped in front of the president-elect and delivered a sharp blow with his elbow to the congressman’s chest, causing him to stagger backward. “Don’t strike him, don’t strike him—this is my friend Washburne!” Lincoln said, grabbing the detective by the shoulder. An embarrassed Pinkerton apologized for punching him.


The four men walked quickly out of the depot to the street, where Washburne had a carriage and driver waiting to take them to the Willard Hotel, a mile away. The Lincolns would stay there until the inauguration. The president-elect gazed out the carriage window as they rode over cobblestones, passing by the Capitol’s unfinished steel dome surrounded with scaffolding and derricks, by street vendors setting up stands and shop owners opening their stores for the morning. A shabby stench hung over the city from the odorous B Street Canal and Tiber Creek, which ran through its center.


A block from the Willard, Pinkerton ordered the carriage driver to stop and climbed out with Washburne and Lincoln to walk the rest of the way. Lamon rode ahead with the driver to scout out the hotel’s entrances for their arrival. When they reached the Willard, Lamon told them to take Lincoln through the less crowded ladies’ entrance on the 14th Street side, where he had one of the Willard brothers standing to meet them. When Lincoln arrived in 1861, the Willard Hotel on Pennsylvania Avenue was considered more the center of Washington life than the Capitol or White House. Expanded three years earlier with a six-story addition built on the southwest corner of 14th and F Streets, the hotel had elegant gentlemen’s and ladies’ dining rooms serving as many as 2,500 customers a day, lavish parlors with pianos, sofas, and easy chairs, three large halls, and two broad oak staircases. Low-income clientele took the cheaper top-floor rooms while the well-heeled and foreign dignitaries occupied the better quarters of the lower floors. Now with escalating tensions, northern and southern guests stayed on different floors and were directed to separate exits to avoid clashes.


The hotel management had not expected Lincoln until the afternoon, and parlor number six, where he and his family would stay, was not yet ready, so he was ushered to a receiving room for the moment. Senator William Seward, whom Lincoln had picked to be his secretary of state, arrived shortly and the two men compared notes on the threat that may have existed in Baltimore. Word quickly spread through the hotel that Lincoln had arrived and guests from the drawing rooms began crowding halls to catch a glimpse of the future president. Exhausted, Lincoln retreated to the room the staff finally had ready for him.


Pinkerton also was worn out and checked in to a room, registering as E. J. Allen, for a hot bath and breakfast. Refreshed, he walked over to the telegraph office and sent coded messages that they had made it to Washington to Norman Judd, a Springfield lawyer with Lincoln’s traveling party who had acted as a de facto chief of staff for the president-elect during the trip, and Edward Sanford, an American Telegraph Company executive who had helped with the operation in Pennsylvania. “Plums arrived here with Nuts this morning—all right,” read the one to Sanford. “Plums” stood for Pinkerton. “Nuts” stood for Lincoln.


When he returned to the Willard, Pinkerton found an excited Lamon eager to tell the press about Lincoln’s secret journey. Pinkerton angrily tried to talk him out of that bad idea. The detective still had operatives undercover in Baltimore, whose lives would be put at risk if the papers had the story. Pinkerton also suspected Lamon would spin the story to inflate his role and deflate Pinkerton’s. Later, when the Baltimore operation was wrapped up, Pinkerton talked freely to reporters to make sure he had a prominent place in their accounts. Lamon, who was angling for a plum job in the new administration, wasn’t about to keep quiet. Pinkerton later found him liquored up in the Willard’s bar talking to a New York Herald reporter. He angrily confronted Lamon, reminding him that Lincoln had promised to keep quiet about the operation; he would go to the president-elect to make sure the blackout remained.


Lincoln broke free from a session with a congressional delegation to meet with Pinkerton about 2 p.m. and thank him. He agreed to keep Pinkerton’s role secret. An hour later, Pinkerton climbed aboard the B&O train back to Baltimore to monitor the situation there with his agents until the inauguration, as he told Lincoln he would do. Three hours earlier, at 12:30 p.m., the train bearing Mary Lincoln, her two younger sons, and the rest of the traveling party left behind arrived in Baltimore, whose residents by then knew that her husband had slipped through the city and was safe in Washington. There were conflicting stories about how Baltimoreans reacted to Mary passing through their city. The New York Times reported that a rude and dangerous crowd of thousands greeted Mary at the station; aides kept her locked in a room as thugs, who thought reports of Lincoln already coming through a ruse, roamed through the cars looking for the president-elect. John Nicolay and John Hay, who would become Lincoln’s closest White House aides and had been traveling with Mary, claimed the party encountered “no incivility” in Baltimore. But nobody disputed that the future first lady was still steaming over being left behind.


Pinkerton said Baltimore was “swearing mad” when he arrived about 5 p.m. as a cold rain pelted the city. Assassination conspirators he and his operatives had cultivated in the city were cursing over Lincoln’s escape and vowing to hunt down the spies they thought had infiltrated their organization and tipped him off. Still keeping to his cover as a Charleston broker, Pinkerton pulled a ten-dollar bill out of his purse and gave it to one of the conspirators to help find the traitors.


One of Sanford’s agents arrived from Philadelphia two days later with a copy of the New York Herald, which had run a story naming Pinkerton as part of a secret operation to spirit Lincoln through Baltimore. Furious, Pinkerton telegraphed Judd that Lamon had leaked the story and he needed to shut him up. But Pinkerton also became sloppy with security; he received letters at the Baltimore post office, some possibly from Chicago, with his real name on the envelope.


Pinkerton on March 19 sent Felton his bill. He charged the railroad man $10 a day for his time ($2 less than his usual fee) and $6 a day each for the work that five of his detectives did on the case (which was double what he paid them). It totaled up to $1,400 but he deducted $509.38 for expenses he decided not to charge Felton, bringing the final bill down to $890.62. Pinkerton continued to muscle for recognition, engaging in a long-running feud with New York City police chief John Kennedy, who had sent three undercover officers to Baltimore at the request of Seward to investigate the threat against the president-elect. Pinkerton accused Kennedy, who ran one of the best law enforcement agencies in the country, of trying to hog credit for the operation that took Lincoln through the city. But Pinkerton’s larger problem became a growing political chorus that claimed he averted a threat that never existed.


Newspaper editorials excoriated Lincoln for the cowardly way he had sneaked into Washington. Baltimore police chief George Proctor Kane insisted his force would have provided ample protection. The New York Times reported that he had slipped through Baltimore wearing a Scotch plaid cap and long military cloak—a false story, but one that stuck when cartoonists drew “fugitive sketches” mocking him. Lincoln’s presidency had taken a body blow before it had even begun, with all the hard work of his get-acquainted journey undone in one fell swoop. With just nine days before his inauguration, Lincoln, instead of preparing himself for a difficult presidency, was having to cope with a PR disaster—accused of coming “to the capital like a clown,” as historian Bruce Catton put it, and further sowing misgivings among northern leaders that he was not up to the job.


Pinkerton came under fire as well. Lamon, hardly a fan of the detective, claimed Pinkerton’s operatives swallowed a lot of harmless boasting by hotheads, which Pinkerton then used to concoct a conspiracy in order to drum up business for his agency. “How much longer will the people of this country be the dupes of these private detectives?” railed the Chicago Democrat. Lamon claimed that Lincoln later told him he regretted letting Pinkerton talk him into sneaking through Baltimore. The postwar memoirs of other members of his traveling party suggested that Lincoln realized he had been poorly advised in the matter. Tellingly, Lincoln, a serial storyteller, never told an anecdote or joke about his secret passage through Baltimore, perhaps because he considered it a sore subject. If a plot had existed, many twentieth-century historians have asked, why was no one ever arrested, tried, and punished for it? The known Baltimore plotters—like ringleader Cypriano Ferrandini, a Corsican barber in the city’s Barnum’s Hotel—were all easy to find and the Lincoln administration would soon demonstrate that it was not shy about throwing enemies of the government in jail.


Lamon later recanted somewhat, indicating in a memoir that the Baltimore plot may have been for real. Lincoln also sent mixed signals. Washburne said the Lincoln he picked up at the train station was neither “mortified” nor “chagrined” about how he got to Washington. Near the end of the Civil War, Lincoln told a congressman he thought a plot existed. The fact that Ferrandini and the others weren’t tried does not necessarily mean they were innocent. Baltimore was in a turbulent state in early 1861. It was unlikely federal authorities would have pursued an investigation with war on the horizon and so many other urgent matters to attend to. It was also not a given that the conspirators would have been convicted if they had been arrested. The plotters would have had to have been tried in Baltimore, which would have alarmed its citizens at a time when Lincoln desperately wanted to keep Maryland in the Union. Lincoln also wanted to put the entire episode behind him—not eager for a trial that would bring him more political grief.


How close the alleged conspirators came to carrying out their plan can be argued, but what is not debatable is that the threat of them carrying it out was credible. For Pinkerton to have staged such an elaborate fabrication he would have had to have a lot of detectives in on the scheme, and none of them ever said it was a hoax. Moreover, Kennedy had independently uncovered evidence of the plot. Crowds in Baltimore erupted in anger when they discovered Lincoln had slipped through. Two months later riots, killings, and bridge burnings did occur in Baltimore when a Massachusetts regiment tried to make its way through the city and clashed with a mob. Besides, whether the evidence of a Baltimore plot ultimately proved true “was not the question,” Nicolay and Hay wrote after the war. Lincoln had no right to ignore the danger Pinkerton uncovered. Not only his personal safety but “the fate of the government of the nation” hung in the balance. Lincoln had to take the threat seriously.


