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Benjamin W. (“Webb”) Baker, circa 1866.





PART ONE

The War

I have seen some pretty hard times, went hungry a good many days, slept many a night on the ground with a stone for a pillow & went some nights without sleep. But that is nothing for a soldier … We don’t look for easy times here.

—BENJAMIN W. (“WEBB”) BAKER, ROLLA, MISSOURI, DECEMBER 16, 1861

[image: image]





CHAPTER ONE

I see a cloud, a little bigger now than a man’s hand, gathering in the north, and in the west, and all around, and soon the whole northern heavens will be lighted up with a fire that you cannot quench.” So Senator Benjamin Wade of Ohio warned his congressional colleagues on February 6, 1854, as a fateful bill, known as the Kansas-Nebraska Act, began to make its way through the chamber into law.

To one farm boy in Illinois, the idea of such a conflagration conjured up nothing so much as a prairie fire. Almost every year great sweeps of the prairies would catch, and the flames engulfing them would rush, roaring through the tall, coarse grass like thunder, sending up dense clouds of smoke and reddening the horizon with a flickering vastness that at night made the sky itself appear on fire. Nature’s fearsome energy and power never ceased to astound him, for all the times he had beheld the scene. But always it stood in wild contrast to the arsenal of controlled pyrotechnics—the Roman candles, torpedoes, magic wheels, and wriggling serpents—that burst over the town common every Fourth of July.

The last such celebration he would ever view so simply would come and go in 1861.



This is a book about the Civil War. It is a book about the whole war, in a synoptic sense, and about its impact on the life and understanding of one man. That man was a Union soldier who fought almost the whole war through. His name was Benjamin W. (“Webb”) Baker, and he belonged to Company E of the 25th Illinois Regiment of Voluntary Infantry, formed in August 1861 in response to one of Abraham Lincoln’s first calls for volunteers. Webb answered that call.

From the day of his enlistment as a private at age nineteen, he served honorably until his discharge as a corporal on September 5, 1864. His company saw action early, almost from the moment it entered the field, and in the course of the war fought in a number of major engagements, including Pea Ridge, Arkansas; Perryville, Kentucky; Stones River, Tennessee; Chickamauga, Georgia; and on Sherman’s decisive march to Atlanta, when the will of the South at last began to fail. In the end, battle-scarred and weary, partly disabled by his wounds, Webb also suffered one of the sharpest sorrows war can ever inflict. This book is his story, set within the epic of the war itself, and is based on various unpublished papers, including ninety remarkable letters he wrote from the field.

It is rare for a historian to come into possession of a hitherto unknown cache of material as rich and original as this archive is, especially in such well-tilled ground. And I am conscious of my debt. That ground is hallowed, and the letters alone, as a full and unique chronicle of the War in the West, possess, indeed, an objective importance far beyond my own poor power to add or detract.

In context they are also the testament of a life. And that life belongs to the Memory of the Land.



Webb was a farm boy. His forebears on both sides were of mostly English stock, and in the early to mid-1700s branches of the family had settled in Connecticut, New York, and Vermont. By the fourth generation, some had moved to the Midwest, and eventually (Webb’s grandparents) to Coles County, Illinois. There Webb’s father, John B. Baker, a schoolteacher, married Sarah Eliza Adams on June 20, 1838. Three years later, on Thanksgiving Day, 1841, Webb was born. He had a sister, Mary, who died quite young, and a brother, John, born on December 20, 1843. The two boys grew up together with a kind of closeness that even among brothers might be counted rare.

Though Webb never put much stock in pedigree, there was also a touch of ancestral glory in his blood. His mother was the granddaughter of Elijah Adams, a soldier of the Revolution and, according to family tradition, a cousin of John Adams, second president of the United States. But in Webb’s eyes, Elijah gave glory enough. As a soldier of the Continental line, he had reenlisted twice, fought in a row-galley under Benedict Arnold (when Arnold was still loyal) on Lake Champlain, and at the end of the Revolution, when Washington had Cornwallis trapped at Yorktown, helped secure the Mohawk Valley in hand-to-hand combat with Indians and Tories in the battles of Johnstown and Canada Creek. After the war, he moved from Connecticut to Ohio, and on April 11, 1833, was granted an annual pension of $79.95 a year. He lived to be eighty-nine and died on December 12, 1844, when Webb was three.

By then, the family had bought a forty-acre spread in Hutton Township, Coles County, and tried to make a living off the land. In those days, forty acres was about the smallest spread of farmland one could buy, and their own formed part of the vast level, unwooded tract or prairie that used to extend, almost without interruption, from Lake Michigan to the Mississippi shore. The land was high, dry, and rich; timber scarce, found mostly along the margins of rivers and streams; and the topsoil a black, friable, sandy loam. Beneath this, a thick red clay was finely mixed with sand. Webb loved to roam among the bushes of hazel and furze, small sassafras shrubs interspersed with grapevines, and everywhere in spring the immense profusion of flowers. In time he came to know by name the brilliant red tufts of the Judas Tree (Cercis camadensis) and the Lonicera flava, or yellow-flowered honeysuckle, which, with yellow jasmine, sweetened the air. In the spring, too, thousands of acres were reddened with strawberries, and just as lower Illinois came to be called “Little Egypt” (from its delta-like features, reminiscent of the Nile), so Central Illinois had, in a manner of speaking, its own biblical Red Sea. Oddly (or aptly) enough, the land office where one recorded claims in that day was in a nearby town called Palestine.

The Baker plot was still unbroken sward, and in the first year was plowed with three or four yoke of oxen, the coulter turning up a furrow of turf about four inches deep and two feet wide. The sod was turned over completely so as to lay the grass down and one furrow fitted to another for sowing wheat. When summer came, corn was sown in every fourth row. The first crop was “sod corn”; at harvest it was cut up, stalk and all, and stacked for cattle feed. But by the next winter’s frost, the turned earth had begun to crumble nicely as the grass beneath it decayed, and in subsequent years good corn was abundant, with fifty bushels to the acre an average yield. Thereafter, spring wheat was planted as soon as the ground could be cut, corn about mid-May, winter wheat in the fall. Along with corn, the family coaxed from each acre some forty bushels of oats and twenty-five more of wheat and rye. Irish potatoes and other vegetables also began to come up in the garden plots.

