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INTRODUCTION



A MAN, IMPERFECT


THE INSPIRATION FOR this book comes from a short passage in the writings of W. E. B. Du Bois, the African-American intellectual who cofounded the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People in 1909 and whose work on behalf of racial equality set in motion the civil rights crusades of the twentieth century. What Du Bois wrote about the sixteenth president is worth reexamination.


“Abraham Lincoln was a Southern poor white, of illegitimate birth, poorly educated . . . unusually ugly, awkward, [and] ill-dressed,” Du Bois claimed in a 1922 issue of the NAACP magazine, Crisis. “He liked smutty stories and was a politician down to his toes.” The judgment at first blush seems unduly harsh (even Du Bois’s own faithful readers apparently greeted it with considerable outrage), and as a summary of a life of such commanding importance, it also appears a little beside the point.


On a couple of his observations, Du Bois’s description of Lincoln is also simply incorrect. The first president born in a state outside of the thirteen original colonies (Kentucky), Lincoln grew up in Indiana and settled in Illinois, which at the time formed the western edge of the country. He may have been Southern in sensibility, carrying many of the same racial prejudices as those against whom he would later wage war, but he was Western in spirit, in his willingness to broach the new and the untried, to question old traditions and to start over.


The reference to “illegitimacy” is suspect as well. It comes from an almost certainly erroneous and yet often repeated story that Lincoln’s father was not the struggling farmer Tom Lincoln, as maintained by most all biographers, but Abraham Enloe (or “Enlow,” as the spelling is in doubt), a wealthy North Carolina landowner who, in a story that began to be whispered as early as 1865, entered into an extramarital affair with the family servant girl, Nancy Hanks. When she became pregnant by him and gave birth to a son, whom she named Abraham, presumably after his father, Enloe schemed to shield himself from the shame by sending Hanks off to Kentucky, where she eventually married Tom Lincoln, providing young Abraham with a last name. Though a photograph of a young Wesley Enloe, Abraham Enloe’s acknowledged son, did carry an uncanny resemblance to the young Abraham Lincoln, no concrete evidence supported the story. Still, the tale persisted and does to the present day (as a Google search amply demonstrates). It was helped along by William Herndon, Lincoln’s law partner, who, in his 1889 three-volume biography, repeated the story in part to reinforce his belief that Lincoln rose from the lowest depths of any of our great men, climbing “from a stagnant, putrid pool, like the gas which, set on fire by its own energy and self-combustible nature, rises in jets, blazing, clear, and bright.” The story of Enloe, and others, questioning Lincoln’s paternity, even inspired a 1920 book, The Paternity of Abraham Lincoln, with the unfortunate subtitle An Essay on the Chastity of Nancy Hanks. There, the author refutes claims that Lincoln was fathered by the legendary South Carolina senator John C. Calhoun, by the adopted son of Chief Justice John Marshall, by Enloe, or anyone else other than Thomas Lincoln.


Still, Du Bois was right on most everything else: Abe Lincoln was indeed fond of the bawdy tale. He was also ungainly, homely, self-educated, the product of a dirt-poor upbringing, almost always disheveled in his appearance, and possessed of a gift for politics, though if it reached “down to his toes,” as Du Bois claimed—a reference that seemed to deny Lincoln any instinct but the political—it was still not enough to prevent the country from collapsing into its bloodiest war, a civil war, almost from the moment when Lincoln was elected president on November 6, 1860.


No matter. For Du Bois, all of this was mere preamble anyway. “The world is full of illegitimate children,” he continued. “The world is full of folk whose taste was educated in the gutter. The world is full of people born hating and despising their fellows. To these I love to say: see this man. He was one of you and yet he became Abraham Lincoln.”


He became Abraham Lincoln. It is an appealing, though, even for Du Bois’s time, unoriginal thought. Through the decades, many have adopted the idea that Lincoln’s most important gift was that he was educable, that he, like other underestimated political figures, grew to his greatness while in office, that events and Lincoln’s response to those events conspired to make Lincoln Lincoln, that he listened and watched and studied his way to greatness, often with the help of those around him. In 1864, he spoke, with humility, of no claim to have controlled events, but rather “that events have controlled me,” and the abolitionist Wendell Phillips once proclaimed that if Lincoln could be said to have grown in office, “it is because we have watered him.”


Still, the old rail-splitter is often credited (perhaps erroneously) with saying that “by age forty, a man is responsible for his own face,” a milestone he realized in 1849, twelve years before he reached the presidency, and one could also claim that Lincoln grew to greatness through a steady climb to the office, beginning in 1838 with his speech before the Young Men’s Lyceum of Springfield, Illinois, when, a mere twenty-eight years old, he warned, with prescience, that the greatest threat to the American nation was not some powerful invading country—no Bonaparte, Alexander, or Caesar—but the threat from within. “If destruction be our lot we must ourselves be its author and finisher,” he told his audience, responding in part to mob violence that had led to a lynching in St. Louis, Missouri, and another murder in nearby Alton, Illinois. “As a nation of freemen we must live through all time or die by suicide.”


Of Lincoln one could certainly say that he grew after the office—after his death, as we came to appreciate a new contour to the American idea, one birthed by him, and as a kind of shimmering mysticism began to attend his memory, a vision of Lincoln as the American Christ figure, killed on Easter weekend (he was assassinated on Good Friday) for the “sin” of granting freedom to the oppressed, a god-man, not a man-man, flawless, porcelain, divinely touched, someone to be worshipped more than understood. Among those who had suffered through the Civil War, much of the latter half of the nineteenth century was spent in an effort to wring meaning from their suffering. They had witnessed so much loss, so much destruction; they now needed to make meaning of it, lest the six-hundred-some thousand dead soldiers (and an uncounted number of civilians) be seen as having perished in vain. As early as July 1862, Lincoln, recognizing that this was no ordinary American war—most importantly because it involved Americans killing Americans—pushed Congress to pass legislation creating the first national resting places for those who died in service to their country. In the years following the end of the war, tens of thousands of bodies, most of them lacking any identification, were removed from their primitive battlefield graves to be brought to these new national cemeteries, where their deaths could be given recognition. (Union soldiers’ bodies, that is; the corpses of Confederate soldiers were left to the work of small groups of Southern women who banded together to recover what they could.) It wasn’t so much the war that created the Union. It was the death from that war and the need to come to terms with it.