The fabrication charges deeply wounded Pinkerton, who until the day he died had no doubt that the Baltimore conspiracy was real and his operation averted a catastrophe. In the 1940s Pinkerton’s family lobbied everyone from the New York Times to FBI director J. Edgar Hoover to recognize his role in preventing the assassination of Lincoln.





Two


GEORGE SHARPE


More than 25,000 Washington residents and visitors to the capital turned out for the inauguration on a cloudy and gusty March 4, filling hotels and saloons to capacity, clogging muddy streets, some washing or urinating in public fountains. With the approval of both outgoing president James Buchanan and Lincoln, General Scott deployed some 2,000 troops to patrol the city. Guards were posted along the one-mile route that Lincoln’s open carriage (surrounded by cavalrymen) traveled along Pennsylvania Avenue from the Willard to the Capitol. Sharpshooters were stationed from the windows of tall buildings and imported northern detectives watched for assassins, secessionists, rogues—anyone who might cause trouble. The show of force shocked Washingtonians, but Scott made no apologies for it. The District of Columbia, virtually undefended with a long history of organized and spontaneous mob violence, was primarily a southern, slave-owning city, many of whose residents were openly hostile to the new administration. Waves of political brawling had swept over D.C. since election day, Lincoln continued to receive threatening letters during his stay at the Willard, and a report circulated of a plot to blow up the inaugural platform at the Capitol as the new president took the oath. To the relief of Scott, Lincoln was sworn in without incident.


Along with stemming the cascade of states seceding from the Union, his immediate problem was holding on to federal property the seceding states were seizing within their borders. Among the most contentious of the few southern forts still in Union hands was Fort Sumter, an imposing, heavily bricked, big-gun compound still being built on a man-made granite island at the entrance of the Charleston, South Carolina, harbor, which veteran Major Robert Anderson commanded with eighty-five men. The new president was not averse to unconventional operations to hold on to federal assets. Starved for intelligence, he sent Lamon and two other emissaries to Charleston to collect information. Lincoln also considered a clandestine operation that Gustavus Vasa Fox, an adventurous former naval officer he admired, had hatched to secretly infiltrate reinforcements and supplies into Fort Sumter. Lincoln eventually abandoned the covert plan and simply notified South Carolina governor Francis Pickens that he intended just to resupply the fort. If the Confederates fired their guns to prevent it, Jefferson Davis, not Lincoln, would be starting the war. Davis took the bait. Before the federal relief fleet arrived, General Pierre G. T. Beauregard’s forces unleashed their artillery on April 12, and after thirty-three hours of bombardment, Anderson’s exhausted garrison surrendered on April 13.





The war was on. On April 15, Lincoln issued a proclamation calling on 75,000 state militiamen for ninety days of federal service. Galvanized by Fort Sumter’s surrender, many northerners were euphoric at the outbreak of hostilities—none more so than the men and women of Kingston, a town on the west bank of the Hudson River in Ulster Country, ninety-one miles north of New York City. Antislavery sentiment ran strong in Kingston by 1855. Six militia companies had begun drilling and preparing for trouble, with the out-of-towners in their ranks filling up Kingston’s four hotels or sleeping in encampments.


Within days after the Fort Sumter attack, a mass meeting was convened at Kingston’s county courthouse, on the west side of Wall Street. One by one, the local congressmen and officers of the 20th New York State Militia, also called the “Ulster Guard,” climbed onto a barrelhead at the top of the courthouse steps to deliver stirring speeches against the “traitor hands and traitor hearts” of the South. Among the officers caught up in the moment was Captain George Henry Sharpe, who took his turn atop the barrelhead to implore the young men in the crowd to volunteer for three months of duty. Within two days, young Captain Sharpe, who had hung a flag out of Kingston’s old Brick Church to designate it as the recruiting station, had enlisted 248 men for his Company B. They were sent to the 20th Regiment’s makeshift camps at Kingston and nearby Poughkeepsie, Rondout, and Athens.


Sharpe’s superiors considered him a natural military leader, with a magnetic personality that made men want to follow him. He had a balding head, sad eyes, and a droopy mustache that gave him the look more of a city preacher than a combat commander. He was a learned man. In the breast pocket of his uniform coat he kept always a small, well-thumbed book of verses by his favorite poets, which he routinely read to his men. They never objected to his recitals. In Kingston, George Sharpe had found a life worth fighting for. In later years, he penned a lengthy newspaper article on the history of the town he so loved.


That history traced back to 1614, when explorers set up a trading post in the area. By 1653, as many as seventy Dutch men and women became the first settlers scattered about what was called the Esopus tract, named for the Esopus Indians the settlers began to drive out. Roving Indian bands launched savage reprisal raids until 1655, when an uneasy truce prevailed for the next three years. In 1661, Peter Stuyvesant, the director general of New Amsterdam, had selected a square-mile-shaped site for a village on high ground, enclosed with earthworks and named Wiltwyck. It was renamed Kingston in 1669, perhaps after Kingston-upon-Thames in England.


The farmers, tradesmen, and merchants who built stone homes in Kingston—many of them connected to one another by tunnels—were prudent and frugal people, rarely ostentatious, and practically all deeply religious. The Dutch among them, a strong cultural influence for the town, loved to dance and held regular socials at DeWall’s Ballroom. General George Washington passed through during the Revolutionary War, enjoying himself at a party at the Benjamin Bogardus tavern. Kingston became the first capital of New York after independence was declared, with the state’s Senate organizing there on September 10, 1777, in Abraham van Gaasbeek’s modest stone house. A month later, the state legislators fled when British soldiers arrived and burned down most of the town’s buildings along with its important granaries. The soldiers spared the old beer house, however, so they could enjoy the brew.


By the 1820s, Kingston had rebuilt the buildings the British torched and had developed into a regional trading center and departure point for steamers as well as sloops sailing old-money families down the Hudson to New York City. The town boasted its first hotel, a coffeehouse, tailor and halter shops, a saddle and harness maker, a watchmaker and jewelry shop, apple mill and distillery, candy shop and tobacco factory. The spire of the old Reformed Dutch Church now stood with so many spires from other Protestant churches that Kingston eventually became known as the “City of Churches.” Henry Sharp, the son of a prosperous farmer, married Helen Hasbrouck, a member of one of Kingston’s wealthiest French Huguenot families, all of whom lived in the town’s finest stone houses. Sharp became a wealthy merchant in his own right, forming a partnership with his brother Peter and Francis C. Voorhees to operate a mercantile house on East Front Street. In due time, Henry set his family up in what one town history called a “striking Colonial residence” on Wall Street, surrounded by giant old elm trees.


George Henry Sharpe was born on February 26, 1828. He was Henry and Helen’s only child. For some mysterious reason, the boy in later years attached an e to the end of his last name. Sharpe’s mother lived until age ninety, but throughout her life she was tormented by a nauseous stomach that left her constantly vomiting. She treated her attacks of biliousness with homeopathy, which she believed worked best. George never knew his father. Henry died in 1830 after suffering two paralytic strokes at an asylum in New York, just before his son turned two years old. Sharpe’s surrogate father—or at least the only father he felt he ever had—became Severyn Bruyn, a local banker who served as trustee of Henry Sharp’s considerable estate and doled out an allowance to George until he turned twenty-one and was allowed to control his own finances.


Henry Sharp left behind enough money to give his son the finest education a young man could receive at the time. George attended Kingston Academy, which he considered the best in New York. Before packing off to college, he went to prep school at the elite Albany Academy. At age fifteen, he entered Rutgers College in 1843 and graduated with honors at nineteen, delivering his class’s salutatory address in Latin. Sharpe next studied law at Yale University, and within a year had begun apprenticing (for an annual fee of one hundred dollars) in the New York City firm of Bidwell & Strong, soon handling small-claims suits. He easily passed the New York state bar exam at age twenty-one, writing Bruyn that it was not nearly as “rigid” as the tests he took at Yale.


Before returning to Kingston, Sharpe sailed to Europe and spent the next four years making his education more cosmopolitan. He studied French in Paris just before Napoleon III organized his coup d’état in 1851, and he became so proficient in the language that Frenchmen thought he was a native. He served as a secretary in the U.S. legation in Vienna, and then worked in the legation in Rome, where he learned Italian.


Sharpe returned to Kingston in 1854, setting up an instantly prominent law partnership on Main Street north from Green Street, first with a former judge and after his death with a future congressman. He returned briefly to his father’s home on Wall Street and then found a place of his own on Albany Court East. The law practice flourished. His professional reputation rising, Sharpe took on important cases that the local newspaper began covering. He became a full-fledged member of Kingston’s and Ulster County’s political and intellectual elite, enjoying wild-game hunting with clients, serving as a delegate to political conventions, running for Kingston supervisor (he lost that race), becoming a trustee of Kingston Academy, and delivering lectures before the Plattekill Literary Association on subjects such as “Egypt and the Nile.” Sharpe also began dabbling in military affairs, appointed in 1858 as the legal officer for the New York State Militia’s 3rd Division.