The work was hard, and in the mechanics of it hadn’t changed much since “Ruth had gleaned in the fields of Boaz.” The slow-going oxen, wooden-tooth harrow, and barshare plow were still in common use, but the cost of breaking up the land at least was cheap: about two dollars an acre in those days, when the whole spread had cost them fifty, plus forty dollars to build a cabin and eighty more for the thousand rails to fence their ground. A choice spot for the cabin had been found on a knoll near a spring, but the cabin itself was spare, with four rooms built around a central stone chimney and clapboards laid on joists to form a loft. The logs for the framing had been hewn, with the corners notched; the roof pitched. The walls themselves stood eight feet high to the square. Four windows (at first of oiled paper, later glass) were cut into the sides. Within, wide puncheons split from a hackberry tree had been laid out for the floor. Years later, a porch was added, then a two-room addition with a framed roof.

Coles County was destined to become “the Buckle on the Corn Belt,” and, like most other homesteads round about, the Baker farm relied on the harvesting of grain. But it was also typically diverse. Webb’s father built a large barn with fenced-in stalls for his livestock—horses, cattle, goats, pigs, and sheep—and a coop for the chickens and geese. There was also a root cellar for summer storage and a smokehouse for the winter preservation of meats.



In 1841, the little town of Charleston, the county seat, was not much bigger than a village, while all of Coles County had a population of about seven thousand scattered across twelve hundred miles of largely virgin land. Until recently, Hutton Township had been known merely as “Stringtown,” from a row of buildings that included a grain mill, a brickyard, a sawmill, a couple of tradesmen’s shops, and a general store. A one-room “hickory schoolhouse” (made of hickory logs) had doubled for a time as a place of worship, then two churches, one Baptist, one Methodist, had gone up. But the main route through the town was still the Old York Road or Indian trail that led southeast through Kentucky all the way to Cumberland Gap.

Even so, the rustic simplicity and homespun spareness of that world was soon to change. A first great wave of immigrants had come into the state after 1825 with the Erie Canal, followed by a greater wave in 1848, when a canal was cut from Michigan to Illinois. That, coupled with the railroad boom of the 1850s, spurred tremendous growth in the state. Illinois served as a magnet for enterprising folk of all kinds. “Come leave the fields of childhood,/ Worn out by long employ/ And travel west and settle/ In the state of Illinois.” So began a bit of promotional verse, “Westward the Star of Empire Moves,” that appeared about that time in the Boston Post. Come they did. The population of the state nearly doubled in a decade, Chicago was transformed from a mere boomtown into a city, and tiers of new farms sprang up in the heartland as the prairies began to disappear.



Webb lived the life of the ordinary farm boy of the period, attending school briefly during the winter months, where he learned to “read, rite and cipher to the rule of three.” He learned to spell out of Noah Webster’s American Spelling Book, to read from McGuffey’s reader, and was taught facts about the world around him from a book called The Science of Common Things. As time allowed, he would go off to hunt and fish, swim in rock-bound pools, and on occasion, scour for arrowheads and bones on a path that meandered along Kickapoo Creek. At home, he often liked to romp with Moses, his favorite sow-belly pig. He was a formidable wrestler, not easily outboxed, a decent shot with a squirrel gun, and clever at catching wild quail with box traps set with four-figure springs. He also seems to have been adept at a game called bull pen, one of the many from which baseball evolved.

But it was the farm that demanded almost all of Webb’s time and strength. Spring, summer, and fall, he cleared the ground for plowing, planted and plowed, bundled the sheaves of wheat for shocking, gathered and cribbed the corn. Always, he had to be on the lookout for wolves, raccoons, polecats, opossums, and other predators that menaced what the farm produced. The large black wolf, in particular, was a danger to livestock, prairie wolves and raccoons to poultry, raccoons and opossums to the growing corn. The otherwise harmless rabbit could quickly lay a garden waste.

Webb was tolerably good at his tasks, good at grating corn into meal for making corn pone and mush, at cutting cottonwoods for rails, and hollowing out the trunk of a sycamore for casks. Before winter came, he usually managed to pack the woodshed full with ricks of split hickory and oak. He had had to learn all these things quite early, in fact, for in 1845 his father suddenly died. Webb’s mother tried to make a go of the farm with the help of her father, John Adams (Elijah’s son), but she needed a husband to sustain it, and in 1850, when Webb was nine, she married a local farmer, Hezekiah Jones. Hezekiah died six years later, leaving her with three more children and a heavy debt, so in 1860 she married again, this time a well-propertied Irishman by the name of Robert Moore. It was an affectionate union between devoted friends. The Bakers and Moores had known each other for a long time, and Robert had some children from a previous marriage who were about Webb’s age. One of them, Isaiah D. Moore (known as I. D.) would serve with him in the 25th Illinois. Another, John W. Moore (Little Johnny, as Webb called him), was close to Webb’s own brother and would subsequently join the 123rd. The ties among them all ran deep, and even before marriage bound them formally together, they were nearly kin. Meanwhile, Webb had grown into a strong, able, self-reliant if somewhat headstrong young man, stout but fit, tall, fair-complexioned, with dark hair and hazel eyes. For more than half his life he had been “the man of the house,” and from nine to nineteen, the mainstay of the farm. In 1860, he had even begun to think of starting a farm of his own.

Then the war came.