But Lincoln’s death was the big one. If his violent end could be rendered meaningful, if it could be said that he died for some transcendent purpose, then those who’d perished in the struggle over which he presided would follow his heavenly path. So the lesson was passed on to the next generation, the after-war generation: Lincoln was not simply to be saluted for his service, he was to be “sanctified.” By his blood, he had reconciled us; through his pain, we had been healed. By 1909, on the centenary of Lincoln’s birth, the apotheosis was complete. More than twenty-two counties and thirty-five cities had been named for Lincoln. There had also been (failed) proposals to christen new states—what became Wyoming and the Dakotas—with his name. It almost didn’t matter that so much of what had happened since the end of the war had undone the promise of equality (such as it was, a promise distinct, as we will see in this book, from the promise to end slavery), that the Jim Crow era had put a stain on Lincoln’s legacy, that much of what had been gained had been given back; Lincoln had injected the question of equality into the American consciousness as something central to our national identity, as a core element of the American conversation.


In the same year, 1922, that Du Bois wrote the passage above, the Lincoln Memorial was dedicated, a Hellenic temple containing a statue of the seated president that measured nineteen feet from bottom to top and all of it on an eleven-foot pedestal. If this Lincoln were standing, he would rise to twenty-eight feet tall. At the dedication, the poet Edwin Markham reprised his 1900 verse, including the now oft-quoted line “The grip that swung the ax in Illinois / Was on the pen that set a people free.”


This hagiographic episode continued, with Lincoln books on every conceivable aspect of his life and career, many of them setting out, Parson Weems style, to create the Lincoln legend: “Honest Abe,” “Abe, the Redeemer,” “Lincoln: Man of the People,” “Master of Men,” and, of course, “The Great Emancipator.” Thankfully, the trend long ago abated. A tempering of the Lincoln myth occurred in the post–World War II era, with some authors going too far in the other direction, laying him out to be racist, incompetent, devious, and certainly no subject for national reverence. Still, the cascade of Lincoln volumes has continued unabated, and a glance through the entire list shows just how inventive the researching mind can be. In addition to traditional biographies and histories there is The Life of Abraham Lincoln for Young People: Told in Words of One Syllable; The Personal Finances of Abraham Lincoln; Abraham Lincoln on the Coming of the Caterpillar Tractor; and, first published only a decade ago, The Physical Lincoln, including the following chapters: “Lips,” “Gut,” “Skull,” “Muscles,” “Skin,” “Eyes,” “Height,” and “Joints.” According to WorldCat, the global online library catalog, 23,274 books and updated and new editions of books have been written on Lincoln. (So how original am I? As you read this, you are holding the 23,275th.)


But neither growth nor myth nor the overzealous debunking of myth is enough to understand Lincoln, and Du Bois alone, it seems, recognized this nearly a hundred years ago. For his short passage continues with his arguing that Lincoln became Lincoln not by denying or even transcending the impurities of his past but by holding on to them, embracing them, his virtues coexisting with his failings, his achievements coming both because of what he believed and in spite of what he believed. We all would like to think that a man’s education and experience forms a progressive line; the more he learns, the better he is. This is only natural, said Du Bois, a desire to whitewash our heroes, to remember only the fine and the brave and the good about those we revere and to whom we look for guidance. “We yearn in our imperfection towards perfection—sinful, we envisage Righteousness.” But life is rarely so cleanly lived (okay, it is never so cleanly lived), and in our lifting up of those we admire, we forget, Du Bois wrote, “all that was small and mean and unpleasant,” rendering the image of our forebears “remote, immense, perfect, cold and dead.” Drawing on his own words, he might also have said that we remove the notion that we could become them, that the great are no greater than us.


This book chooses one slice of Lincoln’s life, one six-month period from July 1862 to January 1863, as the target for discovering the real Lincoln that Du Bois preferred to recognize. In this noteworthy slice of time, a hinge moment, the focus of the Civil War shifts from being about the restoration of the Union to the abolition of slavery; loyalty to the principles of the nation begins to supersede loyalty to the states; war itself—the conduct of armies—turns to a new brutality, prefiguring the twentieth century’s global conflicts; and the American ideal of liberty is joined by the ideal of equality.


It is also an in-between moment for Lincoln. He is not yet the revered god he would become, yet the awful responsibility that has been thrust upon him means that he is already history’s object to mold. He is both racist and not. He invites black leaders to the White House and tells them that the Negro has brought on this war, that whites and blacks can never coexist, and that it would be best for all if they would all move somewhere else—all while the Emancipation Proclamation lies in his desk drawer, a work in progress. He issues that Emancipation Proclamation and then withdraws it, resubmits it and then offers to take it away. An agnostic, he prays for God’s mercy. A constitutionalist, he suspends one of the most treasured civil liberties. A man of principle, he displays a coarse willingness to compromise. In the task of freeing men and women, he becomes a tyrant. A civilian, he masters the art of war, yet hundreds of thousands die cruel deaths under his leadership. He is Lincoln and he was human. “I love Lincoln,” concluded Du Bois. “Not because he was perfect, but because he was not and yet triumphed.”
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I.