As his father had done, Sharpe in 1855 married into the wealthy Hasbrouck family. He fell in love with Caroline Hone Hasbrouck, who was two years younger than he and whose father, Abraham Bruyn Hasbrouck, was an urbane and scholarly Kingston Academy and Yale graduate like Sharpe. Hasbrouck practiced law and for ten years was president of Rutgers College (Sharpe’s alma mater). Sharpe always called his wife Carrie.





Sharpe and the other members of the 20th New York State Militia climbed aboard trains on April 23, 1861, and set off for Washington, departing Kingston with all the fanfare its proud citizens could offer. What had been a skeletal unit was now up to full strength. Even so, the Ulster Guard began its war poorly equipped. Abraham Hasbrouck organized Kingston’s banks to advance the regiment $8,000 for uniforms and supplies, and an Ulster Military Relief Committee had been formed to collect small-dollar donations from citizens. But the money was only enough to buy old, worn-out uniforms and muskets that were antiques.


That they were marching off to war horribly prepared did not seem to bother Sharpe or the others. After all, their service was for just three months. With the North’s vast natural resources, tremendous industrial capacity, and overwhelming advantage in railroad mileage—not to mention its 20 million inhabitants compared to the Confederacy’s 9 million—senior administration officials like Seward thought ninety days would be enough to crush the rebellion. The men of the 20th did not know then that the war would last far longer. And George Sharpe did not realize he was marching off to become the Union Army’s preeminent spymaster.





Three


ELIZABETH VAN LEW


After Fort Sumter’s fall, Lincoln struggled to prevent any more secessions from the Union. He succeeded with the border states of Delaware, Maryland, Kentucky, and Missouri—although secessionist plotters remained active in Maryland throughout the war, Confederate guerrillas infested Missouri, and Kentucky was nearly evenly divided between northern and southern sympathizers. But four states did join the seven already rebelling—Arkansas, Tennessee, North Carolina, and the prize for the Confederacy, Virginia. In Richmond, joyous residents poured out of their homes and into the streets on April 14 when news reached the city by telegraph of the fort’s capture. Cannon boomed out a hundred-gun salute, bonfires were lighted, girls at the Richmond Female Institute raised for the first time the Confederate flag. Women shunned men who refused now to put on the Rebel uniform.


Elizabeth Van Lew was disgusted by what she saw walking around Richmond three days later. Confederate banners hung from the windows of city buildings and a torchlight procession marched through the streets. A Virginia legislator Van Lew knew walked up to her and announced defiantly: “The man who says slavery is wrong should be hung for murder.” Another state senator confided that lawmakers who raised objections to a break from the Union now feared for their lives. “Jubilant” Richmond, Elizabeth wrote dejectedly in her diary, was becoming the “centre of treason”—so little moved by the “national outrage” of an American military facility being seized.


Elizabeth Van Lew was a short woman, who had been quite fetching in her youth. But now in her forties and unmarried, she was considered by Richmond society to be an old maid. She loved her state, always speaking of Virginians in her soft southern accent as “our people”—although that love would be tested sorely in the years to come. She wore her dark blond hair always in tight curls that hung along her cheeks and neck. She had a thin, nervous-looking face with high cheekbones, pointed nose, and sparkling blue eyes that bore into anyone facing her stare. She was almost always attired in the antebellum style with black silk dress and bonnet whose ribbons tied under her chin in the front. She was clever to the point of “almost unearthly brilliance,” friends said, and decidedly feisty. She could be acid-tongued and scalding in her contempt for people whose social or political views clashed with her strong sense of right from wrong. She acknowledged it had made her life “intensely sad and earnest.” Yet when she thought it would help her have her way, Elizabeth Van Lew could be gentle and flattering.


She came from energetic yet frugal Dutch stock, whose ancestors could be traced back to early-seventeenth-century Netherlands. Frederick Van Leeuwen, born in 1650, likely in Eindhoven, arrived in America when he was twenty and eventually settled in Jamaica on the western end of Long Island (now in the borough of Queens). One of his descendants was John Van Lew III, born in Jamaica in 1790 to parents who divorced when he was a teenager. John worked in a New York mercantile house until he was sixteen years old, when he moved south to Richmond and found a job with the Adams Hardware Company. He was an energetic employee, and by 1812 John Adams had made him a partner. Adams & Van Lew was the first hardware business in the city. The partnership failed, however, and Van Lew dutifully paid off his share of the massive $100,000 debt they had accumulated.


On January 10, 1818, John married Eliza Louise Baker at St. John’s Episcopal Church in the fashionable Church Hill neighborhood, where Patrick Henry, according to legend, delivered his “Give me liberty or give me death” speech. She was a woman as intellectual and tenderhearted as he was and who also came from the North—although Eliza, elegant and petite, with gray eyes and milky white skin, had adopted the manners of a true southern lady. Richmond newspapers announcing the union reported that they were now “both of this city.” Eliza had been born in 1798 in Philadelphia, the daughter of German immigrant Hilarious Becker, who had anglicized his name to Hilary Baker. Baker fought in the Revolutionary War, had become one of the first members of the Pennsylvania Abolition Society, and had been elected three times as mayor of the city. But he died in office from a yellow fever epidemic that ravaged Philadelphia when Eliza was only three months old. After her mother died in 1808, the orphaned girl was sent to live with her older brother, Hilary Jr., in Richmond, where she eventually met John, by then considered a businessman on his way up.


Nine months after the wedding, Elizabeth arrived on October 15, 1818. A brother the parents named John Newton and a sister, Anna Paulina, followed. The three children were born into what was becoming a wealthy family in Richmond, which by the early 1800s was transitioning from a rustic port village on the James River into one of the region’s leading manufacturing metropolises, powered, as other southern cities were, by slave labor. In 1823, thirty-three-year-old John Van Lew bought out Adams and soon joined Richmond’s prosperous merchants. John partnered with other businessmen and by 1849 they operated out of several stores—one insured for $19,000 (more than $500,000 in today’s dollars)—and advertised that they were “importers and dealers in hardware, cutlery, guns, saddlery and tools of every description.” John Van Lew was the first in the city to set up a hardware-only store; previously those items were sold with dry goods or groceries. His new approach worked. Soon he had a small chain of five successful hardware stores in the Richmond area.


In 1828, John began renting the Church Hill mansion that Adams built in 1802 in the 2300 block of East Grace Street, which in its better days had entertained visiting luminaries like John Marshall and the Marquis de Lafayette. Eight years later, when Adams died and Van Lew was appointed administrator of his estate, he bought the run-down house and immediately began remodeling it. John put up a grand portico overlooking a picturesque falling yard, traveled to Italy for quality fixtures, installed inside blinds, and bought expensive mantels. He had enough left over after the renovations to also buy a small farm along the James River south of Richmond.


The three-and-a-half-story mansion, with its fourteen rooms and six long white columns rising to the roof supporting a large cornice in the front, became a showpiece. The land it rested on took up an entire city block atop one of the highest of Richmond’s seven hills, cooled by tall oaks and magnolias, with a terraced garden in the back to the brow of the hill, giving the Van Lews a superb view of the James. Large doors at the entrance opened into an eighteen-foot-wide hall with a chandelier, carved mahogany benches, and Persian rugs over hardwood floors. The dining room off the kitchen, sitting room, drawing room, and library occupied the first floor, filled with expensive chairs, soft sofas, antique tables, candelabras, and priceless vases. The lower and upper chambers on the second and third floors had the family bedrooms and lounges. Basement and attic rooms housed the servants’ quarters. Among treasured mementos—a purse believed to have belonged to George Washington. Elizabeth thought it was the world’s most beautiful home.


The northern couple was spectacularly successful assimilating into southern society. The Church Hill neighborhood was a Whig enclave, its prominent members regulars at Van Lew parties. John gained a reputation as a public-spirited and benevolent citizen, often contributing secretly to charities. Celebrities visited the mansion, such as Edgar Allan Poe (who read “The Raven” in the drawing room) and Swedish opera soprano Jenny Lind (who sang on the back porch for a charity benefit). John and Eliza also corresponded with James Monroe, Daniel Webster, and Henry Clay.


For Elizabeth and her brother and sister, Church Hill became an intellectual hothouse. The library was stocked with almost 600 books, nearly 250 of which belonged to Eliza. Fifty dollars a year was allocated to increase the collection, which included two large volumes of William Shakespeare with steel plate engravings, Reverend Thomas Scott’s six-volume Bible set, and theologian Thomas Burnet’s Sacred Theory of the Earth. The parents, egalitarian in their marriage, made their children feel special, instilling deeply held values in them, which often ran counter to southern norms. Elizabeth, John, and Anna, as a result, developed a keen sense of loneliness and alienation, forced to play the role of outsider. Close to her mother, Elizabeth was the weakest physically, but the strongest willed.