CHAPTER TWO





In 1861, the population of the United States was about 31.5 million, with an optimistic birthrate, a steady tide of immigration, and a robust, stable economy, nicely balanced, some would say, between the agrarian harvests of the South and Midwest and the industrial production of the North. Year after year, North, South, East, and West were being linked ever more closely by an expanding system of rail and river routes, and otherwise seemed to be knitting themselves together according to a national and integrated plan. The Union was apparently mighty: it had prevailed over the British Empire (yet again) in the War of 1812; had hugely enlarged its territorial demesne through the Louisiana Purchase; and from 1845 to 1848, through war and annexation, had wrenched vast tracts of land from Mexico to extend its continental boundaries from the Pacific to the Rio Grande. This was a democratic empire in the making, and one for which the Union itself was already a sacred, if not quite sacrosanct, idea. Politicians of every stripe embraced it as “an object of general worship”—especially on national occasions, such as the inauguration of a president or the Fourth of July—even as the people themselves looked to it as the pledge of their hopes. But for all that, a fault line ran through the body politic, cleaving it in two. The essential issue, shed of all others, was slavery, and the immediate theater of conflict was just that bounty of new land that had opened up in the West. Was it to be slave? Or free? The blessing and the curse of it went hand in hand.

At the nation’s founding, several compromises had been carefully forged between the states to give the new Union traction, among them, the adoption of a federal Senate with a national House of Representatives to mediate between the claims of federal and state authority; related to this was a clause in the Constitution that allowed the South, in the apportionment of its representation, to count each slave as three-fifths of a man. These, together with the Fugitive Slave Law of 1793, which provided for the return between states of escaped slaves, had helped keep North and South together, while (it was hoped) slavery found its own best way to die. Even slaveholders like Jefferson, as well as pre-Abolitionists like John Adams, had imagined this might happen over time. But in the intervening years, two things occurred to dash that hope to the ground. First, the economic (or plantation) conditions that had long fostered slavery in the South were fatally reinforced by a new dependence on cotton; second, instead of consenting to the national and international trend toward abolition, the South not only clung to slavery for its own survival but sought to enlarge its domain.

According to guidelines laid down by Congress, new territories were supposed to “be disposed of for the common benefit” and “settled and formed into distinct republican states.” The process for this was clear: a rudimentary legislature was to be elected by the settlers, a governor appointed by the president, and the new state with an approved Constitution admitted by congressional Act. Since 1789, free and slave states had been admitted together in pairs to ensure parity between the two interests, but in 1817 the demand of Missouri to be admitted as a slave state had threatened to tilt the scales. A compromise was reached in 1820 that allowed Missouri to come in as a slave state in conjunction with the free state of Maine, but it also prohibited slavery from all territory (Missouri excepted) north of the parallel 36/30, that is, from the great northwest. That immense region, no Southerner could fail to note, “was equal in size to all the slave states combined.”

The Missouri Compromise appeared to save the day, but a geographical line had now been ominously drawn between the two sections, and the shrillness of the debate to which it had given rise had rung out across the nations, in Jefferson’s memorable words, “like a firebell in the night.” From that day forward, apprehension was in the air. “While the union lasts, we have high, exciting, gratifying prospects spread out before us,” declared Daniel Webster. “Beyond that I seek not to penetrate the veil. God grant that, in my day at least, that curtain may not rise … on the broken and dishonoured fragments of a once glorious union; on States dissevered, discordant, belligerent; on a land rent with civil feuds, or drenched it may be, in fraternal blood!”

As the years passed, the population of the free states increased faster than that of the slave, giving them a numerical advantage in the House; in response, the slave states began to demand a federal guarantee of their minority rights. South Carolina’s John C. Calhoun—once a nationalist, almost a Federalist—became, toward the end of his life, the insistent voice of that demand. He saw accurately enough that on either side of the divide there were now two communities essentially opposed to one another in just about every respect—yoked together, perhaps, by a constitutional alliance, but not united in fact. Beginning in 1831, he began to argue that the Federal Union was actually more of a compact among sovereign states, and that any one state could therefore “nullify” or declare an act of Congress unconstitutional unless a constitutional amendment (with two-thirds of all states concurring) could make it law.

The question was, What form of government had the Founders in fact created? A league? Or a national entity, commanding a fealty all its own? The Constitution itself was not clear on the matter, so it was left to the politicians to fight it out. In the end, they fought it to a draw. As Daniel Webster put it in a notable Senate speech: “Turn this question over and present it as we will—argue it as we may—exhaust upon it all the fountains of metaphysics—stretch over it all the meshes of logical and political subtlety—it still comes to this, Shall we have a general government? Shall we continue the union of the states under a government instead of a league? This is the upshot of the whole matter; because, if we are to have a government, that government must act like other governments, by majorities; it must have this power, like other governments, of enforcing its own laws and its own decisions; clothed with authority by the people and always responsible to the people, it must be able to hold its course unchecked.” Otherwise, the Union would fail.

Slavery and states’ rights, in its extremest form, now bound themselves together and would go down together as a losing cause. In the cities and towns, small and commercial farms of New England and the upper Midwest, “a kind of intense decency mingled with a robust materialism” demanded adherence to the principle of opportunity for all. Even if many Northerners could accept slavery in the South, as many did, its expansion into the unoccupied West remained unpalatable, because, if only in an opportunistic way, it seemed to limit what that land could become.

One crisis followed another: most notably in 1846 over the Wilmot Proviso, a second attempt in Congress to ban slavery from new lands; then in 1850 over the admission of California as a free state. The latter was ultimately resolved in a compromise that left open the destiny of New Mexico and Utah, banned the slave trade from the District of Columbia, but made the Fugitive Slave Law more stringent than before. It really settled nothing, and the whole issue reemerged with a vengeance when Congress had to decide what to do about the territories of Kansas and Nebraska in 1854. The upshot was the Kansas-Nebraska Act, sponsored by Stephen A. Douglas, a Senate Democrat from Illinois, which provided for their organization under the principle of popular sovereignty. That meant, simply, that the settlers in a territory could decide for themselves whether it would enter the Union as a free or a slave state. As innocuous as that may sound, its effect was to lift the ban against slavery above the line the Missouri Compromise had drawn. Douglas made his own position clear: “If Kansas wants a slave constitution, she has a right to it; if she wants a free state constitution, she has a right to it. It is none of my business which way the slavery clause is decided. I care not whether it is voted up or down.” In fact, he seems to have expected (being too clever for his own—or the country’s—good) that antislave settlers would ultimately overwhelm those hoping to plant slavery in the West. But he utterly failed to anticipate the clamor his proposal would arouse or the fervor with which it would be embraced by the South. Members of the Senate came to the chamber armed with bowie knives and pistols in an atmosphere of such violence as to almost stop debate. In the end, President Franklin Pierce placed the prestige of his administration on the line and the Act was pushed through, with catastrophic results.