A FUNERAL: JULY 13, 1862


HIS MELANCHOLY DRIPT from him as he walked,” wrote William Herndon of his law partner, Abraham Lincoln, in what is still the most important book ever written about the sixteenth president. Of course, Herndon knew Lincoln best in the years before he became the nation’s most embattled chief executive, back in the 1840s and 1850s, when he was a young Springfield, Illinois, attorney, newly married to a difficult woman and with a once-promising career now going in reverse. Lincoln may have had reasons to feel depressed—melancholy, Herndon’s word, was the word for that day, depression not yet a term of diagnosis—but he didn’t need reasons. Depression was not an episode to him; it was his persistent, lifelong companion. He wept easily, felt sorrow deeply, and viewed existence as a grim series of injustices. Lincoln, it was said, didn’t merely observe the pain of others, he absorbed it, crawled into the frame of those whom he cared for and suffered their misery as if it were his own.


Imagine the scene, then, on July 13, 1862, as the president, Navy Secretary Gideon Welles, Secretary of State William Henry Seward, and Seward’s daughter-in-law Anna Seward traveled together in a horse-drawn carriage to Oak Hill Cemetery in Georgetown for the burial of the infant son of Lincoln’s secretary of war, Edwin Stanton. Only months before, Lincoln had taken this same journey, through the same crowded dirt-and-gravel streets, the carriage pulled awkwardly through mud and rain, after his own eleven-year-old son, Willie, succumbed to the dreaded typhoid fever. “My poor boy, he was too good for this earth,” the president lamented then to the former slave Elizabeth Keckley, who washed and dressed Willie’s dead body. “God has called him home.”


The Civil War, the war precipitated by Lincoln’s election, killed both boys, albeit indirectly. The hostilities delivered thousands of wounded soldiers to Washington, where warehouses, churches—virtually all available spaces—were quickly converted into makeshift clinics to care for the suffering. Little was known then of the role germs play in disease, and water was scarce, making unsanitary conditions the norm and infection rampant. The overcrowding led to pressure on the sewerage mains and, ultimately, fecal contamination of the water supply.


Widespread typhoid, dysentery, and smallpox were the result. Among the soldiers fighting the war, infection was at least as stubborn a threat as the enemy (and, in the end, twice as deadly), but disease also passed to the civilian population. The stationing of Union troops along the Potomac River, which the soldiers used as a latrine, made the residents of the White House (or Executive Mansion, as it was then called) particularly vulnerable to infection since they received their drinking water from the heavily polluted river.


Early in February 1862, typhoid struck both Willie and his younger brother, Tad. For a while, Lincoln and his wife, the eccentric and much-maligned Mary Todd Lincoln, shuttled between the two, until it became clear that Willie was the one in graver danger. In her memoir, written after the war, Keckley recalled a presidential reception held on a day when Willie took a dramatic turn for the worse, with Mary in a long satin and black lace dress traipsing up and down the stairs, attending to the boy on one end and feigning interest in her guests on the other, the sounds of the Marine Band arriving to the sickbed as “soft, subdued murmurs, like the wild, faint sobbing of far off spirits.”


Willie was the favorite child of both parents, and he was popular among the executive staff as well. He was known for his playful imagination—he and his friends built a “fort” on the White House roof, a child playing war while a devastating real war ensued throughout the nation—and his charm reminded many of the president’s own. When he finally passed, Mary was inconsolable and took to bed. She would never recover from the loss, wearing mourning clothes the rest of her life (a year of black, followed by lavender with a touch of white, but, being Mary, always only the “very finest” and most “genteel” black, lavender, and white), certain that Willie was taken from her as divine punishment for the lavish lifestyle she sought, and sought to distraction. While churchgoing, she was hardly devout and could not attach to the Christian notion, repeated to her by minister and friend alike, that the dead are in a better place, far happier than they had ever been on earth. Instead, she pursued the relief of spiritualists, holding séances—not uncommon in a day when there was so much young death—where she believed she was communicating with the boy’s spirit. “Willie lives,” she told her half sister. “He comes to me every night and stands at the foot of the bed with the same sweet adorable smile he always has had.” But even this little comfort was, for her, fleeting, a cruel hallucination erased by the disinfectant shine of the next morning’s sun. For Mary, there appeared to be no escape from her private hell.


As for Lincoln, he scarcely had time to indulge his grief. Even as Willie’s body lay in the Green Room and plans were being formed for the boy’s funeral, the president had to tend to eight-year-old Tad’s own battle with the same illness, moving his work into his son’s room to be closer to the boy, listening for his voice calling for him in the night, and then emerging, his tall frame wrapped in a gown, his bony feet gripped by slippers, to manage the boy’s needs. Tad would eventually recover, but the entire episode—two children stricken (one dead, one deathly ill) and the war going on—was, he said, his life’s “greatest trial.”


A torrential rain arrived the day of Willie’s funeral, winds ripping through the capital, destroying trees and pelting the mourners as their caravan moved through Washington to a vault at the top of a hill. Here Willie’s body was placed—temporarily, it was presumed, until it could accompany his parents back to Illinois, and eventually it did, though only when the body of the murdered Abe Lincoln made the journey to Springfield in 1865. So, now, in July 1862, moving to the rhythm of another funeral dirge, this one to observe the burial of yet another innocent victim of the war’s pestilence, even as the federal army retreated from defeat after defeat, the casualty toll approaching 150,000 on each side, 300,000 overall, how could Lincoln not feel a deep and painful association with his own recent loss?


The president’s two professional companions on this passage formed a stark contrast. Gideon Welles was a Connecticut Yankee, a big, tall, white-whiskered figure sporting a comically ill-fitting brown wig that shook out of place when he spoke. Lincoln affectionately called him Father Neptune. A onetime Jacksonian Democrat who read for the law but pursued a career as a journalist, Welles had broken with the Democrats in the 1850s over slavery, joining the emerging Republican Party and starting a new newspaper, the Hartford Evening Press, which promoted Republican ideas. A member of the Connecticut legislature, he was the Republican candidate for governor in 1856, though he received only 10 percent of the vote.