She developed an early empathy for the slaves in her home and elsewhere. Their backbreaking work and the beatings she witnessed on city streets horrified her. On family vacations at western Virginia’s Hot Springs, a resort to escape the summer heat, she became friends with a slave trader’s daughter and was repelled by what she learned of the dreadful business. John Van Lew believed Richmond schools were inadequate, so he sent Elizabeth to Philadelphia and Eliza’s family to be taught at one of the academies in the city’s fashionable district. A governess in the home lectured her on the abolition of slavery and Van Lew’s daughter returned to Richmond with an even fiercer hatred of human bondage. “Slave power,” she said, “is arrogant, is jealous and intrusive, is cruel, is despotic, not only over the slave but over the community, the state.”


Elizabeth returned to the South a beautiful, educated, and vivacious teenager from a wealthy family—an ideal match for many suitors who began to show up at the mansion. But they all discovered that her intellect and wit had an edge to it that was dangerous to trifle with. Elizabeth considered boys trespassers as much as love interests. She never married and many reasons were offered. Perhaps a failed romance broke her heart. Or that like her mother, Elizabeth’s serious side turned off boys. Or she preferred the “homage of hundreds” rather than the “yoke” of one husband, as a Richmond newspaper later speculated. Family lore passed down over generations held that she had been engaged to the only man she loved but he died of yellow fever when she was twenty-three. Van Lew never confided with relatives or friends on the reason.


John Van Lew became seriously ill in 1838. What ailed him was never clear. His years soon “were passed in suffering and pain from a disease which baffled medical skill,” a newspaper reported. The only treatment doctors could think of were the curative waters at western Virginia’s White Sulphur Springs. John died on September 13, 1843. Hundreds of friends from Richmond, Philadelphia, and New York attended his funeral at the mansion to pay tribute to a man “remembered alike for his useful and well-directed energies as a citizen, and for the goodness and charities of his heart,” the Richmond Compiler eulogized.


But the legacy of her father that vexed Elizabeth was slavery. John owned fifteen slaves by 1840. An old-line Whig, he recognized the institution’s evils and strived to treat his slaves well, but he understood that their forced labor was his ticket to Richmond’s upper crust. Elizabeth had heated arguments with her father about slavery, begging him to free the blacks he had. John refused. It was likely the reason his will barred his wife from releasing the slaves after he died. Eliza wisely used her inheritance, which included the mansion and other real estate, to buy property in south Richmond and beyond, which at that moment was selling at deeply depressed prices. She sold many parcels in the 1850s when the city’s economy revived, reaping a huge profit and guaranteeing that her family would remain wealthy. John left $10,000 (about $350,000 in today’s dollars) to each of the children. Anna married a Philadelphia doctor in 1844 and moved to that city, but continued to keep close tabs on the family business. John, who had worked for his father in the hardware business, took over the stores and had them flourishing as the economy improved. John also showed his father’s maverick intellectual streak, raising money for a Jewish school in Richmond at a time when anti-Semitism in the city was virulent and later writing a dry tome on matter and energy titled Natural Force: A New View. Elizabeth spent much of her inheritance circumventing the slavery provision in her father’s will.


Instead of trying to openly free their slaves—a complicated legal exercise in Virginia even if John’s will had not barred them from doing so—Eliza and Elizabeth made informal and secret arrangements with the African Americans to liberate them. Many of the blacks, given the option of fleeing north, decided to remain with Eliza and Elizabeth, whom they considered friends, working in the mansion or on their thirty-six-acre farm in Henrico County. She began paying the ones who remained under the table or hiring them out to other families and allowing them to keep the fees the families remitted to her. Van Lew also spent much of her inheritance buying slaves at Richmond’s markets to keep their families from being broken up and then secretly freeing them. She bought nine this way. It was an expensive exercise. A slave named Louisa, whom Elizabeth purchased on January 1, 1863, cost her $1,000.


Mother and daughter took other small steps outside Richmond’s social order. They sold a piece of real estate John had owned to two free black women. They hosted Swedish novelist and feminist Fredrika Bremer, who visited the United States to witness American slavery and found herself “immediately attracted to” Elizabeth as she showed her Richmond’s seamier auction blocks. Elizabeth toured Europe and made regular trips to Philadelphia to be among ideological soul mates. Richmond friends caught her muttering incendiary statements like “The negroes have black faces but white hearts.” On city streets among strangers occasionally, she impulsively engaged in arguments about slavery. Both women did little to hide their sorrow over John Brown’s hanging. They had corresponded regularly with Brown and Frederick Douglass.


Yet they modulated their views to a degree. Eliza and Elizabeth were not overt abolitionists. They largely lived double lives—conforming outwardly to the South’s social conventions, while privately taking steps to subvert them, like secretly freeing blacks. For better or worse, they were attached to Richmond’s elite. Elizabeth remained devoted to the South. Northerners were just as complicit in maintaining the slave system, she felt; “these negro whips were made of the North cowhides,” she once wrote. To flee Richmond just to be among those who agreed with her would abdicate the responsibility Elizabeth felt she had to improve the condition of blacks in her home and in her city. She could reconcile the deep moral qualms she had with living in slaveholding Richmond so long as she could continue chipping away at the system. Blacks in her household predicted to her that slavery would bring down this new Confederacy. Elizabeth agreed. Her private journal became her refuge to vent about the brutal treatment of blacks, “the poor creatures suffering punishment for any little thing.”


Though they tried to maintain a veneer, gossip soon spread in Richmond society about the antislavery sentiments Eliza and Elizabeth displayed. Invitations to parties stopped coming. White men in the city who voiced such sentiments could find themselves being lynched. Women received more latitude. Even so, the blowback for the Van Lew ladies began to turn ugly. They found on the front steps of their mansion one morning a crudely written letter from the “White Caps,” a predecessor to the Ku Klux Kan. “Old maid, is your house insured?” the threatening note read, with a drawing of a house on fire. “White Caps are around town. They are coming at night. Look out!”


Tensions boiled inside the Church Hill mansion as well. Elizabeth’s brother, John, married Mary Carter West in January 1854. It was not a good match for either of them. Mary was a Virginia blue blood, whose father owned a plantation close to Malvern Hill near Richmond (where the July 1862 Battle of Malvern Hill would erupt practically in the family’s front yard). John had first met Mary at the plantation’s large blacksmith shop, which he visited frequently to buy materials for his stores. The West family, Mary included, were particularly devoted racists and secessionists—180 degrees opposite the Van Lews. John and Mary were able to paper over their differences until 1861, when the couple with their two daughters moved back into the Church Hill mansion. Soon Mary clashed openly with her mother- and sister-in-law.





Richmond and the rest of Virginia had been opposed to secession through much of 1860. But strident voices in the state’s capital gained momentum. One city paper offered a hundred-dollar reward for Seward’s head. The rise of the secessionists shocked Van Lew. After John Brown’s Harpers Ferry raid, “our people were in a palpable state of war,” she wrote in her diary. From the gallery in Mechanic’s Hall, Van Lew watched the proceedings of the Virginia Secession Convention as the pendulum swung from moderates and Unionists to the “bold and more imprudently daring” (also her words) calling for a breakaway. Four days after Fort Sumter’s capture, the state convention passed an ordinance of secession by a secret vote of 88 to 55. Van Lew was convinced many delegates had been coerced or even terrorized into voting to leave the Union. “One gentleman, who signed the ordinance of secession, told me he thought that if he had not done so, the streets of Richmond would have run with blood,” she wrote. Democracy was under assault by the “full blast” of Rebel rule. “Madness was upon the people!”


Van Lew grew indignant at how quickly Richmond editors in their newspaper columns and preachers from their pulpits allowed the extremists to co-opt them. She held a special loathing for the “well dressed [southern] ladies of the highest education” so eager to hoist Confederate flags from their rooftops, sew fancy uniforms for their officers, and send their men off to war with brave words about killing “as many Yankees as you can for me” and returning with “Mr. Lincoln’s head or a piece of his ear.” Two days after Virginia’s secession vote, word arrived of the bloody clash between Union troops and the Baltimore secessionists, resulting in the first casualties of the new war. On Richmond streets, Elizabeth saw joyful young women dancing and celebrating. She noticed that some of the young men’s faces were “deadly pale.”


Elizabeth walked home that night wiping tears from her eyes. Back at the mansion, she fell to her knees, clasped her hands, and prayed, “Father, forgive them for they know not what they do.” She took down the American flag from the pole on the side of her chimney and hid pro-Union memorabilia that she had proudly displayed before in her home. She feared that would not be enough to protect her. She heard that mobs had been marching to the homes of suspected Unionists, threatening to hang them. “Loyalty now was called treason and cursed,” she wrote in her journal. Men and women who thought like her had to whisper their feelings in the privacy of their parlors. Some secessionists wanted all Unionists in the city driven to the streets and slaughtered. Worried for her safety, Van Lew paid a visit to Jefferson Davis. She could not get past the Confederate president’s private secretary, who told her to take her case to Richmond mayor Joseph Mayo.





French visitors had called Richmond “Paris in miniature” with its warehouses, tobacco factories, and flour mills crowding the James River bank, the city’s commercial and residential center spread out on a long slope behind them to Council Chamber Hill, where at the city center the Capitol and its classical columns designed by Thomas Jefferson sat with other government buildings. Gaslights illuminated streets as well as many homes and businesses. One hundred thousand tons of cargo reached Richmond’s river port every year. “One seems to breathe tobacco, to see tobacco, and smell tobacco at every turn,” a British visitor remarked. “The town is filthy with it.”