Northerners poured into Kansas from the North, Southerners from the South. Civil war broke out between the two factions as both claimed the land as their own. Rival governments were established, and both appealed for recognition. Congress and the president, now James Buchanan, took opposite sides. From this blood-stained chaos, the Free-Soilers rose triumphant, along with the prospect of never-ending strife. Three years later their apparent victory was embittered and potentially reversed by the Supreme Court’s decision in the Dred Scott case. That decision, which denied freedom to a fugitive black, also ruled that bans against the extension of slavery were unconstitutional, contrary to Fifth Amendment rights. In other words, the Court decided that slaves were property—movable property—that could be taken anywhere their owners wished. By extension, it was feared, even free states might be denied the right to prohibit slavery in their midst.

The major political parties began to crack. The Whigs split into two factions, one pro-, the other anti-slavery; the Democrats, into a Southern and a Northern wing. The Northern, led by Stephen A. Douglas, made popular sovereignty its creed. Meanwhile, in 1854, various antislavery advocates from sundry factions united to form the new Republican Party, which supplanted the Whigs as the second party in the land. Just two years later, in its first presidential bid, the Republican candidate, John C. Frémont, the “Pathfinder of the Rockies,” carried all the free states save five. “A minor shift,” it was noted, “would give these five states to the Republicans and make a President—without a single vote from the South!”

Ambivalence beset the population at large. Powerful banking and commercial interests in the North depended on cotton and were anxious to protect their investments in Southern states; working-class whites were concerned about competition from black labor; others were convinced, on constitutional grounds, that, for better or for worse, slavery in the South had been sanctioned by law. “Notwithstanding that slavery is a great wrong,” one contemporary put it, “it had been permitted at the origin of our government and in justice to the Slave States, could not be abrogated without their consent. Yet it should not be extended into the Free States or into territory out of which Free States could be made.” The hard truth of the Civil War was that it emerged from a collision of two fundamental and fundamentally valid principles of democratic government: the right of men to govern themselves, as embraced by the South in the form of states’ rights, and the right of a national majority, as embraced by the North, to decide what kind of nation it would be.

Illinois was the fractured Union in a mirror: divided in its allegiance, north and south, by its own sectional slant. Most of the upper half of the state had been settled by New Englanders; the lower, by pioneers from Georgia, Kentucky, and Tennessee. In the senatorial election of 1858, the state, as one reporter put it at the time, was “in every respect … the Union for the time being”—the very place where “the battle of the Union will be fought.” He was right. The two contestants were Stephen A. Douglas, the incumbent, who had a national reputation and a Southern following and, as chairman of the Senate Committee on Territories, stood as the acknowledged authority on all the issues under debate; and Abraham Lincoln, a relative unknown, with destiny, wisdom, and literary genius on his side.

Born in a log cabin in backwoods Kentucky to frontier drifters, Lincoln had grown up dirt-poor with almost no formal schooling and had learned to write with a piece of charcoal on a wooden shovel “scraped clean with a drawing knife.” His access to books had been limited, but he devoured all he could get and went over and over Aesop’s Fables, Robinson Crusoe, Pilgrim’s Progress, Parson Weems’s Life of Washington, and a short history of the United States. As he developed, he also read general history, philosophy, and poetry; trained his mind to logical demonstration by the study of Euclid; and immersed himself in the Bible—“retaining them all,” recalled a friend, as if each one had been the study of his life. Physically imposing, rawboned and tall, “with large features, dark, shriveled skin, and rebellious hair,” he had been famously strong as a youth, could “wrastle something fierce” and hoist a cask full of beer and drink out of the bunghole. But it was his inner strength and life that memorably marked his features as he aged. He loved a good story, possessed a ready wit, detested any kind of cruelty, and was deeply touched by the pathos of life and the mortality of all earthly things. From his constant preoccupation with such matters, his face acquired a grave and melancholy cast.

During his youth and early manhood, Lincoln had been somewhat shiftless and had lived in various towns in Kentucky, Indiana, and Illinois; eventually, he settled in Springfield. Meanwhile, his father, Thomas, and his stepmother, Sarah (Abe’s own mother having died when he was nine), moved to Coles County just outside of Charleston, and there, about ten miles from where Webb grew up, bought a farm. By then, Lincoln had been making his own way in the world. A livelihood had not come easily. At one time or another, he had managed a mill, split rails, tried his hand at invention, been a flatboatman, a farmhand, and a postman, and had worked in a general store. Along the way, however, he had also locked on to his star and had more or less constantly applied himself to politics and law. These ultimately worked in tandem, and by the time he obtained his license as an attorney in 1836, he was a member of the state assembly, where he served four terms. From 1847 to 1849 he also served in Congress, before settling down to the practice of law. As an advocate, he was diligent and successful, attracted clients high and low, covered the many counties (including Coles) of Illinois’s 8th Judicial Circuit, and prospered in the public eye. In 1854, he also briefly considered a run for the Senate after the Kansas-Nebraska Act aroused his ire.

In short, Lincoln was no novice, and if, as yet, his reputation was mainly local, Douglas, on learning of his nomination, said, “I shall have my hands full. He is the strong man of his party—full of it, facts, dates—and the best stump-speaker, with his droll ways and dry jokes, in the West. He is as honest as he is shrewd; and if I beat him, my victory will be hard won.”

Even before Douglas said this, Lincoln had shown how strong he could be. In accepting the Republican nomination, he warned, “A house divided against itself cannot stand. I believe this government cannot endure permanently half slave and half free. I do not expect the Union to be dissolved. I do not expect the house to fall—but I do expect it will cease to be divided. It will become all one thing or all the other. Either the opponents of slavery will arrest the further spread of it, and place it where the public mind shall rest in the belief that it is in the course of ultimate extinction; or its advocates will push it forward till it shall become alike lawful in all the states, old as well as new—North as well as South.” To such a distinct and commanding voice, the people lent their ears.