Four years later, when Welles met Lincoln, the future president was fresh from the commanding success of his Cooper Union speech in New York City, where he had introduced himself to the Eastern political establishment and carefully laid out the argument for the federal government’s regulation of slavery in the Western territories. While visiting Hartford, Lincoln sought out Welles with the hope of securing his support at the upcoming Republican nominating convention in Chicago. The two sat outside Brown and Gross’s Bookstore at the corner of Main and Asylum Streets, drawing attention from bystanders who had recently become aware of Lincoln’s growing reputation, pushed forward first by the Lincoln-Douglas debates of 1858 and then by the Cooper Union speech. Lincoln’s lanky form, two-thirds legs, shrank when he sat so that he faced his host more or less eye to eye. Yet even with Lincoln in this pose, Welles found him “every way large, brain included.” The following day in his paper, Welles gave readers a nuanced picture of the man whose rapid fame had invited both curiosity and caricature. “He is not Apollo,” Welles offered, “but he is not Caliban.” Lincoln “was made where the material for strong men is plenty” with a “huge, tall frame . . . loosely thrown together.” Still, “his countenance shows intellect, generosity, good nature.”


Going into his meeting with Lincoln, Welles had favored Salmon P. Chase, the Ohio governor, for the Republican nomination. Like Welles, Chase was a strong and outspoken opponent of slavery and was conservative on government spending and the protection of states’ rights, two subjects that the Connecticut reformer, as a former Democrat, found attractive. But on this visit to Hartford, Lincoln deeply impressed Welles. To Welles, Lincoln was an accomplished speaker, “earnest, strong, honest, simple in style, and clear as crystal in his logic.”


Welles switched his support to Lincoln at the Chicago convention, and Lincoln, as president-elect, rewarded him with the post of navy secretary. This political appointment was aimed at getting a New Englander into the cabinet, and Welles had little familiarity with naval affairs. Lincoln once joked that he himself at least knew the difference between a stern and a bow, more, he ventured, than Welles knew. Still, Welles performed capably at his post, earning Lincoln’s respect, and he kept him in wise counsel.


Welles’s disdain for slavery led him to a pronounced dislike for the South in general. An inveterate diarist—certainly the most valuable among the Lincoln administration insiders—he was dismissive of what he came to see as the “diseased imagination” of the Southern landowners, little Ivanhoes inspired by reading too many Walter Scott novels, thinking themselves “cavaliers, imbued with chivalry, a superior class, not born to labor but to command,” who held the North in contempt as weak, religious, moral, dull. Years later, at the close of the war, he acknowledged its inevitability. “[Southerners] came ultimately to believe themselves a better race,” he penned in an 1865 entry. “. . . Only a war could wipe out this arrogance and folly.”


Seward was Welles’s superior in every measurement but size. A short, thin reed of a man sporting a painful-looking beak for a nose (Henry Adams found him reminiscent of a “wise macaw”), he was dashing and brilliant, known for throwing off restraint in favor of the bold statement of principle or at least appearing to do so, his political face blending so well with his private face that it was hard, Adams wondered, to tell “how much was nature and how much was mask.”


As a senator from New York, and former governor of the Empire State, Seward had been the favorite over either Chase or Lincoln for the 1860 Republican presidential nomination. Seward had planned for it. In his mind, and in the mind of many others, it would serve as the much-anticipated cap to a career that had been animated by his forthright and eloquent opposition to slavery. In a justly famous speech delivered on the Senate floor in 1850, Seward had argued that a “Higher Law” was superior to the slavery-tolerating Constitution, a “law of nature and of nations” that had been “bestowed upon them by the Creator of the universe,” and he implored his Senate colleagues to be most faithful to this law, even when it conflicted with the nation’s founding document. “We cannot . . . be either true Christians or real freemen,” he concluded, “if we impose on another a chain that we defy all human power to fasten on ourselves.”


Such claims naturally put Seward at odds with Southern leaders, who rightly felt the New Yorker’s finger wagging at them, and they traded verbal jabs with him throughout the decade, the worst exchange, perhaps, coming after the Supreme Court’s Dred Scott decision of 1857, when Seward charged that President James Buchanan and Chief Justice Roger Taney had conspired in that infamous ruling, which declared that Congress had no power to legislate a ban on slavery in US territories (invalidating the Missouri Compromise of 1820) and African-Americans (slave or free) had no rights under the Constitution of the United States. Seward’s charge of collusion, which compared Buchanan and the justices to England’s Charles I and his courtiers, “[subverting] the statutes of English liberty,” prompted Buchanan to declare that Seward was not welcome at the White House, and years later Chief Justice Taney acknowledged that if Seward had been elected president in 1860, Taney would have refused to administer him the oath of office.


Undaunted, Seward continued to let his mouth outpace his discretion. A few months after the Scott decision, he declared that the growing sectional conflict over slavery put the country on the path of “an irrepressible conflict” where the choice would be “either entirely a slaveholding nation, or entirely a free-labor nation.” It almost seemed as though Seward were saying to the South, “Bring it on,” an explicit rejection of the accommodationist approach of those who argued that the clash of wills between North and South was but “accidental, unnecessary,” the work of fanatic fringes on each side that would surely prove “ephemeral.” In fact, Seward’s tone misrepresented his views. Like Lincoln, he favored a gradual, legislative end to slavery, but he was a confrontational speaker, and rare for a Northern politician in this time, he dared to challenge the South, mistakenly thinking that disunion was not a serious possibility, that the threat of secession was nothing more than a bluff.


As the 1860 convention neared, Seward had tried to broaden his appeal by sounding more moderate, assuring delegates that he felt the South was “sovereign on the subject of slavery” within its own borders. But the past continued to haunt him. Adopting his colorful phrase as their own, members of the New York delegation supporting him branded themselves “the Irrepressibles,” making it even harder for the New York senator to escape his lively rhetoric, and this while the rest of the gathered delegates in Chicago—an amalgamation of Free-Soilers, Know-Nothings, Nativists, and former Democrats who made up the nascent Republican Party—saw a clash with the South as something they wanted very much to avoid, not encourage by nominating the man Southerners most resented.