Soon after the secession vote, the country around Richmond became one vast armed camp, the air filled all hours with the sounds of martial music, officers shouting commands, and soldiers tramping through city streets or being drilled at the Central Fair Grounds to the north. Drummers beat out reveille in the morning, buglers blew taps at night. Troops and officials from the new Confederate government poured into the city, which became the Rebel capital in May, soon tripling its population to about 100,000. Speculators, gamblers, prostitutes, and criminals (many disguised in Confederate uniforms) also arrived. Taxes had to be raised to provide extra city services for the influx, food prices surged from scarcities, and extortionists gouged customers. Van Lew refused to join the sewing societies Richmond women formed to make uniforms, roll bandages, and manufacture cartridges.


Shortly after John Brown’s hanging at the end of 1859, Elizabeth had begun sending unsolicited letters to federal officials in Washington with her observations of economic conditions in Richmond and the growing secessionist sentiment there. By summer 1861, with her letters containing more information on Confederate troops moving about the city and the numbers she saw, Van Lew stopped using the mails and had trusted friends carry her notes to Washington. Though her criticism of slavery and refusal to sew shirts for soldiers became common knowledge around her neighborhood, Elizabeth still remained a member in good standing of Virginia’s old-line aristocracy. No one could conceive of a woman from that class becoming a spy for the Union.





Four


LAFAYETTE BAKER


Lafayette Baker arrived in Washington to witness a city in panic after the first reliable reports arrived April 14 that Fort Sumter had fallen. Fears of a fifth-column uprising, so widespread before the inauguration, now became white hot. Cabinet members believed treason lurked in every corner of the city. A congressional investigation identified two hundred federal employees who were southern sympathizers—ideally suited for espionage. During the months before the war started, southern Army and Navy officers were allowed to pass freely through federal lines to join the Confederacy, taking secrets with them. A remarkable number of prosecession officers hung around Washington in the confusion of 1861. General Scott remained surrounded mainly by southern officers, whom Lincoln did not trust. With the war begun, Scott knew he had to set up some kind of intelligence collection service—and that he had to keep it secret from the officers closest to him. It may explain why the general was willing to meet with a poorly educated and aimless drifter who had been roaming the country for nearly two decades and who now had a vague notion of serving the Union cause as a spy.


Lafayette Curry Baker had taken a train from New York to Philadelphia and then had climbed onto a slate-gray mare to ride through the Maryland countryside and into Washington when news of Sumter’s fall reached the city. In New York, talk of war had been “the all absorbing topic,” he wrote his sister, with federal troops hurrying to board trains for Washington and crowds chanting “death to traitors.” Baker said he felt the same “patriotic indignation” over the rebellion, even more so on the day Sumter surrendered. “That day sealed the doom of American slavery and Southern traitors,” he wrote his sister. Baker had relocated to New York from California and had managed to get himself elected as a first lieutenant for a company of one hundred California expats in the city, who had decided to form a volunteer militia. He freely admitted that the only thing he knew about the military came from what he had picked up as a practically lawless vigilante in California. His vigilante days were also about the only work experience that qualified him for some type of espionage job in Washington.


Baker was a handsome man, with brown hair, a full red beard, and piercing gray eyes that were almost hypnotic. He stood five feet ten inches tall, a muscular 180 pounds, agile, almost catlike in his quick movements, always seemingly restless. He was a fine horseman, a crack shot. He did not swear or drink, priding himself on being a member of Sons of Temperance, a male brotherhood sworn against alcohol, which had started in New York City in 1842 and spread across the country. He was obsessed with Roman history. On his trip from California to New York, he devoured a book on a man who would become one of his role models: Eugène François Vidocq, the famed and, Baker acknowledged, unsavory French detective who helped create France’s security police. Baker was as devious and manipulating as Vidocq, prone to lie about himself, with “the heart of a sneak thief,” according to one profile of him. Patriotic fervor had not been all that compelled him to ride to Washington. The profit he hoped to turn from ventures in New York had not materialized—he blamed it on East Coast business being “almost entirely suspended,” he wrote his sister—and Washington now looked like a good place to make money.





As a young boy, Baker loved to listen to family stories about his ancestors—“a migrating pioneering tribe,” as one descendant described them. His lineage could be traced back to Alexander Baker, a thirty-two-year-old collar maker who emigrated from London to America in 1635, living in Gloucester, Massachusetts, for seven years and then moving to Boston, where he fathered a dozen children. One of Alexander’s sons, Joshua Baker, born in 1642, moved when he was twenty-eight years old to New London, Connecticut, where he received a large tract of land from the chief of the Mohegan Indians. One of his grandsons, strangely named “Remember” when he was born in 1711, was given twenty acres of land to farm in Roxbury, Connecticut. Remember had a daughter and son before his life was cut short when a neighbor accidentally shot him in the head in 1737 while they were hunting.


His son, Remember Jr., who had been born eighteen days after his father’s fatal accident, became an occasional soldier of fortune in the French and Indian War, meeting an end even more tragic than his father’s. Over five years, the young man enlisted in militias several different times, joining the unsuccessful 1755 British and American expedition against Crown Point, on the narrows at the south end of Lake Champlain (where the French had built Fort Saint-Frédéric), and the attack on Fort Ticonderoga near there in 1758. Remember finally settled down with a family in 1760 and operated a sawmill the next six years in Arlington, Vermont, where he persuaded his three cousins—Ethan and Ira Allen and Seth Warner—to join him from Connecticut and seek their fortunes with the grants the New Hampshire colony gave Vermont settlers. But trouble soon followed Remember Jr., who was something of a hothead. New York colony speculators laid claim, likely fraudulently, to the Vermont land that New Hampshire was doling out to Remember Jr., his cousins, and others, and by 1770 the speculators were trying to sell this land to other settlers. The Vermonters mobilized to defend their property. Ethan Allen was chosen as colonel to lead the Green Mountain Boys to battle the New York interlopers, with Remember Jr. and Seth Warner serving under Allen as company captains. The fighting turned nasty at times; Captain Baker lost a thumb when a band of New Yorkers wounded and captured him briefly in 1772. During the Revolutionary War, Captain Baker fought with the patriots, but in August 1775, Indians allied with the British attacked his scouting party near the Vermont border with Canada and killed him, chopping off his toes and sticking his severed head on a stake.


One of Captain Baker’s grandsons, named Remember III after his warrior grandfather, also served in the cavalry along the Canadian frontier during the War of 1812, but he never took part in any heavy fighting. Remember III, who bought adjoining tracts of land with his brother, Luther, in Stafford, New York, halfway between Buffalo and Rochester, married Cynthia Stannard in 1807. The couple had eight children. Thirty years later, Remember III, growing restless, left his family behind for the moment and traveled west to central Michigan, where he cleared land in a dense forest near the village of Grand River City in Eaton County and built a log cabin before having his wife and children join him the next year. Life was hard in central Michigan. Remember was deeply religious, believing “that God will prepare me for all the events of his providence that await me,” he wrote. He fell in love with central Michigan and dutifully served the Lord by helping build a seminary near the village.


But Remember III could be insufferable with his religious fervor. A stern Puritan, he ran his family like a military platoon. No one chafed under his authoritarian rule more than his second-youngest son, Lafayette, who had been born on October 13, 1825, and was thirteen when the family moved to Michigan. “Lafe,” as he was nicknamed, rebelled against his father and wanted to run away as soon as he reached the state. Remember’s endless preaching irritated Lafe so much he soon became an atheist.


The father left his children largely to educate themselves. Young Baker showed no interest in book learning, so he did little of it except to master the basics of reading and writing. He enjoyed instead fixing machinery, like farm equipment. He grew into a young man mostly uneducated—relying instead on his keen instinct and street smarts as guides. Lafe ran away from home in his late teens and became a wanderer drifting through a dozen states. He fled many cities after gunfights with other men. When his father died in 1847, Baker, then twenty-two, was working as a mechanic in Scranton, Pennsylvania. In 1848, he returned to New York for two years and then moved to Philadelphia, where he opened a dry goods store with money saved from his mechanic’s jobs. Four years later he married Jennie Curry, a young Philadelphia woman who was somewhat plain looking, with a stolid disposition. The couple soon found they could not have children.


Jennie hoped her husband would settle down as a tradesman, but Baker became restless once more. His younger brother, Milo, wrote him from San Francisco, begging him to join him in California, where men were making fortunes mining gold. With his dry goods business foundering, Baker in 1853 set out for the West, leaving Jennie behind to move in with her parents in Philadelphia until he could send for her after striking it rich panning for gold.


Growing a bushy beard, Baker boarded a steamboat in New York bound for San Francisco by way of the southern route through Panama’s isthmus. He reached San Francisco to find his brother prosperous enough to put him up for a week in an elegant city hotel until he started making money. San Francisco was a fast-growing city of more than 40,000, with gold hunters flooding in daily, inflated prices, jobs paying high wages because of a labor shortage, and gambling houses like the El Dorado open twenty-four hours a day. Baker, who brought his wife to California six months after he arrived there, found no gold and had to take odd jobs. He worked for a while making good money as a mechanic and as a bouncer in a Barbary Coast saloon. In 1856 he joined the 2,200 members of the San Francisco Vigilance Committee, each of whom was known only by his number. Baker’s was 208. Since the 1849 gold rush and migration of some 300,000 fortune-seekers into California, San Francisco’s crime rate had soared. The world’s most ruthless criminals, many from Australia, had poured in, unchecked by the local government and its weak police force. A loose-knit criminal alliance called “the Hounds” soon began running the city, extorting workers and businesses, and launching nighttime rampages.