Douglas launched his campaign with a speech from the balcony of the Tremont House in Chicago on July 9. He paid tribute to Lincoln as a “kind, amiable, and intelligent gentleman, a good citizen and an honorable opponent,” but challenged his categorical vision of the nation as either slave or free. That implied, he said, “a uniformity in institutions and local regulations that had never been contemplated by the framers” and invited “a war of sections,” thus raising the specter of civil war. Douglas believed he had hit on an invincible theme, and his journey from Chicago to Springfield came to resemble a triumphal procession, with all the trappings of a postvictory parade. He traveled in his own special train, colorfully decorated with flags that proclaimed him “the Champion of Popular Sovereignty”; in tow was a six-pound cannon mounted on a flatcar that announced his arrival at each stop with a thunderous boom. At Bloomington, several thousand people waited at the station in the rain to greet him, and that evening, after an imposing display of fireworks, he addressed an immense crowd from a platform erected in the courthouse square.

Lincoln, somewhat underfunded, followed Douglas about the state as best he could and tried to rebut his remarks as soon as they were made. But he always seemed to be “trailing into town” on the heels of his opponent, only to be engulfed in the crowd that had assembled to hear him speak. Finally, he challenged Douglas to a series of joint debates; to his surprise, Douglas accepted, the encounters to take place at some prominent locale in each of the seven congressional districts of the state.

The first debate was held at Ottawa, Kendall County, on August 21; but it was the second, at Freeport in Stephenson County, on August 27, that really set the stage. In the course of it, Lincoln, who had denounced the Dred Scott decision, challenged Douglas to reconcile his support for the High Court ruling with the popular sovereignty he espoused. In what became known as the Freeport Doctrine, Douglas replied that although a territorial legislature could not prohibit slavery, for so the Court had declared, neither could it be forced to protect it. It could uphold it or not by the laws it chose to enact. To many, that seemed as slippery as an eel.

Lincoln was favored in the upper, Douglas in the lower part of the state. It was therefore in the hotly contested central counties like Coles that the campaign would have to be won. The Coles debate was their fourth and marked the midpoint of their duel. Neither, in fact, had the advantage when, on September 18, they met at the County Fair Grounds just outside of Charleston before a large and expectant crowd.

As it happened, Webb was there.

Both candidates had spent the previous night in nearby Mattoon, before proceeding to Charleston by different routes. Douglas was greeted by a two-and-a-half-mile-long cavalcade of supporters, including thirty-two young couples on horseback, each representing a state. The Lincoln parade, a slightly lesser crowd, was led by the Bowling Green Band from Terre Haute, Indiana, and included a gigantic float bedecked with wildflowers and covered with muslin and silk. Emblazoned along one side was the motto “Westward the Star of Empire Takes its Way, Our Girls link-on to Lincoln, Their Mothers were for Clay.” This was meant to remind the voters that the great statesman Henry Clay of Kentucky, a man of hallowed name, had (by the Missouri Compromise and some other measures he had crafted) opposed the spread of slavery to the West. On the float itself rode thirty-two girls (again, one for each state) wearing blue velvet caps adorned with a silver star; one, representing Kansas, was dressed in mourning garb. The streets of Charleston were festooned with flags and pennants, many of them large and impressively unfurled, but all were dwarfed by one remarkable banner over eighty feet long that had been strung from the courthouse across the main square. This boldly proclaimed in big, blue letters “Coles County for Abe Lincoln” and featured a life-size painting of Lincoln as a young man driving an ox-drawn Kentucky wagon above the caption “Old Abe 30 Years Ago.”

All through the morning and early afternoon a restive crowd had gathered, and by 2 in the afternoon it was said to be fifteen thousand strong. The people came from Hutton, Dog Town, Greasy Creek, Muddy Point, Paradise, Buck Grove, Farmington, Goosenest Prairie, Pinhook, and other towns and settlements. Webb and his brother, John, were among them, having come up with their mother, grandparents, and an uncle that morning in a farm wagon from Hutton, ten miles away. As the day promised to be a long, hot, sticky one, they had brought with them a large hamper full of garden vegetables to refresh them and (like many another) plenty of “cider to cut the dust.” When they got to the Fair Grounds the crowd was already teeming as they made their way slowly toward the front, where the wide platform stood. Rough board seats had been provided for part of the audience, but most were obliged to stand. Some sixty people had also taken their places on the dais—Party leaders and other dignitaries as well as members of the press. In the assembled throng, partisans carried campaign placards and banners. Those for Douglas proclaimed him “the little Giant” (he was five feet two) or read, “The government was made for white men—Douglas for life!” Lincoln was hailed as “Honest Abe” and “Abe, the Giant Killer.” Some showed him felling Douglas with a club.

The two men were oddly matched. Douglas was short, barrel-chested, and robust, had a rich, impressive, baritone voice, and strutted about the stage “with the air of a fighting cock.” He was an enormously self-confident debater with a polished manner, and on that day was dressed “like a plantation owner or a cavalier.” Lincoln, less elegant by far, was tall, stoop-shouldered, with a ramshackle build; he wore a faded coat a bit short at the sleeves and baggy trousers that lapped over the tops of his boots. Whereas Douglas had a smooth and pleasant face, Lincoln’s was weathered and craggy, and in contrast to the sonorities Douglas could command, Lincoln had a backwoods twang to his voice that seemed almost crude. That voice, in fact, had an almost falsetto ring, “as high-pitched as a boatswain’s whistle,” which seemed strange in a man so large. Even so, it seemed to carry farther than Douglas’s baritone.