Despite their common views on ending slavery, Welles and Seward were antagonists, and their animosity predated their service in the Lincoln administration. For his part, Welles found Seward unattractively ambitious, an opportunist whose employment of Thurlow Weed, a cigar-chomping political boss, to manage his political career struck the New Englander as crass. Seward, in turn, resented Welles for his support of Lincoln at the nominating convention, where the future navy secretary helped lead not only Connecticut but all New England away from supporting Seward. Once Lincoln was elected, Seward opposed the appointment of Welles to the cabinet, preferring that Lincoln select only former Whigs, not ex-Democrats such as Welles.


The tension between Welles and Seward had a more recent history, too. In 1861, in what became the opening scene of the Civil War, federal troops stranded at Fort Sumter in hostile South Carolina had been in desperate need of provisions. Welles ordered the USS Powhatan to be readied from its pier in Brooklyn for service in supplying the South Carolina fort. At the same time, however, Seward was scheming for the same ship to help protect Fort Pickens at Santa Rosa Island, Florida. While Welles was navy secretary, Seward assured the president that “Uncle Gideon” would not mind Seward’s meddling. Yet Welles did of course mind, and when he heard of it, the whole plan had to be scuttled. The episode only confirmed Welles’s feelings toward Seward, whom he thereafter referred to as “the trickster.” Even after Seward died in 1872, Welles could not contain his wrath over this experience and others, publishing a small book in which he vented his rage. In Lincoln and Seward, Welles accused the onetime Lincoln rival of entering “upon his duties [as secretary of state] with the impression . . . that he was to be the de facto president.”


Welles’s opinion of Seward was shared by others in the Lincoln cabinet, particularly Chase. Seward was pictured as an arrogant, self-aggrandizing figure who could be charming, yes, but whose flair for the dramatic often offended more people than it pleased. Seward even dared to show his haughtiness to Lincoln, criticizing the president to his face with the air of one convinced that he could have done a better job. Yet Seward’s brilliance was undeniable and his input critical. After Lincoln’s nomination, he became a loyal supporter of the Republican candidate and declared himself a Unionist first—joining in Lincoln’s view that preservation of the Union was the first and only important goal. Working side by side with Lincoln on the writing of the president’s first inaugural address, Seward, in a reversal of roles, softened Lincoln’s text, making it less combative toward the South, removing the president’s threat to reclaim federal property seized by the secessionists, and moderating the tone Lincoln had assumed toward the Supreme Court over the Dred Scott decision.


Seward even contributed to one of the most powerful statements Lincoln ever made: the closing paragraph of his first inaugural address, which the president had initially penned as a challenge to the rebels: “With you,” he wrote, in the tone of a bark, “and not with me, is the solemn question of ‘Shall it be peace, or a sword?’ ” Seward suggested replacing it with an outstretched hand: “We must not be aliens or enemies but fellow countrymen and brethren.” He also proposed a commanding image of optimism and reconciliation: “mystic chords . . . proceeding from so many battle fields and patriot graves,” which Seward, writing for Lincoln, imagined “will yet again harmonize in their ancient music when breathed upon by the guardian angel of the nation.” Lincoln, the better poet, improved on this image to make it into one of history’s most commanding lines of political oratory—looking forward to the moment when “the mystic chords of memory, stretching from every battle-field and patriot grave, to every living heart and hearthstone, all over this broad land, will yet swell the chorus of the Union, when again touched, as surely they will be, by the better angels of our nature.” But it was Seward who pushed Lincoln toward it.


So the carriage ride to James Stanton’s funeral on that thirteenth day of July 1862 was not exactly a meeting of friends, more accurately the convening of three men of character thrown together by both ambition and circumstance, each of them deeply connected to, and responsible for, the nation’s great test: Welles in charge of the naval campaign, Seward as chief diplomat, and Lincoln at the center of it all. The war, to put it mildly, was not going well.


The Union Army had met with considerable success in the winter and spring of 1862, securing control of Missouri and western Tennessee, capturing New Orleans, and defeating the Confederates at the massive battle of Shiloh. But the Confederates had since regrouped and humiliated the North in the Virginia peninsula, rendering General George B. McClellan’s strategy there a failure. The former engineering instructor at West Point, himself a West Pointer, had risen to fame off an early battle success in the western region of Virginia. Out of this the Pennsylvania native had earned the nickname Young Napoléon, but the moniker fit him more favorably as a comparison of inflated egos than as a comparison of tactical brilliance. As an officer, McClellan was good at one thing: organizing and training troops. But there it all stopped. Like a skilled stage actor who freezes in the opening-night lights, McClellan could rehearse but not perform. Worse, he blamed his failures on others, repeatedly overestimating the strength of his enemy and stalling for more time, then pleading for more troops, receiving them, and pleading for even more time. He elicited an impressive loyalty from his soldiers, who revered him as a “soldier’s general,” probably because his passivity helped keep them out of danger, which may be a virtue for an officer but only if not taken to the extreme. Frustrated by his general, in March Lincoln relieved McClellan from his position as general in chief of the Union Army, still leaving him to lead the Army of the Potomac, the primary Union fighting unit in the Eastern Theater of the war. Now the failure of that army’s Peninsula Campaign, aimed at capturing the Confederate capital, Richmond, had cast a dark shadow over the North’s prospects. Bungled by McClellan, it was probably the last chance for the Union to make it a short war.


McClellan’s failures were failures of courage. He could not abide risk. But they were also, to some degree, failures of intention, and with him, the two fit comfortably. Like many of the West Point officers serving the Union, McClellan was a Democrat. He did not share the Republican Party’s antipathy toward the South, nor did he see the eradication of slavery as a worthy war goal. Slavery should end, he believed, but only gradually, not forcibly, and with respect rendered to both master and slave. After the war, he pronounced “a prejudice for my own race,” adding that he couldn’t imagine learning “to like the odor of either Billy goats or niggers,” but such racist pronouncements were not in his mind inconsistent with a repugnance for slavery.