Fed up, San Franciscans decided to take the law into their own hands. A Committee of Vigilance was formed in 1851 with some seven hundred members and revived five years later with thousands more to fight crime. The uniformed, sword-carrying committeemen worked alongside the city government or in defiance of it, holding quick trials and hangings, becoming practically as lawless as the criminals they fought. Baker became a hardened vigilante, joining gangs of committee paramilitaries who terrorized citizens with night raids, beat up suspects under interrogation, framed evidence, lynched the ones deemed deserving of the death penalty, and recruited crooks, spies, and informers all in the name of law and order. He loved the work. It made him feel powerful, though he never rose higher in the committee than the rank of private.


After the group was dissolved, Baker took a job for a while with the city’s regular police force. Next he became a license tax collector for several years, and finally he opened what he called a “mercantile agency,” which was probably similar to his dry goods shop in Philadelphia. But he always considered vigilantism his true calling. For his Vigilance Committee crime busting San Francisco merchants gave him a $250 cane made of manzanita wood topped with polished gold quartz surrounded by nine oval stones. He treasured the souvenir of his days wielding unchecked power.





On New Year’s Day 1861, Lafayette Baker boarded a fast clipper and sailed back to New York. He told Jennie he would return from the East with new business plans for making big money in San Francisco, but he never did. Instead, by mid-April he was in Washington City angling for a lucrative job in the new Lincoln administration.


Baker decided to apply with the highest-ranking officer in the U.S. Army. He would meet with Winfield Scott directly and talk him into giving him a job. But the general in chief was a busy man, inundated with callers and job seekers and hardly likely to allow strangers to just wander in for a chat. So Baker checked in to the Willard, believing the hotel would be the best spot for the networking he needed to do for an entrée to Scott. At the Willard, whose lobby during the war would serve as an unofficial Army headquarters with officers bearing field reports coming into and out of it at all hours of the day, Baker finally was able to buttonhole two men who had the connections to arrange an interview with Scott: Representative William Kelly of Philadelphia and Hiram Walbridge, a former New York congressman. Kelly ushered him into a suite of rooms at the hotel where the general in chief was ensconced.


Seventy-four-year-old Winfield Scott, a hero of the War of 1812 and the Mexican-American War, was now in decrepit shape. Years of consuming rich foods had made “Old Fuss and Feathers” (his nickname because he enjoyed military pomp) so fat at 350 pounds, he could not walk even short distances and had to be hoisted onto a strong horse to review his troops. Scott found stairs so painful to climb because of the gout he suffered that Lincoln walked down from his second-floor White House office to confer with the general. Yet Scott’s mental acuity, as well as his ego, remained fit and trim. Scott justifiably considered himself an elder statesman as well as a military officer, which he felt accorded him the privilege of giving political advice to an administration, particularly this new one. To his credit, Scott was one of the few senior government officials at the moment mulling a coherent military strategy. Newspapers would dub it the “Anaconda Plan” to strangle the Confederacy with a blockade rather than pitched battle.


Baker later bragged in his memoirs that Scott instantly recognized him as a messiah, come to solve his intelligence collection woes. That account appears far-fetched, since Scott had never met this man. What can be verified is that Baker, wearing a new suit, did his best to butter up the old general. He told Scott his father had served under him during the War of 1812. And though he was largely uneducated, Baker was still a fast talker, skilled at ingratiating himself with superiors. He managed to spin enough of a tale about his vigilante experience to convince Scott that he could be a superb espionage agent.


Scott likely felt he had nothing to lose in hiring Baker. Signing him up on the spot was not that unusual. Even today, spy agencies accept walk-ins to fill a specific need, and after the Fort Sumter disaster, what Scott and the new administration desperately needed was intelligence on the Davis administration soon moving to Richmond. So Scott offered this stranger a job as a spy.


Baker never acknowledged it in his writings, but he may not have expected that he would get this far when he came to Washington and actually land a job with the Army’s commanding general. Startled by his success, he hesitated. One account speculated that he wanted to shop around the federal capital to see if he could find a better position than the one Scott offered. Whatever the reason, Baker told the general that before he accepted the job he had to return to New York to clear up unfinished business. He claimed he left Scott “with the understanding that I should report to him as soon as circumstances would permit.” The general in chief, who was swamped attending to other military matters, seemed content to let Baker drift away with no firm commitment on when, or if, he actually would show up for work.





Five


SECRET SERVICE


Ten days after the fall of Fort Sumter, Timothy Webster was ushered up to the second floor of the Executive Mansion, sometimes called the White House. Gas and water pipes had just been installed. Even so, the building was in shabby condition when the new first family arrived. Lincoln’s large and austere office, which smelled musty from the tobacco smoke of previous presidents, doubled as a workspace for him—he toiled at an old mahogany desk in the corner with pigeonholes above it for files—and a meeting room for his cabinet, whose seven members sat around a heavy black walnut table in the center twice a week. A sofa and several upholstered armchairs lined the walls, which soon would have military maps tacked to them. Models of prototype weapons also would soon litter the office. Lincoln found the shell for a hand grenade useful as a paperweight.


Thirty-nine-year-old Webster, a strong and athletic British immigrant nicknamed “Big Tim,” was a crack shot, fearless, and a talented actor, skilled at ingratiating himself in unfriendly environments during operations. Pinkerton had lured Webster away from the New York City Police Department when the officer finally grew tired of political witch hunts of foreigners on the force. Webster, who had a wife and three children back in Illinois, quickly developed into a better undercover agent than Pinkerton. He sometimes used the code name “Peaches” when he sent messages to Pinkerton.


The president was buried in paperwork when Webster arrived. The thrusts and parries after Fort Sumter’s fall had proved embarrassing for the new administration. On the night of April 18, Confederate raiders torched the armory at Harpers Ferry in western Virginia, destroying 15,000 muskets—a small but symbolically important victory for the South. Two days later, a Union captain abandoned the endangered Gosport Navy Yard near Norfolk, a setback for the U.S. sea service. Webster was at the White House as a courier of a bundle of about a dozen pieces of mail from businessmen and Lincoln political cronies in Chicago, who had important letters and reports that they asked Pinkerton to deliver to the chief executive. Webster also had an envelope for Lincoln with a special message from his boss. Regular mail and telegraphic service to Washington had been interrupted in April 1861 because violence in Baltimore had disrupted rail traffic and communications. Webster’s journey through hostile parts of Maryland had been hazardous. Kate Warne had stitched the dozen dispatches between the linings of his coat and waistcoat to hide them from secessionists he might encounter.


Lincoln watched somewhat amused as Webster took off his coat and waistcoat, ripped open their linings, and handed him the letters, including the envelope from Pinkerton. “You have brought quite a mail with you, Mr. Webster,” the president said, “more, perhaps, than it would be quite safe to attempt to carry another time.”


“Yes, sir,” Webster replied. “I don’t think I would like to carry so much through Baltimore another time.”


Lincoln had to prepare for a cabinet meeting and did not have time then to read carefully all the letters, as was his habit with paperwork. He told Webster to return the next morning at ten o’clock, after he had gone through the mail.


After perusing the notes from the Chicago businessmen and friends early the following morning, Lincoln tore open the envelope with Pinkerton’s letter, which had “Confidential” printed at the top. “When I saw you last I said that if the time should ever come that I could be of service to you I was ready,” the note began. “If that time has come I am on hand.” Pinkerton had a force of up to eighteen employees, on “whose courage, skill and devotion to their country I can rely,” which he now proposed to put at Lincoln’s command to spy on traitors, courier sensitive White House letters, and perform “that class of secret service which is the most dangerous.” “Secrecy is the great lever I propose to operate with,” the detective wrote, the reason he had Webster hand-carry this message instead of trusting it to the telegraph wires. If Lincoln was interested, Webster had a four-page cipher key with word substitutions for him to use when he telegraphed back a message. “Whale oil” was used in the cipher for “Union.” “Washington” became “Barley.” Days of the week were different fowl like “turkey,” “chicken,” and “rooster.”


With the federal capital sixty miles south of the Mason-Dixon Line, Lincoln did not have to be convinced. Confederate agents visited Washington so frequently, an employee at one hotel kept a room always reserved for them. With so many disloyal employees in the federal bureaucracy, Lincoln knew he could not rely on government agents to manage mundane defense contacts, much less a sensitive security service. Until northern forces arrived in April, Washington had felt dangerously isolated, with rumors—which panicked Mary Lincoln—spreading that Rebel batteries planted on the Virginia heights overlooking the city were ready to bombard it.


Webster showed up promptly at ten o’clock. Lincoln handed him two telegrams and asked him to send them out “when you have reached a point where communication is possible.” One was to George McClellan in Columbus, Ohio, just made commanding general of the state’s volunteer army. The other was for Pinkerton. Lincoln didn’t bother with the cumbersome cipher; the message simply summoned Pinkerton to Washington, where his services were “greatly needed.” Webster took the two pieces of paper, rolled them up tightly, and slipped them into the hollow of his walking cane. He screwed back on the cane’s handle and left the Executive Mansion.