The affair got off to a raucous start. After the speakers took their places, some Republicans rushed forward with a large banner showing Lincoln pinning Douglas to the ground and worrying him as a dog would a bone. Lest its meaning be missed, it bore the inscription “Lincoln Worrying Douglas at Freeport.” Democrats objected and Lincoln supported them in this, saying, “Let us have nothing offensive to any man today.” But then some Democrats rushed to the front with their own large banner showing Lincoln cavorting with a black girl. This was captioned “Negro Equality” and implied that miscegenation was Lincoln’s real aim. Two of his supporters leaped from the platform to tear it down, and a scuffle ensued. When the commotion at length died down, the three-hour debate began—forty-five minutes late—at quarter to 3.

At Charleston, Lincoln was on both friendly and unfriendly ground. On the one hand, his father had lived out his days in the town and his stepmother and a number of relatives lived there still. Over the years, Lincoln’s law practice had also brought him into contact with the community, and he was regarded locally as a good man. But the issues of slavery and racial equality were body debated in its precincts and did not favor him, because a majority of the townsfolk had Southern roots, having migrated north from Kentucky and Tennessee. At the same time, Coles County had certain traditions that inclined Lincoln’s way. Organized in 1831, it had been named for Edward Coles, a former state governor best remembered for his antislavery views. As the son of a wealthy Virginia planter, he had grown up in the midst of slavery, conceived a hatred of it, and in April 1819 had set out for Illinois to free the slaves he owned. They descended the Ohio River together, and when he reached his destination, he not only released them all but gave to the head of each family over a hundred acres of land. In subsequent years he fought hard to keep Illinois from becoming a slave state, though he failed to prevent the legislature from enacting so-called Black Laws aimed at preventing free blacks from coming in.

Throughout the debates, Lincoln argued that the Declaration of Independence had envisioned the gradual improvement in the conditions of all men, blacks as well as whites. “I should like to know,” he remarked on an earlier occasion, “if, taking this Declaration of Independence, which declares that all men are created equal upon principle, and making exception to it, where will it stop? If one man says it does not mean a Negro, why may not another man say it does not mean some other man? If that declaration is not the truth, let us get the statute book in which we find it and tear it out.” But in Charleston he seemed to adopt a different stance.

It was not his finest hour. In the first five minutes of his opening remarks, he disclaimed any desire to bring about “in any way the social and political equality of the white and black races” and declared against allowing blacks to participate as voters or jurors in the nation’s civic life. As for intermarriage, he coyly remarked, “I do not understand that because I do not want a Negro woman for a slave I must necessarily want her for a wife,” which drew laughter and cheers. After that, Lincoln devoted almost an hour to elaborating a charge that Douglas had conspired to deprive the people of Kansas of the very popular sovereignty he espoused. When it came time for Douglas to speak, he accused Lincoln of being a chameleon on the whole issue of race relations and of adapting his pronouncements to wherever he happened to be in the state: “jet black” in the north, “a decent mulatto” in the center, and “almost white” in the south. Yet he also insisted that Lincoln was a “rank Abolitionist” at heart, and that part of the proof of it was the support he received from the celebrated black leader Frederick Douglass and others (black and white) who belonged to the Abolitionist camp.

The truth is, Lincoln’s views on slavery were a little hard to pin down. His campaign was really based on the moral iniquity of slavery, not racial equality, and on the need to keep slavery out of the West. His argument, at least at the time, was that opposition to slavery did not imply social equality any more than opposition to the extension of slavery to the territories implied interfering with it where it existed in the states. Certainly, he had no notion then of its extirpation in the South. In his career as a lawyer, he had argued two slavery cases, one in 1841 on behalf of a Negro girl who had been held as a slave without proof of indenture, another in 1847 in Coles County on behalf of a slaveholder; but he had never been for slavery itself. In his adamant opposition to the Dred Scott decision as well as the Kansas-Nebraska Act, he had been second to none. But the strength of his repugnance and what he thought could be done about slavery in the legal sense evolved over time. One turning point seems to have come in 1841, when on board a steamer from Kentucky he saw a coffle of slaves shackled together “like so many fish on a trot line,” a sight that haunted him for years. On the other hand, in the Illinois State Legislature and later, in his first year as president, he also expressed the view that neither the president nor Congress had the power under the Constitution to tamper with slavery where it had already taken root.

Yet, however qualified his stance, almost everyone seemed to agree that the difference between Lincoln and Douglas was not one of degree but kind. Douglas himself went out of his way to make this clear. He liked to talk about the “white basis” of America and how everything had been arranged, properly, for “the benefit of white men.” He was prepared to see slavery made national. Lincoln thought no man, or class of men, should exist for the benefit of any other and held that the Constitution had recognized slavery only as a local institution, and that there it must stop. In the eyes of Douglas, such views made Lincoln almost a traitor to his race. When it came to the doctrine of popular sovereignty, Lincoln also tried to show the true divide. If the bloodbath in Kansas was an example of the fruits of it, he asked, what good could it be? It left the whole question of slavery unresolved. “When are we to have peace upon it, if it is kept in the position it now occupies? … If Kansas should sink today, and leave a great vacant space in the earth’s surface, this vexed question would still be among us. I say, then, there is no way of putting an end to [it] … but to put it back upon the basis where our fathers placed it; no way but to … restrict it forever to the old States where it now exists. Then the public mind will rest in the belief that it is in the course of ultimate extinction.” With that he returned to the great theme and some of the same language of his “house divided” speech.

Webb heard, and sifted, all this as best he could. He was sixteen at the time and probably didn’t know any blacks—indeed, could scarcely have known what racial equality meant. But he did believe, or had been raised to believe, in the Declaration of Independence and thought, with Lincoln, that its words must point the way. The alternative seemed to hold out only the prospect of turmoil without end. Nor could Webb accept the notion that the Union was a “league.” At least, when the break finally came, he would have none of “states’ rights” in the sense that a state could claim some allegiance above that owed the central power. And so at the end of that historic day, with all these issues revolving in some heightened way in his young mind, he and his brother and their elders slowly made their way back home to Hutton, just as dusk was falling, along the crowded dirt road that looped southeastward toward their farm.