McClellan was particularly uncomfortable with bringing a war against his own people. Throughout his life, he had found himself inclined toward Southern culture and Southern thinking, preferring it to Northern ways, even as he held firm in his belief that the South’s decision to secede was wrong. He believed in the integrity of the American nation. Thus, while he fought for the Union Army, he fought primarily for the cause of union, wanting to see the country restored to its prewar geography and seeing the clash between North and South as essentially a pique brought on by “ultras,” with both sides equally to blame. Naturally such a confusion of sympathies led him to a stuttering war plan. He wanted to successfully prosecute the battle against the South, but he wanted to limit the risk, too, both for his own soldiers and, ironically, for the “enemy” as well. It was a rebellion, and he intended that it remain a rebellion, not a full-scale war. To radicals and abolitionists, even to some in Lincoln’s cabinet, such as Stanton, the McClellan stutter was something just short of treason.


In early July, only days before the funeral of Stanton’s baby, a peeved Lincoln had boarded the steamship Ariel out of Fort Monroe and journeyed to visit McClellan at his Harrison’s Landing, Virginia, headquarters along the James River. The purpose of the visit was to spur the morale of the troops involved in the disappointing Peninsula effort. On that, the trip was a success, the soldiers cheering the presidential visit in competition with the sounds of cannons fired in a show of enthusiasm. But Lincoln was also there to confront McClellan on his lack of success. The president had been pained by the army’s failures, and it was taking a toll on him. He was losing sleep and had lost interest in eating. “I cannot take my vittles regular,” Lincoln had said, when pressed on his increasingly gaunt appearance. “I kind of just browse around.”


The setting had its own presidential significance, having been the ancestral home of William Henry Harrison, the ninth president of the United States and one of ten prewar presidents who had owned slaves. (Harrison, it was later rumored, also fathered several children with one of his.) The property had since passed on to others, who abandoned it when the war broke out, leaving the elegant Georgian mansion that was the centerpiece of the estate to be crowded now with wounded and dying soldiers. Two rooms, Harper’s Weekly reported, were reserved for amputations.


Lincoln toured the ranks of soldiers, doffing his hat in respect to them. As grave as the scene must have felt, the pairing of the two men was also somewhat comic. Little Mac, as his soldiers affectionately called him, was striking in his crisply ironed uniform, his mustache carefully trimmed, his chest puffed out in a display of patrician arrogance. Next to him was the shabby but towering Lincoln, six feet four inches before you added his trademark stovepipe hat, riding in on horseback (“like a pair of tongs on a chair back” in one soldier’s description), unusually self-conscious, especially around men of arms. The two of them engaged in a stare-down (a “stare-up” for the diminutive general) over policy. McClellan thought Lincoln his distinct inferior, which he was if you looked only at birth status and formal education; while Lincoln thought McClellan some stunted genius, whom Lincoln had been too quick to favorably judge when he appointed him to lead, and he was suffering for it now.


McClellan, whose self-esteem was once described by a writer in Harper’s as swelling to “elephantiasis” proportions, decided here, at Harrison’s Landing, to educate Lincoln with what the general proudly described to his own wife as “a strong frank letter.” McClellan felt forced, by conscience, he said, to counsel the president, even if such advice did go beyond the scope of his duties as an army officer. Lincoln was used to McClellan’s imperious pronouncements; nonetheless, this statement had to have startled him. In the letter, McClellan laid out a defense of the kind of warfare he preferred and had been practicing: cautious, limited, between armies alone, not citizens, and conducted with decorum. A gentleman’s war. Fearing that doubts over his progress were leading many in Washington to push for a more aggressive approach to the South, the general asserted that victory should only be pursued according to the “highest principles known to Christian Civilization,” which, to McClellan, included a prohibition on the “confiscation of property, [on] political executions of persons,” and on “forcible abolition of slavery.” None of these “should be contemplated for even a moment,” he wrote. “Military power should not be allowed to interfere with the relations of servitude, either by supporting or impairing the authority of the master.” It was not only advice, but an attempt by McClellan to demonstrate his preeminence among the Union’s senior officers and reclaim his “rightful” position as general in chief. McClellan was always an officer who kept one eye on his troops and the other on destiny.


Lincoln read the letter as the two sat on the deck of the president’s boat. Then, in what must have been the most pregnant of pauses, Lincoln placed it in his pocket and said nothing more other than to coolly thank his general for providing it to him. The two men emerged from this private scene to mount their steeds and slowly greet each division of weary soldiers. Lincoln’s awkward handling of his horse’s reins brought great amusement to the troops. They had suffered mightily, with 1,734 dead and 8,066 wounded, their regimental colors, the New York Times reported, “torn almost to shreds by the balls of the enemy,” but having their president there to thank them was a “tonic.”


On the way home, Lincoln’s ship stalled, going aground at Kettle Shoals in the Chesapeake, and the president took the opportunity for a bracing dip in the river. The water may have cleared his mind, but if so the respite was temporary. For only days after his return to Washington, Lincoln rode with Welles and Seward to James Stanton’s funeral, and both the relative privacy of the situation—a simple, small carriage; three men with a lot on their minds—and the nature of their mission, attendance at a baby’s funeral, encouraged Lincoln’s resolve. As he bounced along in the rain, the president’s reactions to McClellan’s demanding message no doubt competed with memories of Willie, and with thoughts of the morbid scenery formed by Washington’s dead and dying, of the general downturn in the prospects for the Union, of his wife’s slide toward insanity, of the bitter rivalries among the members of his cabinet, and, increasingly, of his own rising insecurities, to push him toward a monumental decision. Rejecting McClellan’s advice in its totality, Lincoln abruptly informed his companions that he had determined he would utilize the power of the executive order to do what his enemies had long claimed he would do, but which he, torn between highly regarded principles that competed inside him for preeminence, had mightily resisted. His mind was now made up on all aspects except timing. He was ready, he said, to free the slaves.
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II.