In late April, Pinkerton arrived in Washington. He found its streets packed “with soldiers, armed and eager for the fray,” he later wrote, with officers and orderlies “galloping from place to place; the tramp of armed men was heard on every side, and strains of martial music filled the air.” Washington, like Richmond, was becoming a city under arms. The federal capital’s population had swelled to 200,000, the influx of soldiers taxing the antiquated water supply system pumping untreated water from the Potomac into homes, government buildings, and the White House. The Army’s insatiable appetite for firewood eventually deforested the Virginia side of the Potomac River. Of Washington’s 264 miles of streets, only Pennsylvania Avenue was smoothly paved and lighted; the rest were muddy, potholed brick or lumpy cobblestone roads with occasional lamps flickering. Stinking raw sewage accumulated near the White House. The British Foreign Office considered the city so uncivilized, it designated Washington a hardship post for its diplomats.


After several days in the city, Pinkerton finally secured a meeting with the president at eight in the evening of May 2. Even at that late hour, he found the Executive Mansion still “in a state of activity and bustle,” he wrote later, with messengers running in and out of the building’s entrance, clusters of Army officers huddled in serious conversations in the East Room on the first floor, and visitors lined up on staircases and along corridors to meet the new president and plead for a job in the administration. A doorkeeper took him up the steps to the second floor’s south front, where Lincoln had summoned Seward to be with him in his office to hear out “our Chicago detective,” as he told the secretary of state.


Navy secretary Gideon Welles thought Lincoln, though well-intentioned, was in over his head when it came to dealing with schemers and subterfuge. That quickly became not the case. Lincoln could be ruthless when he felt he had to be. Within months he would make clear to Congress that he considered prosecution of the war the chief executive’s primary function, to be carried out with little meddling from the other branches of government and without allowing respect for civil liberties to interfere with national safety. The Constitution, in time of war, would restrain Congress more than it did Lincoln, who believed he had residual, even implied, powers to take any action he believed necessary to preserve the Union. Soon the president would suspend the writ of habeas corpus, allow the arbitrary arrest and jailing of thousands, shutter newspapers considered hostile to war aims, and even purge officials in Washington’s city government deemed disloyal. Across the country he was prepared to disband popularly elected legislatures by force of arms if they tried to vote for secession.


Lincoln found subversion and propaganda useful tools to undermine the border states that had joined the Confederacy and to keep the ones that remained with the Union under his control. In Confederate Tennessee’s eastern region, where Rebels were terrorizing and jailing pro-Union men, Lincoln in the summer would approve a fifth-column movement of federal loyalists in the region, secretly funded with $2,500 from Washington, to launch guerrilla attacks burning bridges and severing rail lines connecting Memphis and Nashville with Richmond. The plan eventually failed, but it did not dull Lincoln’s willingness to launch fifth-column movements. In the critically important Union state of Kentucky, Lincoln could not use the hardball tactics he employed in Tennessee. He launched instead a propaganda campaign to woo the state, at the same time covertly arming pro-Unionists there, and had informants report regularly to him on whether the tactics were working.


Lincoln, whose Republican Party had its own paramilitary group called the “Wide Awakes” to protect campaign marchers from Democratic thugs, approved other unconventional schemes that crossed his desk. He was open to kidnapping Rebels to exchange for Union men the Confederates snatched. He was willing to let a U.S. Army officer venture out on an off-the-books operation the government would deny if he was caught. The Army colonel, who had been a Methodist minister before the war, would travel south undercover to entice Methodist Church members to defect. Lincoln had no doubt that Jefferson Davis would infiltrate subversives and spies into Union territory—which Davis would. The two men were alike in that respect.


Yet whatever enthusiasm Lincoln displayed early on for espionage and sabotage had to be tempered by the fact that he had no organization to carry it out. If that was what Pinkerton intended to propose as he settled into a chair across the cabinet table from the president and his secretary of state, he would be starting from scratch. Spying had remained largely dormant in the United States since the Revolutionary War. During the 1846–48 Mexican War, Scott employed a handful of Mexican bandits and Army engineers to collect intelligence.


Americans had an age-old resistance to the idea of standing armies with any kind of centralized spy service. When the Confederates shelled Fort Sumter, neither belligerent had made any preparations to collect military intelligence. It would not be until a year later that a Confederate Signal Bureau was officially organized to provide secure communications, intercept the enemy’s signals, maintain courier lines to the North, and run espionage and counterespionage operations through a Secret Service Bureau.


The Rebels’ intelligence operation would end up a poor match against what the Yankees eventually developed. But at the outset, the Union Army had no plan for organizing an intelligence staff or spy corps, and no official name for such an activity. Its officers did not even use the words commonly employed in the spy trade. Commanders gathered “information” rather than “intelligence” and sent out “scouts” or “guides” who were often spies. Organizations that came to be called secret services usually ended up being a hodgepodge of intelligence collection activities (the work of spies), counterintelligence (the job of spycatchers), and ordinary criminal investigations. Officers learned on the job how to gather intelligence, their secret agents tending to be volunteers—many were lawyers or actors—even more amateurish than rookie soldiers.


Fortunately for Lincoln, spying on the South would be relatively easy. Both sides shared the same nationality, language, and culture. Lincoln would not be dropping operatives into a foreign land. A Union spy with little practice could master a southern accent and learn local customs to blend in. The border now between North and South, stretching from the Virginia coast to Texas’s border with the New Mexico territory, was long and porous—easy for spies to slip through. A sizable population of southerners opposed to secession could also be counted on to pass along intelligence and provide safe houses to hide Union agents.


Geography and familiarity helped the Confederates as well. Van Lew and friends who thought like her notwithstanding, Richmond did not have as large a population of disloyal residents eager to be spies as Washington had—although Confederate intelligence officers would soon find Washington’s untrained and often uncontrollable civilian spies to be a mixed blessing. For the most part Confederate commanders would be operating on their home turf in the South, which they would always know better than their Union invaders.


Lincoln opened the discussion at the cabinet table. He had summoned the detective to Washington because he “had for some time entertained the idea of organizing a secret service department of the government, with the view of ascertaining the social, political and patriotic status of the numerous suspected persons in and around the city,” Pinkerton recalled the president saying. Lincoln asked the detective how he would organize such a service. As concisely as he could, Pinkerton outlined the operation he could put together with his men and women to spy on subversives in the capital. His experience running a detective agency that collected intelligence for railroads and other business clients, the fact that he knew Lincoln along with other Washington political figures, and that he had already carried out a successful covert operation to smuggle the president through Baltimore made him a logical choice to head a government secret service. Lincoln thanked him for his time and said he would get back to him “in a few days.”


Pinkerton hung around Washington for several days waiting for a decision. But none came. Just two months old, the administration was still organizing its government, as well as raising and equipping a large army. Pinkerton paid visits to the State and War Departments but found no one there to decide on his offer. Miffed, he boarded a train to return to Chicago and his business.


On a stopover in Philadelphia, he dashed off a letter to George McClellan, his old employer at the Illinois Central Railroad, who was in Columbus organizing his Ohio command. In his pocket Pinkerton had a letter he received from McClellan on April 26 asking him to come to the state. “I wish to see you with the least possible delay to make arrangements with you of an important nature,” the note read. The detective could find him at the state capital or at his house on Ludlow Street in Cincinnati, which was serving for the moment as his headquarters. “Let no one know that you come to see me, and keep as quiet as possible,” the general instructed.


Pinkerton had put off McClellan until he had an answer from Lincoln on his proposal for a secret service. But it was clear to him now the administration might never come to a decision, so Pinkerton was ready to go to Ohio. In Philadelphia, he wrote McClellan that he would be in Columbus no later than May 9.





Six


BULL RUN


Lafayette Baker returned to Washington toward the end of June 1861. He met again with Scott to review the mission the general wanted him to take. Instead of Richmond, the intelligence target now was Manassas Junction, Virginia, little more than a railroad crossing thirty-five miles southwest of Washington. Lincoln had sent eight regiments across the Potomac River to the Virginia side on May 24 to seize Alexandria and Arlington Heights (where Rebel artillery batteries had been installed with a perfect view of Washington)—a move of more symbolic than strategic value, but nevertheless the first Union bridgehead on Rebel soil. Both sides spent the rest of June randomly, and aimlessly, skirmishing with each other. Lincoln decided on a bolder thrust with the 35,000 soldiers he had by then in Washington—an attack on the railroad junction at Manassas, which was important because as many as 22,000 Rebel soldiers were bivouacked near there under the command of Pierre Gustave Toutant Beauregard.


The dapperly uniformed victor at Fort Sumter, who applied liberal doses of black dye to keep the gray in his hair from showing, Beauregard had been twice wounded during the Mexican War as an engineering officer on Scott’s staff and twice breveted for gallantry. Popular with the War Department, he was nevertheless relieved as superintendent of the U.S. Military Academy at West Point when it became clear he would follow his home state of Louisiana out of the Union. The army that General Beauregard now commanded near Manassas Junction had been a constant threat to Washington. Lincoln feared the southern commander would launch a counterattack to retake Alexandria just east of his position. With Union troops succeeding against small Confederate forces in western Virginia, Lincoln also was feeling political pressure to plow through Beauregard’s larger army at Manassas and capture Richmond before the Rebel Congress convened there on July 20. “On to Richmond!” became the battle cry of the New York Tribune. Southern newspapers also clamored for an advance on Washington, which the aggressive Beauregard was eager to undertake.