The election was close. Lincoln ran ahead in the popular vote; Douglas, or rather, his Party, carried the legislature and was therefore reelected by the rules that then applied. But the contest had made Lincoln a figure of national renown. He had emerged from the debates, as one writer put it, “one of the chief intellectual leaders of America, with a place in English literature; Douglas came out—a Senator from Illinois.” Indeed, the “little Giant” had lost much of his standing. No longer much loved in the North, his equivocal Freeport Doctrine had also poisoned his name in the South, where former supporters now saw him as “some blind Samson pulling down their temple about their ears.” The following year, John Brown’s raid on the little Virginia town of Harper’s Ferry shook that temple to the ground. As a self-styled armed prophet of Abolition, Brown had hoped to raise a general slave revolt. In that sense, his raid was a fiasco: no revolt was sparked, and he was trapped by federal troops brought up from Washington under a cavalry colonel by the name of Robert E. Lee. After his capture, he was tried and hanged. In the South, he was regarded as a criminal fanatic; in the North, some saw him as a “saint,” born, wrote Emerson, “to make the gallows glorious like the cross.”

America was on the cusp. Partisan feeling ran about as high as it could without exploding, yet still, even some extremists remained divided in their minds. One such was Alexander Stephens, who as a Whig had supported the annexation of Texas, the Compromise of 1850, the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854, and the institution of slavery; but he did not want to see the Union dissolved. On the morning of March 5, 1859, as he left Washington after having served in Congress as a representative from Georgia for sixteen years, he was asked by a companion whether he might one day return to Washington as a member of the Senate. “No,” he replied, “I never expect to see Washington again—unless I am brought here as a prisoner of war.’”

The following April, as the presidential campaign of 1860 got underway, the Democratic convention that met at Charleston, South Carolina, produced two national tickets: one led by John C. Breckinridge of Kentucky, the other by Douglas of Illinois. A sizable block of other Democrats with a pro-Unionist bent defected to form the Constitutional Union Party under John Bell of Tennessee. The Republicans turned to Lincoln, who had been critical of John Brown, had a Southern wife and Southern roots, and was considered a moderate in the antislavery camp. It was hoped that his conciliatory disposition might help keep the Union intact.

The campaign was almost a reprise of the Illinois race; all the familiar issues were rehashed. In the end, Bell emerged as the leading candidate of the upper South, in Virginia, Kentucky, and Tennessee; Breckinridge, in all the slaveholding states except Missouri; Lincoln, in all the free states but one. When all the votes were tallied, Lincoln fell well short of a popular majority, but his electoral margin was clear. That, however, made him a minority president. He had been raised to power by his Party, not the nation, which, even in less rending times, would have shadowed his right to rule. Indeed, although the South was not directly imperiled by his election (because he accepted slavery where it was), it was unwilling to accept a government essentially hostile to its way of life. From South Carolina on December 20 the signal rocket of secession went up; shortly thereafter, Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Louisiana, and Texas followed suit. On February 8, 1861, delegates from all these states met to form a provisional government, framed a Constitution that recognized state sovereignty and upheld slavery, and chose as their president Jefferson Davis, a Mississippi Senator and former secretary of war. Alexander Stephens was made vice president and tried to give the practice of slavery a biblical spin. “The negro, by nature and by the curse against Canaan,” he explained, “is fitted for the condition he occupies in our system … It is, indeed, in conformity with the Creator. It is not for us to inquire into the wisdom of His ordinances, or to question them. For His own purposes He has made one race to differ from another as He has made one ‘star to differ from an- other star in glory.’ The great objects of humanity are best attained when conformed to His laws, in the constitution of governments as well as in all things else. Our confederacy is founded upon a strict conformity with these laws. ‘The stone which was rejected by the first builders is become the chief stone of the corner in our new edifice,’” quoting Matthew 21:42, but inverting the meaning of the text.

At least at first, Davis assumed a more plaintive tone. “We seek no conquest, no aggrandizement, no concession of any kind from the States with which we were lately confederated,” he declared; “all we ask is to be left alone.” Many in the North were prepared to oblige. But that would have meant allowing a gigantic “foreign power,” as it were, to seize, control, and occupy the lower Mississippi Valley, which the rest of the Union could scarcely abide. With the act of secession, moreover, the principal issue changed. Slavery receded to be replaced by the legitimate claims of majority rule. In the face of Southern defiance, the whole future of democratic government seemed at stake.

James Buchanan, the outgoing president, seemed at a loss. On December 4, 1860, he sent a message to Congress in which he pronounced secession unconstitutional, but “denied his own right to oppose such a course.” As one observer acidly remarked, he thereby “showed conclusively” that it was “the duty of the President to execute the laws—unless somebody opposes him; and that no State has a right to go out of the Union—unless it wants to.” Perhaps Buchanan hoped passions would cool as a result of his inaction. Instead, in the South at least, they ran to a boil, as the new Confederate government took advantage of the interlude between administrations to consolidate itself politically and prepare for war. It promptly seized, or tried to seize, all federal property within its boundaries, including military installations such as arsenals, harbors, and forts, and it sent emissaries to Washington to request accreditation as the envoys of a foreign power.

Meanwhile, Congress panicked, and in a series of desperately proposed measures sought to appease the seceded states by extending the Missouri Compromise to the Pacific, admitting at least two new Western states as slave, and strengthening the Fugitive Slave Law still further until it was set with iron teeth. Congress was even willing to place slavery itself beyond the reach of constitutional amendment, enshrining it forever in the law. A resolution in support of all these measures actually passed the House and Senate by wide margins. But Lincoln refused to go along.

In an atmosphere of crisis, he made his way to the capital, entered it by night under threat to his life, and on March 4 was inaugurated under military guard. In his inaugural address, he promised to do everything in his power to preserve the Union and pledged to maintain the authority of the Federal government with respect to its own property in every state. At the same time, he promised to do this without “bloodshed or violence,” unless these were forced upon him by the South. “In your hands, my dissatisfied fellow countrymen, and not in mine,” he said, “is the momentous issue of civil war.”