“IN REGARD TO YOUR SLAVES . . .”


BETWEEN THE TIME when Abraham Lincoln was elected president and the time when he assumed office, seven Southern states, acting in anticipation of what they regarded as the new president’s plans to end their long-standing practice of chattel slavery (where both slaves and their progeny are deemed to be the property of the slaveholder), seceded from the Union. Once the Confederate attack on Fort Sumter plunged the nation into civil war, four more states followed these first seven. Long-standing abolitionists and members of his own Republican Party urged Lincoln to make the battle lines distinct and declare this war’s mission as the destruction of the South’s “peculiar institution.” Upon hearing the news from Sumter, Senator Charles Sumner of Massachusetts made his way hurriedly to the Executive Mansion, where he informed Lincoln “that under the war power the right had come to him to emancipate the slaves.” Lincoln demurred. While he held firm to his belief that slavery should not be extended to the new territories acquired in the war with Mexico, the president said he had no intentions to disrupt the practice where it already existed. Lincoln’s mission, then, was nothing more than to restore the Union, to bring the South back and bring it back with slavery intact. Indeed, throughout 1861, Union commanders ordered their troops to be faithful to the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850. As hundreds and then thousands of slaves threw themselves in front of advancing Union forces, convinced that the war was for them, for their freedom, and their future in America, they were captured and returned to their owners. Some Union commanders even allowed slave owners to conduct searches of their Union campgrounds and reclaim their runaways. One can only imagine the brutal fate that awaited them upon capture.


This was no war to end slavery. It wasn’t even a war, insisted Lincoln. It was an insurrection of states that, as far as he was concerned, were still part of the Union and still guaranteed the rights of the slavery-protecting Constitution. The administration’s military efforts were exclusively for the “suppression of rebellion,” the “preservation of the Union,” and the “chastisement of treason,” and when, after Sumter, Lincoln called up seventy-five thousand militiamen to counteract the Southern uprising, they were told to use care not to interfere with the property of those in the seceded states. The order was clear: leave the slaves in slavery.


Why? Why was it so difficult for Lincoln to decide to free the slaves? It’s a simple question that has dogged his reputation for 150 years. Why? Why did the man who would become revered for generations as the Great Emancipator hesitate to do his “emancipating,” and if it did take him so long, what is so “great” about that? Surely an issue of such moral gravity demanded action absent of even the slightest uncertainty, yet Lincoln hesitated and hesitated repeatedly, dodging the subject as if he simply did not want to confront its consequences, of which there would be many—some known, some unknown. Why?


The answer is as unreachable as the search is tantalizing. But whoever pursues it must first confront the fact that the Lincoln who rode with Seward and Welles to James Stanton’s funeral in July 1862 was not, and had never been, an abolitionist. No matter how powerful his statements about the evils of slavery, and he made many, he had never, ever prescribed the complete and immediate end to the institution, which, say, Frederick Douglass, William Lloyd Garrison, and Wendell Phillips—all famous antislavery activists of Lincoln’s day—did.


Sure, he was a politician and therefore worked in the realm of the possible, not the ideal or the pure. Lincoln would never have been nominated for president in 1860 if he had shown himself to be a true friend to the abolitionists’ cause. We know this by the lesson of Seward, who, while also advocating a slow, negotiated end to slavery, was looked upon as more radical than Lincoln, if only for his persistent and eloquent moral pronouncements on the subject, which precisely because they were so persistent and eloquent effectively denied him the nomination he had long expected would be handed to him by acclamation. We know, too, from Lincoln himself, who turned to Charles Edwards Lester, a clergy man and author, and said, “I think Sumner and the rest of you would upset our applecart altogether if you had your way. We’ll fetch ’em; just give us a little time. We didn’t go into the war to put down slavery, but to put the flag back, and to act differently at this moment would, I have no doubt, not only weaken our cause but smack of bad faith; for I never should have had votes enough to send me here if the people had supposed I should try to use my power to upset slavery.”


Over the years, many of Lincoln’s champions have taken this “Lincoln was just being a politician” point of view, arguing that he put on a public face, a political face, one that obscured his real feelings, his abolitionist feelings, as an explanation for his ambiguity on the subject. By this perspective, Lincoln understood that he could not end slavery at all if he exposed his true belief that slavery needed to be ended immediately. Ironically, many in the South shared this “closet abolitionist” view of Lincoln, or more precisely, they did not see much of a distinction between those, like Lincoln, who publicly advocated a gradual and negotiated end to slavery and those who cried out for its immediate extinction, the former being, to them, just a mask for the latter, a more polite way of delivering the same death blow, maybe even worse, as it appeared to hide the speaker’s real intentions behind a softer message that was perhaps nothing more than a foil. But from either perspective, is the picture accurate? Did Lincoln secretly want slavery to end immediately? The answer, again, is almost certainly no.


It is hard for modern minds to comprehend the importance of slavery to the economic growth of the United States. It is harder still to connect with the way that slavery, in the New World more than anywhere else, came to be equated with the subjugation of the African race. There was slavery, of course, long before there was an America, but most of the history of slavery is of whites enslaving whites. The word takes its origins from the Latin sclavus, for “Slav,” and grew out of the practice of importing peoples from Eastern Europe to work in Mediterranean societies from roughly the 1200s to the 1400s.