The general who would lead the Union advance on Manassas was the energetic, imaginative, and Paris-educated Irvin McDowell, a teetotal and big-eating former staff officer for Scott who had no field command experience. McDowell realized his soldiers were terribly young, inexperienced, and poorly equipped. It worried him deeply. He asked for a delay to give his troops more training, but Lincoln argued that soldiers on both sides were green and ordered his general to expeditiously plan for a campaign. McDowell saluted and on June 29 presented to Lincoln and his cabinet a battle plan, which had no grand design for taking Richmond as the press wanted—just Manassas Junction. McDowell’s army would cross a sluggish stream called Bull Run for a flank attack on Beauregard’s force to the west of Manassas Junction. At the same time, 15,000 federal soldiers near Harpers Ferry, commanded by General Robert Patterson, a sixty-nine-year-old veteran of the War of 1812, would keep 11,000 Confederates in the Shenandoah Valley under the command of the cautious and fussy Joseph E. Johnston from rushing on a railroad line southeast toward Manassas to reinforce Beauregard’s outnumbered army. McDowell had put together a workmanlike plan, but it was better suited to be carried out by experienced officers leading seasoned troops, which McDowell decidedly lacked.


McDowell also was short of good intelligence for the battlefield on which his men would fight—missing simple but important bits of information like the best places for his soldiers to ford Bull Run. Unlike the Confederates, who had Washington spies and articles in unrestrained northern newspapers tipping them off to federal plans and movements, McDowell knew little about what Beauregard or Johnston planned to do. That was where Lafayette Baker came in, Scott told him. The general had found it impossible to obtain accurate intelligence from Manassas Junction. He wanted Baker to sneak into the area and vacuum up everything he could find there about the enemy’s strength and movements.


Baker proposed to infiltrate into Virginia pretending to be a photographer taking shots of high-ranking Confederate officers. Scott liked the idea, but he told Baker he could pay him little. Baker said he would be fine with just his expenses covered and the promise of a job when he returned. Scott reached into his vest pocket, pulled out ten double eagle coins totaling two hundred dollars, and handed them to his new spy. He wished him good luck on his “excursion to Dixie.”


Baker’s first espionage mission ended up a comic fiasco. He adopted the pseudonym “Samuel Munson,” which happened to be the name of a Knoxville, Tennessee, man he had met in California. For his cover as a photographer, Baker said he visited a “Daguerrean establishment” in Washington and bought an empty camera box for four dollars. The battered box slung across his back with a leather strap, he set out for Manassas Junction the morning of July 11, less than a week before McDowell would finally begin marching his men southwest at a snail’s pace. But almost immediately Maine sentries posted at Alexandria four miles outside the city arrested Baker, believing he was a spy, and sent him back to Washington for trial. Baker said Scott did not tell Union sentries that he would be passing through their lines because he did not know whom to trust in his own army. “To let the Union troops into the secret would be to send it to Richmond before I had reached Manassas,” Baker later wrote. But clearly neither Baker nor Scott did enough planning in this slapdash operation for something as basic as conveying a spy through his own lines. Instead of doing that, Scott had Baker freed and simply told him, “well, try again.”


Baker did so that night, this time slipping into what he thought was a disorganized line of troops marching into Arlington, Virginia, across Long Bridge. But an alert Union lieutenant grabbed him by the collar and had a guard take him back to Washington again. The next morning at dawn, Baker made try number three at launching his mission. He crossed another wooden bridge over the Potomac’s eastern branch into Maryland’s lower counties and walked thirty-five miles south, arriving late that night dirty, hungry, and tired at Port Tobacco, a village in Charles County infested with Confederate sympathizers.


The next day, Baker gave a black man one of Scott’s twenty-dollar gold pieces to row him across the Potomac to its Virginia side and a spot just below Dumfries, off Quantico Creek. He then continued his walk on hot dusty roads northwest toward Manassas. But Baker made it only four miles from the Potomac when two Confederate soldiers, who were as suspicious of him as Union soldiers had been, nabbed him and began marching him to their camp eight miles away. The two Rebels turned out to be worse spycatchers than Baker was a spy. Along the way, the captors and their prisoner came upon a roadside beer shop and stopped to down pints of ale Baker paid for with Scott’s expense money. Soon the two drunken soldiers fell asleep on the stoop of the alehouse and Baker managed to slip away to resume his trek toward Manassas.


But not for long. He was seized once more, this time by four Confederate cavalrymen who popped out of the brush and marched him that night ten miles to a camp at Brentsville, south of Manassas, where he met Rebel brigadier general Milledge Bonham. Bonham interrogated Baker and suspected he was a spy, which did not take much detective work. Baker’s cover story as a photographer was easy to unravel—his camera box was empty and he had none of the rest of a photographer’s usual cumbersome equipment. Bonham had guards slap irons on Baker and take him to Beauregard at Manassas Junction, five miles north. Baker, who did his best after the fact to dress up his mission, claimed later that Beauregard personally interrogated him. It’s questionable whether the busy general, just days away from fighting the biggest battle of his life, took valuable time to question a disreputable-looking phony photographer. More likely, someone on Beauregard’s staff quickly concluded, as Bonham had, that Baker was a spy and threw him into a stockade until they could decide when to hang him from a tree.


With Scott’s expense money, Baker bought a warm breakfast from the stockade commander that came with a bottle of sour wine. He gave the wine to a guard and with another twenty-dollar gold piece as a bribe talked the stockade commander into letting him wander around Beauregard’s headquarters camp with the guard closely watching him. During his stroll, Baker counted units—the only useful intelligence he had so far collected in this sorry escapade if he had been able to get it back to Scott in time. As it was, after his walk Baker was put back into the stockade, where he suspected Confederate plants had been placed to strike up a conversation and trick him into revealing he was a spy. Within four days of being taken to Beauregard’s camp, or about the time McDowell’s army began its march, Baker’s mission turned from bad to even worse. Instead of being hung, he was carted to the Manassas Junction station and put in the freight car of a train headed to Richmond for authorities there to deal with him. At Richmond, guards locked him up in a comfortable third-floor room of a railroad engine house, where he stewed for about five days.


Baker later claimed he was hauled three times before Jefferson Davis, who grilled him to uncover his spying and extract information about Washington’s defenses. Baker said he stuck to his cover story of being Sam Munson, a photographer and Rebel sympathizer from Knoxville, and told Davis numbers on the Union force around Washington that he dreamed up in his head. Confederate leaders in Richmond kept their doors open for walk-ins. Davis was a micromanager willing to interview practically any visitor to the Capitol. But again, Baker, who was able miraculously to recount six years later detailed dialogues he allegedly had with Davis, appears to have been embellishing the story to portray himself as jousting with the highest levels of the Confederate government. It is doubtful that the president of the Confederate States of America, who was consumed as well by the battle at Manassas Junction and would travel there at one point to confer with his generals, would carve out any more time in his jammed schedule than Beauregard had to interrogate a shady and low-level spy suspect. More likely, senior aides to Davis questioned Baker.


Baker’s story gets better. He said he convinced Davis he really was Sam Munson and talked the Rebel president into issuing him a pass to roam around Richmond on the condition that he not leave the city. Baker claimed he used that opportunity to gather intelligence on military movements through the city. His head allegedly filled with secrets he anxiously wanted to share with Scott back in Washington, Baker claimed he next talked a Confederate provost marshal into writing out a pass for him to visit Fredericksburg, fifty-seven miles north of Richmond, where he planned to make his escape back to Washington.


Once at Fredericksburg, Baker said that after four unsuccessful tries he finally made it across the Rappahannock River, winding north and west of the city, with the help of a black man who rowed him in his boat. He began walking toward the Potomac River to the east but after just two miles was stopped by a Confederate officer and a soldier, who planned to haul him back to Fredericksburg. But Baker claimed he managed to slip away from the soldier guarding him (the man had fallen asleep), stealing his pistol and his horse. He next encountered two African Americans who fed him bread and milk for ten cents and hid him in their shack. Walking on the road the next evening, Baker finally came upon two Rebel soldiers of Dutch descent on the bank of the Potomac, who shared a fish dinner with him. Later that night, he stole their boat while they slept and, through a hail of bullets from the angry Dutchmen firing from the bank after they awoke, managed to row it to the Maryland side of the river.


Both sides routinely paroled the other’s captured officers if they promised not to return to the fight. But it strains credulity to believe that security officials in the Davis administration would be so gullible they would set free a spy suspect, whose cover story had so many holes in it, so he could roam the capital of the Confederacy to observe whatever military activities he pleased. What likely happened was that Baker never did observe much military activity, being in Rebel custody or on the run most of the time. Somehow he managed to escape incarceration in Richmond and wandered around Virginia for weeks, living in shacks or the woods, and scrounging for food. He was detained again while passing through Fredericksburg on suspicion he was a spy, and escaped with the help of more people—including, by one account, a local prostitute.
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