By the end of March 1861, all the issues pertaining to the government’s authority were “linked to the fate of a tiny man-made island” built on a shoal in South Carolina’s Charleston harbor, where Fort Sumter, garrisoned by a small number of Federal soldiers, stood. The Confederate authorities demanded their surrender; they refused. The fort was thereupon ringed with heavy guns, and to prevent any attempt by the Federal government to relieve it under cover of darkness, the Rebels installed powerful calcium lights on two adjacent shoals and moored scows piled with wood for burning at the harbor’s mouth. In early April, with the garrison running out of food, Lincoln announced that he planned to send in provisions. On the morning of April 12, in a preemptive strike, the Confederate bombardment began. The shelling continued without cease for thirty-four hours until the fort was ablaze, and at noon on the 14th, the Stars and Stripes came down. The next day, Lincoln declared the seceded states in rebellion and issued a proclamation calling for seventy-five thousand three-month volunteers. Public sentiment in the North firmly coalesced around his action, but the immediate price of it was high, as Virginia, North Carolina, Arkansas, and Tennessee joined in the revolt.

The lines had now been drawn for war. Politically it was a civil war, but from a purely military point of view it was a war between two states. It would last almost four years, involve 3 million men, and kill six hundred thousand of them in two thousand engagements as the nation paid its awful toll to Mars.

The military or strategic objectives of the North were to master the Mississippi and cut off Louisiana, Arkansas, Texas, and, if need be, Missouri from the other states; to take Chattanooga and other positions in Tennessee, which commanded railway lines that bound the Confederate territory together; and to blockade the coast to prevent the South from receiving supplies or marketing its products abroad. The Mississippi River bore the same relation to the seceding states as the Hudson had to the colonies in the Revolutionary War; that is, it cut them in two. If the Union could control it, men from either side of the line would be hard put to support each other or come to each other’s aid with arms and supplies. In or from the East, the general plan called for the reduction of the Confederate capital of Richmond, Virginia, after which Rebels could be pushed back to the southern end of the Appalachian Mountains, where armies east and west would join to end the task.

The South, on the other hand, did not have to conquer territory to secure its independence, but only persuade the North that it could not win. Should a military deadlock develop, the South might also look for the intervention of foreign powers—in particular, England and France—“who for various reasons would not be sorry to see the United States partitioned and control of the cotton trade wrested from Northern hands.” Although the North controlled the seas and had an immense advantage in numbers, wealth, and industrial might, “it also had to do the invading,” and the territory it had to invade—and subdue—had a thirty-five-hundred-mile coastline and 190 harbors and was as large as Portugal, France, and the British Isles combined. Long, tenuous lines of communication would be required to hold on to what was gained, backed by every bit of manpower advantage the North enjoyed. Finally, the North would also have to break the will of a proud people who, rightly or wrongly, had convinced themselves that they were fighting for their own heritage of freedom as well as hearth and home.

The outcome, in fact, was by no means clear.

The traditional military organization of the United States was based on the state militia, raised and trained by the states and led by state-appointed officers, with junior officers elected by the men. Almost all the senior officers on both sides had graduated from West Point and served in the Mexican War, on the Western frontier, and in the Indian Wars. Many had also been instructors at West Point. But they knew little about large-scale fighting and almost nothing about tactics. Even most generals with experience had commanded no more than two or three companies in the field. So they were ill-equipped to handle the vast citizen armies now abruptly entrusted to their care. At West Point, the curriculum had stressed mathematics and engineering over combat training; in practice, the lives of most soldiers had been given over to a routine of road building, post maintenance, and other like chores.

Neither side was prepared. The Federal army as it existed in 1861 was not even large enough to subdue a single Confederate state. Altogether it consisted of about sixteen thousand men, most of them dispersed among frontier posts in the West; a third of its officer corps at once defected to the South. The Federal navy, such as it was, consisted of just six screw-frigates, twenty sailing vessels, a handful of gunboats, and five steam sloops. Eleven of these vessels, moored at the Navy Yard at Norfolk, immediately fell into Confederate hands.

Neither side had enough arms to go around. In the beginning, some soldiers entered battle armed with old sporting rifles, shotguns, or 1812-style muskets, even as their generals puzzled over the topography of the ground. Unlike Europe, where, as a result of centuries of strife, military maps noted almost every road, stream, bridge, swamp, hamlet, and patch of forest, that part of America where most of the Civil War would be fought had never been thoroughly studied with respect to the movement of troops or war matériel. Due to the tangled character of the country, many of the battles would also come to resemble vast bush fights, which made it difficult to deploy and maneuver large forces in the field.

Both sides issued successive calls for volunteers, the Union again in July for up to half a million more to serve for three years. By August, both armies were over two hundred thousand strong. In the North, some naïvely predicted a swift Union triumph, but wiser heads demurred. As General William Tecumseh Sherman watched the raw troops come in, he dolefully remarked, “You might as well use a squirt-gun on the flames of a burning house.” His opinion was promptly put to the test. On May 24, Federal troops crossed the Potomac, seized Alexandria and Arlington Heights, established their camp on the south side of the river, and entrenched their line before Washington along a broad front. General Winfield Scott, then in command of the Army of the United States and “the hero of two wars,” was “the only man in America,” notes one historian, “who had ever actually commanded as many as 5,000 men. But he was now too old for active duty, so Brevet-Major Irvin McDowell, an officer of the Adjutant General’s Department, was made a brigadier general and given command of the forces on the Potomac’s south bank.” McDowell had never directed so much as a squad in the field. Nevertheless, his army of thirty-five thousand was the largest ever assembled on the continent. Meanwhile, twenty-five miles to the south at Manassas Junction, near a stream called Bull Run, Confederate General P. G. T. Beauregard had established his own, slightly smaller but equally green army to hold the Rebel line. The Northern public clamored for an attack, and on July 21 the two armies clashed. At first, the Federals made headway and turned the Confederate left flank. But then Brigadier General Thomas T. Jackson stood like a “stone wall” until, toward the end of the day, he massed his troops for attack. They roared forward, and the war began with a Union rout.
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