The discovery and development of the New World, with its abundant natural resources, presented an opportunity ripe for commercial exploitation, but one that required a pool of labor large enough to meet the demand. At first this was fulfilled by the flow of white, indentured servants from Europe. But that source slowed in the eighteenth century and was replaced by the forced migration of African peoples at a rate of more than five African slaves for every new European settler. The greatest concentration of African slave labor during this time was in the Caribbean, but once it became apparent that the larger slave population afforded the sugar plantations there a dramatic advantage over their competitors, ever-larger numbers of African slaves were brought to the American mainland. By the mid-eighteenth century slavery was being practiced in all thirteen original colonies.


It remains a historical mystery why the slavery of African peoples began to be preferred over the slavery of whites, but speculation centers on the conjunction of several convenient factors. Many in Europe considered slavery to be cruel and unjust only when it targeted Christians, and by the mid-1700s most of that continent had been converted, while the non-Christian Africans remained “heathens.” Slavery was also common in Africa itself—that is, with Africans enslaving other Africans—and that meant that half of the slave trader’s work had already been done for him: he didn’t need to “enslave” anyone, just bargain for the right to sell these slaves abroad. And finally, many Europeans saw the color black as marking the African as different from the rest of the world’s people. This “color-coded” racism, as one historian describes it, may even have assuaged some of the guilt associated with the practice of slavery by confirming an “otherness” that “made it psychologically easier to treat [slaves] with the brutality that the slave trade often necessitated.” Indeed, the stories of innocent Africans orphaned from their families, prodded through holding pens and onto the fetid slave ships, where they faced an Atlantic passage rife with violence and degradation, are legendary.


Still, as slavery grew in the colonies, moral objections abounded, and how could they not? This was after all the beginning of the Enlightenment. Liberty was on the lips of most forward-looking people, and if the American Revolution was about anything, it was about freedom, equality, and the supremacy of rational thinking. The Revolution did indeed lead to the end of slavery in most Northern states, with New England and Pennsylvania leading the way, but it remained strong in the South. The Southern economy had become too dependent upon slavery to forgo its advantages.


Two critical historical developments hardened the Southern states’ position: The first was the invention in 1793 of the cotton gin, which provided a method for processing large amounts of short-staple cotton, the kind that could be grown inland (long-stem cotton, which is easier to remove from its seeds, could only successfully be cultivated along the coastline, where the growing season was longer). The second was the acquisition of new territories that became the Southern states of Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana, along with the forced removal of the Native American populations living there. With a new method for harvesting cotton and new land upon which to harvest it, a robust Cotton Kingdom arose, dominating the Southern economy of the early nineteenth century and dependent on an ever-increasing number of slaves. The most that antislavery activists could achieve in these days was an end to the merciless slave trade (and even that ban was repeatedly violated), but slavery itself continued to flourish. Despite the assertion of human rights that lay at the core of the American Revolution, slavery was far stronger in the early 1800s than it had been before the Revolution. There were seven hundred thousand slaves in 1790, 4 million by 1850.


Lincoln did not pay much attention to slavery early in his career. He abhorred it and said so, but he was a traditional Whig, interested more in economic development than in advancing the cause of social progress, and anyway, he believed slavery would ultimately follow an unaided path to extinction just as the Founders, he argued, had intended it to. Writing to his slaveholding friend Joshua Speed, Lincoln acknowledged “your rights” and “my obligations under the Constitution, in regard to your slaves,” before admonishing him to “appreciate how much the great body of the Northern people do crucify their feelings, in order to maintain their loyalty to the Constitution and the Union.” But Lincoln’s attitude was more pitying than indignant. “I confess I hate to see the poor creatures hunted down, and caught, and carried back to their stripes, and unrewarded toils,” he wrote, “but I bite my lip and keep quiet.” Lincoln still had something of the old Kentucky boy in him, the historian Richard Hofstadter wrote in a seminal 1948 essay, his “regard for the slaves” being “more akin to his feeling for tortured animals than it was to his feeling, say, for the common white man of the North.”


Only with the passage of the 1854 Kansas-Nebraska Act, guided through Congress by Lincoln’s Illinois rival Senator Stephen A. Douglas, did slavery became the single most urgent subject of the day, one demanding the attention of every politician. Lincoln publicly denounced slavery for the first time in October of that year, even as he found himself stymied by how to abolish it. The 1854 act repealed the 1820 Missouri Compromise, which had banned slavery in the Nebraska Territory, and it divided that territory into two parts, Kansas and Nebraska, ordering that the question of slavery be addressed in each through popular sovereignty. In other words, if the people of Kansas wanted slavery, they could have it; if they didn’t, they wouldn’t.


To Douglas, who assumed that the new territories would reject slavery, the Kansas-Nebraska Act was a convenient way to settle the issue away from the stage of national politics and thus make it easier for him to run for president by his not having to choose a side on this divisive issue. To Lincoln, the new law was an abdication of national responsibility. Congress had rejected the letter and spirit of legislative compromise and replaced it with an invitation to violence. He suspected that the issue would now bring partisans from both sides to Kansas, armed with “bowie knives and six shooters,” pro-slavery activists from the South “flushed with triumph and tempted to excesses,” while those of the North would counter them, feeling betrayed and “burning for revenge.” Speaking in Peoria in October 1854, Lincoln countered Douglas with his warning, declaring, “One side will provoke; the other resent. The one will taunt, the other defy.” The spiral would have no end. “And if this fight should begin,” he told his audience, “is it likely to take a very peaceful, Union-saving turn? Will not the first drop of blood so shed, be the real knell of the Union?”


Lincoln’s vision was sadly prescient. Far from reducing tensions, the Kansas-Nebraska Act raised the argument over slavery to a new, and highly dangerous, pitch, one exemplified by “Bleeding Kansas” (journalist Horace Greeley’s compelling phrase), the period of four years or so from 1855 to 1859 when violence erupted between pro-slavery and antislavery advocates who flooded the state to battle over the issue. Within a couple of years, Douglas became so hated in the North, he observed that he could have journeyed from Chicago to Boston over a path illuminated by nothing more than the lights from his burning effigies.
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